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just another story about love, life and death

by sarah hulin

chapter one


i was dressed to impress.


tailored black dress with white frills at the hem and neck.  cute black shoes slightly resembling mary jane's with small delicate bows, yet more sophisticated.  black fish net stockings.  purple eye shadow.  matching wildberry flavored lip color.  black mascara.  cute up-do.  new black bra and matching black panties.  


impressive, right?


and i was out to party.  i was out to have fun.  i was out to experience something new with new people in a new environment.  i was ready to step outside of my norm.  to do something fun and exciting and... different.  that's all i wanted.  


i first saw him by the burning barrel in the back yard of the frat house.  he was wearing all black, carting a black backpack, probably full of booze and a yellow "ducks" hat.  his face was painted white, with black sockets and lips.  he was attractive, even through the ghoulish make-up.  and, most importantly, he took an interest.  


"ya know, there are three French maids here tonight.  well, four, but one of them is a guy… not really my thing."


"it's too bad there are so many of us." i responded, searching the crowd of frightening, mystical and sexy creatures surrounding me.


"we should get all of you to do a line-up for us.  see who of you actually holds up to the French maid standards.  with your little feather dusters and your,” he peaked at my ass, “short skirts.  see who can cut it."


a small fake-ish giggle escaped my lips, "that'd be a scene.  we'd start a riot or something."


"my name's john, by the way." he put his hand out, eager to catch mine.


"zarah.  nice to meet you."


“an unusual name.”


“it means ‘the coming of dawn’ in hebrew.”


he smiled.  he had nice straight teeth, no doubt crooked and unattractive as a fledging youth.  ah, the leisures of modern science.  they looked extremely white with the combination of black lipstick and mellow firelight.  he had nice eyes too.  i'm not totally sure if they were blue or green... hell, they might have been brown.  the color wasn't important.  it was the way the light bounced off them.  they looked wet, but not a sad wet.  it was that sort of calm alcohol wash that most people get after they've thrown back a few.  pleasant though.  nice to look into.


"so, are you drinking tonight?  can i get you something?" he asked.


"oh, no thanks.  i think i'm going to grab one when we get back to my house."


"are you leaving?"


"only for a little bit.  we're going to chill there and then come back.  we're just looking for someone before we go."


"we?  oh, you mean you and your grim reaper friend?  he's looking out for you, huh?  his head keeps popping up where ever i look."


jack was looking out for me, that’s just what he does.  "we can’t seem to locate our friend... he is supposed to come back to my house with us.  i guess jack's having a hard time."


jack's scull-covered face caught my attention over a sea of orange-glowing heads.  he motioned for me to help him find our male nurse friend, alec.  i excused myself from john's warm, wet stare and told him i'd be right back.  it didn't take jack and i long to find nurse boy.  he was near the bar, getting a refill in his classy red cup.  we headed out.  i poked john with my feather duster on the way out.  alec, his date, and jack went ahead with my house keys.


"are you alright?  you don't look well." john said while he rubbed the small of my back.  


"i'm just really cold." i replied, holding back chattering teeth – it's not that cold, silly.


it was that cold.


john rubbed my back and took my hand.  he held it firmly in his own, moving his thumb back and forth, creating a much needed and appreciated friction.


we got to the house where my friends had already made themselves at home.  jack offered alec and his date some beers, just like jack, serving as host in someone else’s house.  alec and his date were sitting on the futon talking about other parties they had been to this year.  i marched over to the stereo to start some tunes.  john escaped to the back yard to smoke.  after a bit i followed, so as not to be a rude hostess.  the instant i walked through the doorway, he finished his cigarette and latched his hands to my hips.  no words, really.  it was hard for me to speak, not because i was overwhelmed with passion, but because i didn't have anything to say.  nothing to say, not to him.  not to john.  not to the man before me, the one with the white face paint and damp eyes.


he kissed me.  i accepted.  but his kisses were... his kisses were full yet entirely empty.  it felt like there was nothing behind them, nothing of substance anyway.  i didn't even feel lust... his body barely even pressed into mine.  i felt more like a sure thing than a person.  maybe the short skirt had given him that idea.  i felt... that's it -- i didn't feel.   i didn't feel anything.  my thoughts kept tracing back to three nights prior, to the boy with the motorcycle.


i pulled away.  "no, no, sorry.  i... no.  just, not now."


john didn't look puzzled.  he didn’t look hurt, either.  he looked... absent.


he tried to pursue me again, after we had been in the house for some time.  i wasn't receptive this go around, either.  i tried to tell him what was on my mind but i could tell he didn’t want to listen.  and that was alright because i didn’t really care if he listened.  everything i would have said would have been for his benefit anyway.  i would have just explained that i couldn’t pretend to love him – not even for one night.  eventually we made our way back to the party, he didn’t hold my hand this time.  he sort of mumbled something about having a good night and we parted ways.  "hey, bro!" he called to a guy dressed in army fatigues.


i went back home to think about the previous wednesday night i had spent with him.

* * * * *


The dorm room is large for just one person.  And it is entirely too warm, but I'm still wearing my zip-up hoodie.  It is comfort.  I look at Jack, my closest friend from school; his highlighted hair is perfect... combed forward with the slightest feathering near the front.  He's wearing a simple blue t-shirt and light jeans.  His white socks with grey toes stick out from underneath the denim.  He sits in a small computer chair while I'm on something wooden and hard.  There is music coming from his large computer speakers.  Something mellow, something slow.  I can hear his wall clock ticking, second for second.  Never missing a beat.  Always reliable.


"I just can't take school right now.  I'm not feeling it.  It's doing nothing for me besides create stress and take up time.  What am I gaining here?"


"My classes suck, I’m questioning my major and I'm barely getting any requirements out of the way.  It feels like there is still so much more to do but I've wasted two years already, why should I think that another two will solve my problems?"


"There's no progression.  There's no movement.  Shit, I'd rather be falling backward than permanently stagnant.  My mind is growing stale and I don’t know how to fix it."


"And I almost don't care."  It doesn’t matter who of the two of us is speaking.  Our thoughts are so similar that it's as if we are one mind, one soul of feelings meshed together yet incomplete.  If we know one thing collectively, it is that we are incomplete.


I speak, "I told you about Brandon's line of questioning earlier?  He was asking me about my friends.  Wondering who I care about, what friendships I cherish, if any.  He wants to be one of those people who is in my thoughts.  But what he doesn’t realize is that I can't force concern for another person.  You're either in my thoughts or you're not."


Jack stares at me, his dark eyes listening to ever word, understanding every train of thought.  I don’t know where I’d be without his friendly ear and our quirky banter.  This is the beginning.

* * * * *


i went to a party last night.  i came to realize just how fucked up people are at this age.  we're all so needy.  we have all these expectations… how our lives should be.  we've got television and film and books telling us about what we're missing.  showing us what a better life is like.  what our lives could be… if only.  so we push and push and pull and hurt and crave and want so hard, so deeply, that it creeps under our skin and itches like a bad acid trip.  it is driven into our skulls with a 15mm drill bit, it is engraved on the palms of our hands, it is tattooed between our thighs – this desire for love.  this thing called love.  we've been told it's all we need.  we've been told that without it, we are nothing.  without it we are incomplete and therefore we - are not.  and it drives us to do the most painful things.  it makes us question others, their actions, their intentions.  it makes us question until we go numb.  yet somehow, we end up forgetting to question ourselves.  we forget to find out who we are.  what we want.  if we even know.  can love really solve all our problems?  and if it can, will it?


at the party i was sitting next to a musician named will.  i could tell he thought i was cute.  i could tell he wanted to get to know me.  we were talking about his past, about his mistakes and his regrets.  about his promises and his broken friendships.  about the love he holds toward those he cares deeply for.  


and i kept thinking, he has so much baggage.  


but we all do, don't we?


'cause when you become friends with someone, you are more than just friends with the person, you've befriended their past.  you get to know their weighted history.  you accept their baggage.  and have an obligation to invite it along to tea.


it’s even worse when you become romantically involved with a person.  their memories become a part of you.  you learn about weird sex fetishes that stemmed from having to rub mother’s feet as a kid.  you hear about past relationships, and how that bitch never returned the beloved leather sofa.  you also learn of struggles with child molestation or falling victim to a gang rape.  collaborative re-experience commences as memories are shared between two people.  i don’t feel up to dealing with another person’s baggage.  especially will’s.


as i was walking home from school yesterday i saw a little girl standing next to her mother's van.  we made eye contact and she smiled at me.  the sweet, toothy smile of a child.  i wonder if she remembers all the times that people smile at her.  i'm sure it's a higher number than she can even count.  that's the kind of baggage i wouldn't mind carrying around with me.  those are the memories i want to share with friends and with the people i love.


i envied the little girl.  it's so easy to receive smiles when you're that young.  everyone adores a pretty 4-year-old face with soft blonde curls and big, explorative eyes.  at twenty, the only smiles i get from strangers are because they want to get in my pants.  

* * * * *


my grandfather is dying.  he's been dying for some five years now, what with multiple surgeries, heart murmurs, a couple knee replacements, and a hip replacement.  in and out of the hospital.  never quite "fixed" when he leaves.  he has walked with a cane for a long time but now it looks as if he may never walk again.  never walk again.


"hi honey, how are you doing?" my mother's voice traveled into my ear through a pearl white phone.


"i'm okay, mom.  are you alright?  you sound sick."


"well... i've been at the hospital all day.  my dad's there."


i stuttered a little, "why?"  it didn't really come as a surprise.


"last night he was complaining to mom of some pain.  he said that he couldn't feel his toes and feet.  they took him to OHSU at 2:30 this morning.  my sister called me and we both went to the hospital to meet mom.  by the time we got there, his body, from the chest down, was numb.  they ran dad through the MRI and discovered some pockets of liquid near the base of his spine, an infection."  her speech slowed, choking back more tears.  "the infection had paralyzed his body.  they immediately scheduled a surgery.  he was in there for almost seven hours.  they… now they're waiting."


"when will they know what's going to happen?"


"they're going to check the status of his surgery later tonight.  they have to make sure that the infection doesn’t spread and get into his blood stream.  if that happens..." she stopped, i understood.  i signaled for her to continue.  "he's on a respirator because he can't breathe by himself.  after they analyze the results of the surgery tonight, they'll have a better idea as to whether he'll... whether he'll be able to walk, or if he’ll even...” her voice dropped, she didn’t need to complete the sentence.  or if he’ll even live. 


i waited a moment or two.  i didn’t know what to say.  this was my grandfather we were speaking about.  a stubborn, confident man of only seventy-one.  the mayor of a small city on the coast.  a man who, up until last year, volunteered his time at a local fish hatchery, limping from trough to trough, feeding the salmon. a man who worked at a charity booth for kids with disabilities every year at the town fair.  likely paralyzed for the rest of his life... however long that may be.  “but he’s still here now.”


she choked again, "yes, he is."


the conversation didn’t last much longer.  she asked me about school, i asked her about work.  she asked me about my weekend, i asked her about hers.  she asked me about the guys in my life, i asked her about our plans for thanksgiving. 


"maybe we can go out there tomorrow and visit dad," she suggested.


"we should do that."


she excused me to my homework with a "goodbye, i love you."


"love you."  it seemed so important this time.  we usually say it at the end of our too sparse phone conversations, but this time it was more than just out of habit.  this time there was that deep-seated fear behind my words.  that fear which comes over all of us every once in a while.  the fear that sort of creeps its way into our conscious minds when we catch a glimpse of the obituaries or watch a funeral on television or drive past a graveyard where freshly picked flowers adorn a lonely tombstone that reads "beloved mother and wife".  the fear that we'll never see our parents again.


a year ago when i was getting stoned with a friend, i made one of those weird connections that people often make under the influence of marijuana.  this friend was so much like my mother it was uncanny.  she was older than me and wore simple clothes.  she was tall and thin with shoulder length brown hair.  she had a mid-western accent and more life experiences by the age of twenty-six than many have by their mid-life crisis.  she was accepting and calm.  down-to-earth and matter-of-fact.  she liked to talk and she loved crafts, especially scrapbooking; she liked to revisit old memories.  i admired her.  


we were sitting in the living room of her one-bedroom apartment, flipping through the limited channels on her 13" television when i… i guess one could say that night i felt the greatest appreciation i've ever experienced for another person.  my friend told a funny anecdote about the time she went camping while she was in girl scouts and a squirrel had climbed into her bed while she was asleep and startled her awake.  i was reminded of my mother, who had been my girl scout troupe leader, and of her strength that helped her take responsibility for nearly twenty young girls.  i felt little and inexperienced compared to her.  i realized all the shit she's been through.  i was reminded of the numerous mountains she has climbed in her lifetime.  how she started a new life on her own 3000 miles away from her family.  how she has suffered from and overcome anti-feminine oppressions.   my mother has sheltered, fed, and secured a family of four almost entirely by herself for the last twenty years.  continually building herself anew to accommodate the needs and wants of her husband and children. she is amazing.  i admire her.


to hear my mother on the phone, swallowing tears and fighting the fear crawling up her throat, it made me hurt.  a woman so strong and independent crumbling under the burden of her father’s weaknesses.

* * * * *


my brother gave me love advice the other day.  my burley, blonde brother who is one year, ten months and twenty-five days younger than me, gave me love advice the other day.  he's been dating this girl for seven months now.  he brags because it's been seven months and they haven’t had a fight.  they've had little tiffs and whatnot, about whose house they’re going to watch a movie at, or what movie they’re going to watch, but no real fight.  he asked me how i'm doing, how my love life is going.  i said, "it's going, it's alright."  he said, "don’t worry, there is somebody out there for ya."  and i kind of laughed inside my head and nodded in my heart. deep down i knew what he said was true.  i feel i am on the brink of finding him.  

my brother said that before he met this girl, he used to think that there was no one out there for him and wondered why nobody liked him.  he said that he’d go to school and watch the pretty couples walk through the halls and he wanted that for himself.  he told me that sometimes he questioned his value since it seemed that everyone thought he was worthless.  i never really thought about these questions coming from my own brother's mind.  i mean, i know i've had those feelings before and my friends have had those feelings before but it's weird to think that my own brother has had those feelings before.  he is young, but then again, so am i.

* * * * *


"I want to do something great in my lifetime.  I want to make a difference.  I want to be remembered.  I just... don’t know how to do something like that.  How does one become great?  I don’t necessarily want my name in history books or anything, but I want, years and years from now, for someone to think about me.  I want people to know that I lived, that I thrived."  Jack and I want the same things for the most part.  He used to think he was going to grow up, go to college, become a doctor, find someone to love and care for, have a family and live in a quiet home in the country.  That's what he used to think.  He has found someone to love and care for.  And that's the only thing he is sure about now.  He hasn’t grown up, he’s not sure if he wants to be a doctor anymore and even “living in the country” is in question.  

Jack is in love with a boy named Paul.  Paul is a little bit shorter than Jack, and his features are much lighter.  I've always said that he reminds me of Matt Daemon but Jack disagrees.  His boyfriend is an incredibly talented musician.  He's going to a school in Minnesota on a huge music scholarship.  He is over two thousand miles away.  This, of course, is very hard on the relationship.  Yet like all good stories, love prevails.  They have been together for almost two years.  It's funny, how they met.  Actually, someone who had been interested in Paul previously introduced them to one another by; it starts out quirky from the beginning.  They began talking on the phone and soon after they had their first date.  They met up at a coffee shop in the city and hit it off instantly.  There were awkward moments, of course, like when they simultaneously tried opening the door to a corner knick-knack shop, shoulders bumping, hands brushing, nervous chuckles.  When Jack told Paul he smelled good and Paul replied with, "I accidentally used my sister's deodorant this morning," and they both blushed.  Jack tells me that he really knew he liked Paul once he took Jack to the Central Library downtown.  Jack loves books.  He's got this affinity for their smell and he love selecting one from the monstrous shelves, plopping himself down on the floor, opening to a random page, and reading, then trying to guess what happened in the story previously.  The couple’s date lasted well into the night when Paul dropped Jack off at his dormitory.  


"I really want to kiss you," Jack said.


"What's stopping you?" Paul smoothly asked.


They kissed and Jack tells me it was like fireworks.  He had almost given up the idea of finding someone to love.


I know all this because Jack is my friend and he is in love with a boy named Paul.  

* * * * *


yesterday i escaped into a back storage space in the library, while i was waiting for him to meet me.  we planned to do some studying before going on a bike ride.  i was early and decided to explore.  it was a cramped little cage full of books.  the books were incredibly old.  i fingered through them, admiring the different sizes and depths, noting their coloring, binding, and textured pages.  i came upon this one book; i can't remember the title now but for some reason this book caught my eye.  the papers were coming loose and the spine's covering had almost completely worn away so that the large binding threads were visible.  the tag that was hanging from the book read "1640."  the book is three and a half centuries old.  i began to imagine how many hands had touched the book.  how many fingers had rustled through the pages.  how many eyes had gazed upon its typeset words.  then i began to compare myself to this book.  to some inanimate object.  there is no comparison really, i mean, that book has seen more enthralled faces than the Beatles.  it has been fondled by more hands than have hailed Hitler.  it's got so much history whereas i'm just at the beginning of my life.  


i certainly won't see as many faces or have as many hands touch me.  and, i can't even say that i'll have as much history because contained within the leather binding is more than just words, more than just a fictional story about two young travelers from London or a collection of graphed facts about shipping imports and exports of New Guinea.  there was something about it that made me anxious.  amidst my adoration for the book came about this sort of self-appreciation.  to think that as i get older my pages will become brittle, they will yellow, they will tear.  to think that my spine will weaken and that my covering will sag and fall.  to think that though my pages may come loose from my binding, all the information they hold… exists.  all my memories and thoughts have all been recorded, logged.  my head is filled with enough memories to write hundreds of novels.


seeing that ancient text made me want to read everything.  even though the cover may be damaged and even though words may have faded, i want to experience them all.  in a way, i wanted to be like that book.  three and a half centuries later a young college student will steal her way into the closed off section of the library and she will chose me from a shelf of thousands.  she will breathe in my mothy musk, dusk off my cover, open me up and admire my weathered texture.  and i will be remembered.

* * * * *


i was next to his hospital bed when my grandfather died.   


we stood, my grandma, uncle, aunt, mother, brother and three cousins, encircling his deathbed, with hands on one another and hands upon him.  my uncle jim, named after my grandfather, assured grandpa that he could pass when he wanted to.  that he didn't have to stay for us.  that we could take care of each other.


there was so much love emanating from that room it was almost suffocating.  

it wasn't difficult until i started talking to him.  there's something about speaking to unresponsive ears, an unresponsive body, that's really hard on a person.  you know that they can feel you there, but at the same time you don't because there is no reassurance that they can hear you.  there is no acknowledgement of your presence.  there's just the back and forth noise of an oxygen machine, the up and down movement of the shoulders and chest, the open, gaping mouth that breathes more tubes and chords than air.  that's all you have to go by.  and what is that?  it's all mechanism.  breath and pulse.  those are the things we do involuntarily every single day of our lives.  what is that but nature?  what is that but something that is uncontrolled?  something automatic.  there's no feeling behind that; there's no thought.  pure mechanics and machinery.  


but with all the beeps and bleeps and lines and tubes and patches, it wasn’t hard until i started talking to him.  until i told him that we were there and that we were thinking of him and that we were praying for him.  until i told him that he didn’t have to stick around, even though we would miss him during thanksgiving.   

uncle jim’s words poured onto his father's unresponsive face and he broke.  my uncle leaned into his father and cried, "i love you dad" while kissing his forehead and caressing his hair.  he grabbed at his dad’s shoulders, almost as if he was rescuing what little life my grandfather had left and securing it as his own.  actually, it was more of a fight between gaining life and giving it.  between accepting and releasing.  a tug of war between hearts and minds and respiratory systems.  a challenge: guts and soul vs. guts and soul.  two doors across from each other in a hallway, door handles tied together by a single string.  one door opens wider, the other begins to close.  just like that.

it was a terrible thing to witness.  worse than the passing itself.


which ended up being calm and almost serene.  a release.  the ultimate catharsis.

there is something downright painful about watching a man cry.  watching a man cry for his father.  it's because there is that connection between father and son that cannot be captured by any two other people.  it is hard for me to grasp just because i am female, but i see it, i know it is there.  it continues along the line much like the passing of the family name - a gift that only a father can give to his son.  a gift that only a son can receive from his father.

chapter two

"you love her?"


"of course.  she's my best friend."


"you're in love with her?"  i noticed my pitch rose with the word "in."  


he stared at me.  no verbal "yes" or "no."  no nod, no head shake.  he didn’t even flinch.  i heard somewhere, probably in a movie, that if someone glances to their upper left after being asked a question it means they are going to answer in the affirmative.  


he did nothing.  only blinked, only breathed.  he's got this look about him that is the epitome of unreadable.  it is very straight-faced and non-emotional, yet he almost looks sad.  i'd much rather think that is because of the natural downward curl at the corners of his mouth than stemmed from some sort of melancholy.  some unexplained unhappiness.


i was reminded of a boy i knew in grade school with dark hair and freckles.  he always seemed to have a frown planted on his face.  he didn’t talk much.  he didn't look much, either.  there was one time when someone kicked our four square ball and it bounced through the doorway of our building.  the door was propped open because it was a warm spring day and the school didn’t have air conditioning.  i ran to fetch the ball and caught a glimpse of the sad boy.  he had found the ball and was kneeling on the linoleum next to it.  he had his right palm on top of the ball and his left hand was rubbing the back of his neck.


i had slowed and walked up next to him, hesitant.  this boy was really weird, the kind of kid no one spoke to for fear of turning to stone, or something equally ridiculous.  i stood over him, watching him stroke his neck and touch the ball, sometimes rolling it against the floor from the tips of his fingers to the heel of his palm.  after what seemed like an eternity, or at least a long time to a young girl anxious to return to her game, i spoke, "can i have the ball back?"


he looked up at me with crazily hazel eyes.  he looked straight into me and said in a methodic, calm tone, "look at what they've done to you. i'm so sorry.  you must be dead because i don’t know how to feel... i can't feel anything anymore... you've gone someplace else now.”  then with a heavy sigh, much too weighty for a boy so small, “i'll believe in you all of my life, everyday."


i narrowed my eyebrows.  i didn’t understand.  the first, and probably last time this boy had ever spoken to me and he said something cryptic like that.  in my fear and confusion i grabbed the ball out from underneath his palm and ran back outside to the playground.  once i was there i proceeded to tell all my girlfriends about how weird the sad kid was and how he tried to trick me with his words.  i told them that he was nasty and possibly possessed, though i’m sure the meaning was unknown to me.


years later i realized that the words the sad kid spoke to me that strange spring afternoon were simply quoted from the movie ET.  what he told me came directly from the scene near the end of the film when young elliot says goodbye to ET after he thinks his new friend has died.  elliot follows up the quote by crying, "i love you ET," leaning against the dead alien's body, he kisses its nose.  i had foolishly run away from a kid who had only quoted a movie.  a boy who spoke in someone else’s words.  the words of a screenwriter.  in retrospect, i am ashamed to have denied that boy a simple nod of the head that would have signified my understanding.  


but that would have been a lie anyway, because i obviously didn’t understand him or i wouldn't have run away.  if i had understood him, i wouldn’t have been so scared...


the man whose bare torso i now straddled looked up at me with his hands propped behind his head.  his shoulders were in shadow and his biceps firm and highlighted.  he said in a convincing voice, “don’t worry about stuff like that.  it doesn’t matter.  what we have is now.  that won’t change.”


i nodded in understanding, though confusion lay heavy in my chest.  i granted him an acceptance that i never gave the strange kid from elementary school.  something about the words, “that won’t change” really resonated in me.  that three-word phrase epitomized everything about our relationship.  what we had at that moment is all we can ever have.  no more can come out of us, not significantly anyway – and i think i’m okay with that.


i am heeding his advice.  i am not worrying.  


i am doing what i always wanted to do.  i’m living in the now.  i’m not thinking about the future nor am i thinking about the past.  i’m living and being.  i’m reflecting, sure, but i don’t want to change what i already have and i’m not concerned about what i’m going to have in the future.  


it may sound simple to forget everything other than what is right in front of me, but that’s not exactly what i mean.  i’m not denying my past but i’m not dwelling in it either.  i remember -- there is no reason not to remember.  the soft, wise voice of erykah badu, “remembering is good for you, don’t let it be the fear of you,” compliments my ego.  i embrace and cherish the memories but i don’t live them.  i live here.  i am living.  i am now.


and that is all that matters to me.

* * * * *


I look at Jack and wonder where we will be in twenty years.  Throughout our whole lives there has always been a strong focus on the future.  We are constantly preparing for what will be.  We learn the alphabet to prepare for elementary school, we go to elementary school to prepare for middle school, we go to middle school to prepare for high school, we go to high school to prepare for college, we go to college to prepare for a career, we follow our career to prepare for retirement, and we live as retirees while we prepare for death. We are never allowed to enjoy who we are.  Forever looking ahead until we can no longer see.  We are constantly under an oppressive weight pressuring us to know exactly what we want and when we want it.  


I don’t know what I want.


Even when I was little I didn’t have it all figured out.  I didn’t have one of those high-reaching lifetime goals like most other children.  I didn’t aspire to travel the world or become an astronaut or “have lots of babies.”  That is where Jack and I differ.  He has always wanted to become a doctor, someone who helps others.  A caregiver.  Someone important.  Someone who makes a difference.  When I was young and my parents and teachers would ask me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I never had a definite answer.  I lacked that naïve childhood confidence.  Sometimes I would say that I wanted color, other times I'd tell them that I wanted to look at the stars, even more often I would reply with a confused, "I don't know."  


I still don’t know.


Jack looks tired in this lighting.  The cheap overhead bulb casts a dim shadow under his eyes, which makes them look like they are sinking deeper and deeper into his skull.  I look tired too.  I take his small mirror in the palm of my hand and look into my own blue-grey eyes.  My upper lids fall, I loose sight of myself. I begin to speak deliberately, "I feel so lost.  I have no... direction.  I haven't any goals.  I don't know what I want to do tomorrow, let alone for the rest of my life.  I have so many interests and yet no single chosen path."  I pause and take a heavy breath, "What's worse... I don't feel like choosing one of those paths.  I still feel like my options should be open.  There are so many things in this world to do.” I open my eyes and turn my head toward Jack, “I've always wanted to be a cake decorator."


"Really?  How come?"


"There's the artistic aspect, of course.  Have you ever watched those people while they decorate?"  Jack shakes his head.  "It's incredible.  They're precise yet expressive.  They have the most intent looks on their faces.  A look of penetrating concentration and determination.  They capture artistic perfection in a medium that makes people happy.  How satisfying it would be to create a masterpiece that will be not only be enjoyed visually but with tongue and pallet.  Celebrations would be held around my artwork.  Births and anniversaries and holidays would be celebrated with my art as the centerpiece.  How fulfilling."


Jack waves his hands as he speaks, "But, this masterpiece you've created, that you've spent hours making is destroyed with a simple slice of a knife.  Devoured by greedy hands and gluttonous mouths.  Ingested, digested and excreted.  How can that be fulfilling?"


"I find satisfaction in creation and also in destruction.  Have you ever heard the saying, 'Every end is a new beginning'?  The demolition of my work would only be a revolution in the cycle."

* * * * *


nearly the entire summer and all this school year i've been having these terrible nightmares.  they aren't typical nightmares in the sense that there is a bad guy and he is chasing me with a chainsaw or anything, they're more realistic than that.  actually, i've come to refer to them as anxiety dreams because when i wake from them i'm all sweaty and my heart is pounding and i feel really nervous.  i usually have them just before i'm about to get up.  they'll wake me around a half hour to an hour before my alarm is supposed to ring.  

i had another anxiety dream last night and this one was one of the most vivid ones so far.


my current roommate and i were sharing a huge apartment together in downtown Portland.  first sign that this is a dream – i would never live with this girl again.  to continue, i was on my way home from school or work and i noticed this station wagon driving down the road but i didn't see a driver.  it was driving toward me, really slowly.  when i caught up to it, i peaked inside.  there was an old man in the driver seat and old woman in the passenger’s.  this aged couple had their seats reclined as far back as they could go with blankets draped over them.  they were sleeping, yet their car was still scooting along at 5mph. 

i kept walking, somewhat concerned, and i found who i thought was a cop because he was riding a special kind of bicycle.  i asked him for help because i was concerned for the old folks.  he replied with, "can this wait 8 minutes until the next shift takes over?"  i said sure and started walking back home, which happened to be the same direction the cop was going.  we got to my apartment and i followed him up the stairs.  it was one of those neat, old, indoor apartments and i figured he lived a few floors up or something.  when i got to my apartment i saw that the doorknob was hanging like someone had pried it off and broken in.  the cop walked right into my house and went into the kitchen.  he began opening drawers.  i asked him what he was doing and told him he couldn't just walk into my house without permission.  i yelled at him.  i screamed, "you're not even a cop, are you?  show me some ID, right now!"  i did all this while standing outside the front entrance of my apartment.  finally i walked in and tried pushing him out of my house.  he threatened me with a knife.  i heard my roommate in the other room and screamed for her to call the police.  she yelled back through the thin walls, "it's not that much of an emergency, is it?"  i screamed, "dial 911 NOW!"  as my roommate came into the kitchen i managed to get the imposter out of my home.  i shoved some chair backs into the door to block it since the lock was broken.

i turned to my roommate crazy-eyed and ran after her.  i yelled at her, demanding to know why she wouldn't call the police, why she wouldn't listen to me.  she just gave me blank stares and innocent looks.  i charged for her throat, i could fit her entire neck in one hand, "you know, you're much smaller than me.  i could strangle you so easily.  i would just leave and come home again in a couple hours, as if i had to stay at work late, and you'd be dead and i would call the police, crying.  they would never know it was me.  the door's already fucked up.  anyone could have broken in."  she looked scared and i released her.  i told her to look at me straight in the eyes.  once i got her attention i said, "you know i would never kill you, right?  i was just trying to scare you."  she replied in a venomous tone and hissed that my threats were idle. 

then something happened and she saw some prepubescent kid jumping up and down on the other side of the balcony.  it was a boy on a bike.  she told me that he and three other kids had chased her all the way home.  all of them riding those little trick bikes.  and now they were taunting her by jumping up and looking into the apartment.  i dialed 911 but the call wouldn't go through so i went out onto my balcony and searched for help.  i saw brandon hanging out with some other people outside.  i yelled at him, telling him i needed his help, but he refused. 

i left my house and went to the side street where my neighbors were congregating.  suddenly the thought of helping my roommate with the biker boys wasn't a concern anymore.  instead, i was having a good time with the people outside.  a huge monster truck drove up and almost ran over me because i was sitting on the street curb.  the massive machine impressed me.  i mentioned something about going back into my place and asked the driver if she needed me to move my car so it wouldn't be in the way.  she agreed that i should, but i didn't have time.  suddenly things were urgent again and i needed to get back into my home immediately.  i asked brandon to move my car for me by steering it over to the other side of the street.  he couldn't drive it because it was too small.  it was the size of a barbie car or maybe smaller but somehow i knew that i was capable of driving it.  he reluctantly complied to re-park my vehicle.  i ran back up the stairs to my apartment and as soon as i pushed open the door i woke up.


i looked over at my clock that read 7:49, just over an hour before i was supposed to get up.  there was a jittery feeling in my stomach and i went downstairs for a glass of milk.  my mother used to give me a glass of milk when i would awaken from a bad dream and come knocking at my parents’ bedroom door.  i don’t think the milk itself did anything really, just the act of getting out of bed and allowing myself time to calm down so that i could get back to sleep.  but, it was comforting pouring myself a half glass of 1%, sitting at the kitchen table with one arm flopped at my side and the other supporting my cold dairy beverage with a crooked elbow on the table.  i went back to bed, a mere 55 minutes, with the thought that i need to call my mom soon, just to ask her how she’s doing and to remind her that i love her.  every now and again moms should be reminded that their children love them.

* * * * *


on the table in the dining area there is a single, long-stemmed red rose resting in a glass vase that i bought at goodwill.  my roommate put it there.  i presume her boyfriend gave it to her.  it is very vibrant and smells nice, not the best smelling rose i've come across, but sweet.  i have never once received a flower as a gift.  not even for my birthday.  no valentine's day gifts.  no thinking-of-yous.  not from parents, not from friends, not from a lover.  i have never once received a flower.


they are superficial, flowers.  they're pretty when you get them, they bloom and are full for only a day and they spend the rest of their "lives" dying.  how miserable.  what a miserable existence.  picked only for their temporary beauty.  how utterly miserable and truly shallow.


when he walked through my living room earlier he pointed at the rose and asked in a somewhat joking manner, "is that from one of your many admirers?" 


"many admirers?" i gawked, "hardly."


"what about all those offers you've been receiving?  the ones you've told me about."


"those don't matter.  i only want to accept your offers."  i leaned into him and grabbed the back of his neck.  our mouths touched, our lips parted and pressed.  his hands wrapped around my body and pulled me in.  he tasted like mint toothpaste and the raspberry sucker i gave him earlier.  he pulled back, pulled away and sort of pushed my shoulders so that we were no longer touching.  i looked up at his cleft chin and then to his melancholy green eyes, the eyes that i had once described as "pretty" and had caught him off guard.  boys’ eyes are not described with feminine adjectives.  there was confusion on my face and that sad look on his.  


"what?" i asked, a waiver in my voice.


he didn't say anything.  he looked at me.  just looked.


"what?" i demanded again.


after a moment's pause he slowly answered, "can't i just look at you?"


my heart swelled and my palms throbbed.  my breathing quickened and my knees ached.  that is what boys are supposed to say.

i took him by his left ring finger and pinky and walked him through the hall of my apartment.  as soon as we broke the threshold of my bedroom door, he took me by the shoulders and spun me to face him.  he continued to peer at me, into me.  he brushed my hair from my left shoulder and placed it behind my back.  he began to unbutton my olive-colored blouse.  my heart continued to inflate; i felt like i was going to die.  he let my blouse drop to the floor.  he then lifted his own shirt above his head and let that drop on the floor as well.  he unbuckled my belt and unbuttoned my pants.  he pushed them down past my hips and softly kneeled on one knee.  he rose his hand to hold mine as i stepped out of my jeans and back onto the cream carpet.  he stood and removed his pants seamlessly.  again he brushed the hair that had fallen onto my shoulders when my shirt was stripped.  he reached behind my back slowly and traced a finger from my panty line to my bra.  i closed my eyes and titled my head backward.  he unhooked my bra and pulled it slowly off my shoulders.  he stuck his thumbs between my thong and the skin that pads my hips and pulled my underwear to the floor.  my pulse doubled.  while he was below me i could feel him peering up.  his eyes penetrated every curve.  my hand, with my eyes still closed, managed to find his tough head of hair and coax him into standing.  as he rose, i could feel his hot breath traveling up the front of my body.  i opened my eyes just as he let his boxers drop from his waist.  for a moment we stood there, living in each other's nakedness.  bare.  pure.  he took my shoulders in his hard hands and eagerly pushed me onto my bed.  he used his fingers to gaze at my body just as his eyes had done.  they slid over every inch of my person.  lightly.  leisurely.  as goose pimples rose to his touch and my body buckled, yearning for more.


never before have i felt so wanted.  never before have i felt so in need.  never before have i been treated like a goddess, as he indulged me that night.  

* * * * *


i feel like committing a crime.  something substantial in the way of possible prosecution yet petty in a more worldly sense.  i want to break all the windows of a major department store then steal only a handful of clothes and appliances: one item for each of my good friends, two items for immediate family.  i want to knock down every single orange construction cone that litters the streets and vandalize STOP signs: tags that scream one-word commands like “be” and “live”.  i want to spray paint the doors of public buildings and courthouses, painting them like jail cells.  i just need to rustle things up a bit.  jar the scene.  reek some havoc.  because so many people out there have no fucking clue what is going on.


but neither do i.


and that makes me angry.


ignorance is my worst enemy.


obtaining knowledge is the primary objective.


because what are we if we don't think?  


we're just like everything else – cold, mindless, mechanical robots used only to produce more cold, mindless, mechanical robots to over populate and manipulate the world.


i don’t want to be a machine.  i want to understand.  i want to think.  i want to use my mind to process thoughts, to take evidence and draw conclusions.


i don't want to be a machine.


sometimes when i talk to people i know, acquaintances and classmates, i question their minds.  not in the sense that i contemplate a decision they've made, but i question whether they think at all.  there’s a girl named rebecca, a tall, thin, giggly blonde biology major, whom i think about too often.  i don’t understand her.  i can't figure her out.  i can’t tell if she thinks.  i mean, if she really sits down and thinks.  i know she does her homework, she's very studious.  and i know she has a boyfriend, so she must think about him sometimes too.  but, just from the way she acts, i'm not so sure she ever really sits down and takes a moment to herself and thinks.  about anything.  she seems to go about her breezy way, always floating.  i wonder what is inside of her.  if there is anything.  because she always has this vacant look in her eyes.  a sort of accepting look, which is probably why she has so many friends.  they all think she's sympathetic and caring, an agreeable listener.  but how can one be sympathetic when everything her friends’ say doesn't stick?  she just nods while carrying that absent look with her wherever she goes.  


a mindless machine.

she's the kind of person who makes me want to commit vandalistic crimes, the kind that make people take a second glance.  i don't understand her and i'm afraid i never will.  i just hope that she's got more in that head of hers than air and jell-o.  if she doesn’t, i feel sorry for her.

* * * * *


my boss went on vacation so i have been working the front desk for a little over a week.  she is in Vermont visiting her family for her daughter’s wedding.  they rented cabins somewhere deep in those famous Vermont woods and are having one of those huge, very traditional, outdoor weddings.  from the sound of it, there will be over two hundred people there, and that’s not including the caterers, ushers and other wedding-type help.  it should be quite an event.

everyday i walk into the office and do the same thing.  first i turn on the lights, naturally, then the computer.  while the computer is warming up i hang my jacket on the coat rack, remove my water bottle from my bag and place it on the desk.  i sit in cathy’s comfortable computer chair and i listen to any voice mails that were left the day prior.  i hand record the messages onto a phone log and erase them from the voice mailbox.  i check my boss’s emails and reply to anything that “looks urgent,” as i was instructed.  i have yet to send a reply.  i also open and sort the mail after it arrives and sometimes make copies for people who work in the office.  other than that, i pretty much sit around and surf the internet or read.

i frequently look at some shotily printed digital photos that are hanging on the bottom of cathy's monitor. all of which are of her son.  there is one in particular that always reminds me of those classic pictures that people take with their pets.  cathy’s son kneeling on one knee with his arm draped over a huge golden retriever.  one of those heart-warming photographs.  the kind that just hit ya because they’re so damned cute.  i'm reminded of the story she told me the day she called me in to ask me if i could cover her position while she’s gone for her daughter's wedding.  i pointed to one of the pictures attached to her monitor.  in this one, her son looks to be sitting in a hospital bed with his leg casted up to his hip, immobilized in a sling.  i asked her what happened.


Joe lives in Wyoming with his girlfriend, Patricia.  That state, along with many other states in the central region of the U.S., is particularly windy.  Often the wind gets so harsh that sands and sagebrush blow onto the roads.  Joe was riding his motorcycle, he loves riding his motorcycle.  The long stretches of unpopulated highway are one of the reasons he was so willing to move to Wyoming, other than wanting to be close to his girlfriend’s family.  You know boys and their need for speed.  He was riding along a deserted road and took a corner too fast.  He caught some sand that had blown onto the asphalt.  His tires lost grip of the road and he slid a few yards before being thrown off the bike and flying 100ft down a ravine.  Both of his legs broke and one was so badly injured that the fibula busted through his skin. His shoulder dislocated and he acquired tons of scratches and bruises.

He knew he would not be seen if he stayed in the ravine because of its height and he knew that the sooner he got onto the road the more likely it would be that someone would drive by and help him.  So he drug himself, broken and bleeding, up the bank onto the road.  He laid there, slowly bleeding to death for nearly two hours, until finally someone drove up and stopped.  A rescue helicopter retrieved him and rushed him to the hospital.  Within the next ten hours he had multiple surgeries, back to back.  He is scheduled for several more.

He may still loose his leg.

He can't attend his only-sister's wedding.
* * * * *


i can't stop thinking about him.  he's been at the forefront of all my thoughts for the last 72 hours. i haven't seen him in what feels like an eternity.  however long – it is entirely too long.  my mind is making predictions about the next time we're together.  we will catch a movie, or chill in the park.  maybe even go into Portland and see where the wind and rain take us.  i love our visits to the campus library.  we’ll go under a studious guise, but we end up flirting, kicking each other under the table and writing notes that fly through the air in the form of paper airplanes.  but no matter what we do, he'll wear something casual with his comfy worn in jeans and his helmet tucked under his arm, and i'll have my orange tennies and  my hair tied up in a pony-tail, the way he likes it, and we'll be together.

  
as i was walking home from school today it began to rain.  i was listening to my discman and my favorite song from the new outkast album came on.  i started dancing.  my moves were slow at first, timid, with some simple hip shaking and a few hand gestures, the kind rappers use to accentuate their rhymes.  but when the hook played, i broke out.  my ass was swinging while my limbs crawled upward and out.  my feet were possessed by the beat and i stepped with purpose and authority.  i’d kick up my feet and drops of water would fly off my shoes.  i let the music take hold of me and lost all control of my body.  it was refreshing.  walking and dancing and feeling.  i was completely free and open with myself.  i was comfortable even though the possibility of my classmates or neighbors spotting me was high.  was basically inevitable.  but i loved it.  i loved the unfettered freedom.  i loved the basic movements that my body mastered.  i was complex machinery utilized to its fullest.  


i loved it enough to set the track on repeat and do it all a second time.  more intensity.  more passion.  my limbs as graceful as a classical ballet punctuated with bass.  dancing and feeling and living.  completely unrestricted and uninhibited.  free.


you know, they say third time is a charm.

chapter three
i went to my grandfather's funeral today.  


the service was held at a church in SE Portland.  the same church he was baptized in.  the same church he and my grandmother were married in.  the same church that my mother and father were also married in.  i didn’t know until today that my grandfather died just a week shy of his 52nd wedding anniversary.  and three weeks shy of thanksgiving.  the beginning of the holiday season is going to be hell for my grandma for the rest of her life.


the reverend was a little weird, but sincere. i could tell that when she was little she probably took classes to help her correct a speech impediment, a lisp.  i think she may have been a new reverend at the church because she seemed a little out of her element.  maybe it was one of her first times leading a funeral.  she did fairly well, though.  she spoke with intent and prayed with conviction.  the ceremony was simple.  a large amount of people attended the memorial service.  quite a few people drove all the way into town from the coast, people that grandpa worked with as mayor and at the fish hatchery. honestly, i would estimate around 70-80 people were there. that's incredible. it's amazing to think that my grandfather touched all those people in one way or another.  influenced them in some way – enough that they took time out of their schedules to attend his funeral.  i should hope to impact that many people in my lifetime.  to make a difference in a variety of lives.  


some seven or eight different attendees spoke, including three of my four cousins and my uncle.  one of my younger cousins, who is the same age as my brother, moved me with her speech.  she had typed out some four pages on the computer to read at the funeral.  the part that really got me was when she said that she regrets that her grandfather won't be able to see her walk down the isle some day.  that hit me hard for a few different reasons.  the idea that i will not have that opportunity either, and then perhaps that the opportunity for me to wed will not present itself in the future, or i will not want it.  it got me thinking about love and my future and as of right now, i can't really see myself getting married one day.  there's that hope for steady, loving companionship, but i'm not sure if there is the want of marriage.  my parents have been married for over 25 years and though their relationship is strong, i can't help but think that their marriage is a special case, an exception to the rule.  so many people get divorced.  even my father was married before he found my mother.  if marriage is such a strong bond, then why is it that so many people break it with infidelity or greed?  


when things don't go as planned people tend to become disappointed.  sometimes that disappointment manifests as anger.  these are the times that mothers break down and whip their children, and sons throw fists of fury at their fathers.  these are the times when family's slip and lose their footing.  a cluster of people torn apart.  the core of the family is the mother and the father, so what is a family if half the core is missing?  


but then there are times like these when families come together and show how much they really appreciate one another.


my favorite people, though, are the great-aunts and the twice-removed cousins.  the distant relatives i've met only once or twice in my lifetime.  i like them best because they walk up to me with a tap on the shoulder, "zarah, right?" and i nod.  they look me up and down and shake their heads.  they say, "the last time i saw you, you couldn't have been more than this tall," and they hold a flat hand parallel with the ground just above their knees.   they know i don't remember them and they're okay with that.  they say, "i'm aunt judy" or "i'm your mother’s cousin, arnie" and when i look at them without recognition, they don't flinch.  they understand that they don’t know me and i don’t know them.  there is no denial in our purely genetic acquaintance.


they're my favorite family members because i have little attachment to them yet they still love me.  they don’t know who i am, they don’t know where i've been, yet they still feel an affinity toward me because they met me once when i was "knee high to a grasshopper."  before i could think, before i could understand feelings, before i could commit action, other than involuntary poops and pees.  it's a strange bond and it is one i am truly fond of.  

* * * * *


I ask Jack, "Have you ever lost someone dear to you?"


He thinks for a moment then answers, "I had an aunt that died when I was younger, and a boy in my graduating class committed suicide our junior year."


"Were you close to him?"


"Pretty close.  His name was Randy Phillips.  I was friends with his older brother, Carl, and since he and I had a couple classes together and I had sort of hung with the two of them before, we naturally started talking to each other at school and whatnot.  We would hang out together on the weekends, go to the river and such.  I guess his parents got on him because his grades were slipping, he wasn't one for school, and then his girlfriend had to dump him because of her over-protective parents.  They thought that he was too much of a rebel or something.  It didn't make much sense.  I think they just didn't like his family.  The Phillips' and Thorenson's never got along.  It was one of those small town rivalry type situations.  I don't really know the details... no one really knows the details about that sort of thing.  They just follow through with tradition and all the meaning behind the conflict is lost – if any meaning was there in the first place."  Jack clears his throat, "Anyway, things just weren't good enough, I guess, and one morning at school our teacher told us that Randy had committed suicide the afternoon before, right after he got home.  His parents found him when they were calling him for dinner that night.  He didn't come to the table when his mom yelled so they went upstairs to his bedroom to get him.  He was dangling from the ceiling by a thick field rope, the kind they use to steer cattle.  I heard that his face had turned blue from the strangling but I'm not sure if that's true.  We were young and people like to tell stories, ya know."


"Did you go to his funeral?"


"No.  I wouldn't have felt right.  I didn't want my last time seeing him to be like that.  In a casket, a cramped case surrounded by satiny lining, dressed in his only suit, with a blue face.  I didn't want to remember him that way.  He was nothing like that."


"What was he like?" I ask, "How do you remember him?"


Jack thinks for a bit, solemnly, then a small smile appears on his face.  I can see in his eyes that he remembers.  "We were hanging out by the shallow end of the river one afternoon after school.  He was wearing scruffy jeans and a white t-shirt, whereas I had even scruffier jeans and a green shirt.  We were attempting to build a dam; our physics class had inspired us to do some experimenting.  He liked physics.  It was the one subject he could stomach and he liked using his hands -- it was a good combination.  We had drawn a plan on graph paper and had collected all the needed tools and materials.  We were so excited about finishing our project that we forgot to secure the foundation of the dam before continuing to build on top of it.  After four or so hours of work and preparation, he spotted a leak in our system.  Once we saw the first leak, it was all downhill from there.  A second and third stream spurted through our retaining wall.  We frantically tried to plug the holes up with mud and rocks but to no avail.  We were splashing wildly in the river; jeans rolled up to our knees but soaked to the bone anyhow.  Finally the wall snapped and flushed through the rocks, ruining our hard work and completely drenching us.  I looked at what was left of our dam; a couple big rocks and some branches that had banked themselves.  Then I looked up at Randy, my mouth slightly agape and my eyes wide.  He stood there smiling broadly.  This fool hadn't realized what just happened.  All our hard work was destroyed.  All that time spent was now wasted.  I blurted, 'Damnit man, everything's gone.'  And he looked back at me with a crooked smile, shrugged his shoulders and said, 'Eh, shit happens.  At least now I don't have to pee.'"  Jack breaks into laughter, "I laughed so hard that I nearly pissed myself."


I smile and chuckle to myself.  Then Jack's laughter slows and his voice turns grave, "It's weird that such a grown-up thing happened to such a young boy."

* * * * *


i'm not sure what triggered the remark, but today when he and i were working on our research projects in my living room, he said the five most devastating words that can come out of a dear friend and lover's mouth.  "i can't see you anymore."


the comment came out of clear air, as if he had just been bitten by a fearful, heartless mosquito that instantly infects its victims.  i would have thought it was a joke if it weren't for the gravity in his tone and a more-prominent-than-usual-frown in his eyes.  


i had a strong, sickening feeling that his reason to part from me stemmed from that other girl.  the one he used to know.  the one he hasn't known in years.  the best friend.  i questioned him, asking outright if he came to this decision because of another girl, because of her.  he said no and i only sensed the slightest hint of doubt, which could have been a byproduct of my overactive imagination.  or it could have stemmed from his uncanny ability to hide the truth.


but no one ever forgets a best friend.


and no one wants to be second best.


i quickly analyzed my situation.  i didn't know if i should fight for him or give up.  i didn’t know if he wanted me to fight or if he'd rather me take a step back and show him the door.  i couldn't read his face because of that damned sad look.  that sad look which always catches me off guard, which always makes me want to pull his head to my bosom and drag my fingers along his scalp while deeply inhaling his scent as if it were a fine smoke, whispering “everything will be alright, i’m here.”  


all he could tell me is that it wasn't the right time, that he didn't have the time to give me the commitment and attention that i deserve.  he said that i deserve a better man than he.  someone who can give me all the things that i want that he can't provide.  but what is that?  i've been so happy the past few weeks.  probably the happiest i've been in years.  why is he doing this now just when things look so hopeful.  


he denied that his decision had anything to do with his absent best friend.


i realize now, with impeding doom on our horizon, how much i like him after only knowing him a short while.  i like him a lot more than i may have realized.  


a few days ago a friend of mine caught the goofy, dreamy look on my face and inquired.  i told her that i was just thinking about him and doing that makes me so happy i have to smile.  she and i have talked about boys on a number of occasions and she has this habit of demanding, "tell me why you like him."  i think it is her way of making sure my interests lie in a worthy investment.  i thought for a second, as i have done in the past when this question has been presented to me, then i let the words fall from my mouth.  they came easily, fluently...


"i like the way he makes me feel.  i like that when i'm with him i'm comfortable and a little nervous at the same time.  i like that he compliments me even though he doesn't have to.  i like that he challenges what i think and i like that he gives me another perspective.  i've never met someone like him before.  i like that he makes me feel sexy and wanted.  i like that he tells me i’m pretty.  i like how determined he is, and how he listens.  i like his hair and i like his eyes, and i like his parents because i know they gave them to him.  i like how he has shared with me some of his family history, mostly little stuff... and i like how much he respects them.”  i took a breath, "i like him because he is he and he makes me feel good about being me."


later that night while i was taking a bath and reflecting on my day, a dark shadow called fear crept onto my stomach and between my breasts and grabbed a strong hold on my throat.  it was an overwhelming feeling that conquered my mind and didn't allow me to think of anything but my affection for him.  i suddenly felt like things were happening entirely too fast and that i had lost control of my own car's steering wheel.  


i told him all of this and he looked at me, his green eyes sagging from exhaustion.  he could only reply with what he had said before, "i can't see you anymore" and a bow of his head.

* * * * *


i've decided to fast for three days, in honor of my grandfather.  i like to fast every now and again, once a month or so, just to clear my system and get things back in order.  it's my way of physically cleaning and mentally preparing for the days to come.  this time i have more than just a selfish reason to fast.  i have a purpose.  a devotion to my grandpa.  


there was one occasion, while i was in high school, when i was sitting at the lunch table with a few friends and they all got out their homemade lunches and started to dig in.  one of my friends, maria, asked me why i wasn't eating that day.  "it's not like you forgot your lunch," she said with a goofy grin.  i ate lunch from school everyday because i had the free-lunch tickets that they give to kids whose parents cannot afford to buy them lunch.  we probably could have afforded it, but it would have been meager.  and my family fit into the right bracket, so why not take advantage of your disadvantages, eh?  i looked back at maria and told her that i was fasting that day.  she was confused, she didn't know why i would not want to eat.  she knew i wasn't doing it for religious reasons, like hannah would have on yom kippur.  


katie chimed in, "that's bad for you, you know, not eating all day.  it screws up your digestive system."  


she obviously didn't know what she was talking about, "people fast all the time," hannah replied.  


"you shouldn't deny your body of what it craves," katie said. 


what my body craves is acceptance.  what my body craves is natural warmth.  what my body craves are the strong arms of a lover clenching me tight under a starlit sky with the chill november winds sweeping across us as we stand atop some railroad tracks.  and though the southeasterly current is forceful my lover will stand tall and tough, never loosening his grip on my cold body.  and we would stand like that for hours, wrapping ourselves in the warmth of the other.  cherishing the few places that our skin touches, his chin on the hairline near my temple, my hand just above the pant line on his back.  and there is a slight whistle.  and a low howl.  and the faint crescent moon lends the earth to shadow.


sometimes a girl just craves to be held.

* * * * *


"And I don't know if we're the only ones who feel like this.  I've talked to some seniors. They'll ask me how I'm doing and I'll give them the standard, 'doing okay' but they can tell by the look on my face that I'm only saying it out of courtesy.  They say they know what I'm going through.  They say that I'll get over it.  That we all go through it sometime, that it's natural, a part of life.  But I don't know if they really know.  I don't know if they really have been where I am right now.  They seem fine.  They don't seem worn as they would after conquering a battle.  They don't seem like they've questioned their very purpose in life.  But I smile and nod and tell them thank you and open my book to page forty-eight and I sit quietly and take notes.  But I'm not learning anything.  I'm not retaining.  I'm not even listening.  I'm just going through the motions.  I'm just sticking to routine.  The same routine I've known for the last fourteen years - I'm tired of the routine."


Jack put everything I have been thinking for the past month into words.  Actually, it began this summer when I wasn't doing anything but sleeping in, going to work, partying late and going to bed in the early morning.  I was tired of that routine and I'm tired of the one I've got now.


"None of this is getting me anywhere." he says.


"If I could offer words of support, I would, but I'm in the same place as you are now.  I've been feeling this way since the fifth week of summer."  I say.


"Exactly.  Since the fifth week of summer.   I felt so selfish being depressed or whatever you call it while I was with Paul.  I was in a great place living with him for the summer.  We were like a real couple, making dinner for each other and spending all hours of the day together.  I was so happy – yet so unfulfilled.  Something was... missing."


Absent.


"Your drive."


He laughs a little, "Yeah, my drive."  Pause.  "It's like nothing even matters anymore.  And frankly, I'm not sure if it ever did.  If all the things that have happened to me in my lifetime have gotten me where I am today... well, I don't know where I am.  So everything that has happened, my history, doesn’t matter.  It could have been completely different and I would still be questioning everything that I'm questioning now and I still wouldn't have the answers.  I'd still be lost and without direction."


"So, what are you saying?  Are you suggesting we pick a direction and just go with it?" I ask.  


"I'm not sure.  It seems like the only way, though the hardest.  Because shit, Zarah, I don't know what I'm doing here.  I don't belong here.  I don't belong in this building, in this dorm room. I don’t belong in the classrooms or lecture halls.  I'm not supposed to be here if I'm not getting anything out of it."


"Well then, what direction do you want to go in?"


He thinks for a moment, as do I.  He looks down at the keyboard of his computer and I look down at his makeshift table comprised of four plastic crates and a closet door.  We each look up and he says for the both of us, "I don't know."

* * * * *

when he told me he was going to leave, i told him i still needed a hug. he asked me what the point was, that a hug wasn't going to help anything and he asked me if i still needed one and i nodded. he looked at me for a while and came up to me and gave me this terrible, short, one-armed pat and then pulled back and held onto my arm. he grabbed my other elbow and looked me straight in the eyes, "i'm sorry. i'm sorry. i'm sorry." 

"i am too." i said.

he wiped his eyes, which i noticed were a little watery, and said to himself, "i can hug you." then he wrapped his long arms around my shoulders and back and squeezed me tight. i think i could have stayed like that for a long time but i knew i had to be the first person to let go and eventually i did.

he never really gave me the answers i was looking for.  i don’t think he knew the answers and that’s what scares me the most.  i don’t think he has questioned himself.  i think he is one of those people who has no fucking clue what is going on – just like me.  again, he told me he'd answer any questions that i had.  but i didn't want to ask any more questions.  questions are what drew us apart.  and their answers, or lack thereof, are what separate us now.  

i can’t live my life without questioning it.

and there is a small fear that i cannot live my life without him.

he said that there is going to be someone else, probably before the end of this school year, who will have his shit together, who will be interested in what's inside my head and will tell me i'm pretty, and then he will just be a collection of memories.

but that’s what everyone from my past is – a collection of memories.  

i took a walk on the sidewalks of my town before he came over tonight.  i noticed the black and brown smudges that litter the blocks of solid cement.  these smudges were once pieces of a whole.  they were once parts of larger pictures, chalk artworks that adorned our two-block “downtown.”  they were created by the hands of eager children and adults who wanted to show a piece of themselves to their neighbors.  it took hours for each of those chalkworks to be completed.  care and precision were put into them.  they meant something to someone.  and now?  now they are merely memories, remnants of what was once there.  the rains have come and washed their bright colors away.  the shoes have marched over them, carrying and disbursing dust particles so that they no longer have form.  they are unrecognizable.  

i don’t want him to be a remnant.  i’ve only just begun the sketch.

* * * * *

people think about so much stuff in any given day.  i mean, in just a 24-hour period we can go from tonight's dinner to our first boyfriend to the last thing mother said on the phone back to tonight's dinner to a fight with a best friend to that fucker on the highway earlier to tomorrow's dinner to a well-received compliment and on and on and on.  our minds are constantly active, constantly processing.  connecting synapses and relating events, moments and ideas.  there is a fluidity to the human mind that is most intriguing and inspiring.  surrealists' utilized the flexible nature of thought and streams of consciousness to their advantage.  you say food, i say apple – you say red, i say purple – you say puppy, i say bitch – you say mother, i say we've got something here.  surrealism is the radical extreme of free thought.  surrealism has been an interest of mine for some time.  when asked what time period i would have liked to have lived in, i often reply, “the 1920s and 30s as a wealthy woman in Europe.”  the surrealist movement thrived then.


it was a time of revolution.  a time of bohemia and free thought.  of free love and sexual licentiousness.  the surrealists explored the inner workings of the mind, stretched the boundaries of the subconscious, and manipulated imagination.  they adjusted and reworked society’s morals.  they twisted their physical bodies into knots in hopes of achieving the best orgasm.  they lived and breathed idealism.  and in their idealist world, everyone was free.  people could do whatever they pleased.  they could think about consequence or they could opt to neglect it.  they could love or they could hurt.  it was all about free choice.



the freedom of choice.  it is the sharpest yet most frustrating answer to the ultimate question.  the ultimate question being, why?  “why” is the truest form of inquiry for the person who asks it, and “freedom” is the hardest answer to accept as the one who receives it.  as toni morrison put it in the bluest eye, “love is never any better than the lover.  wicked people love wickedly, violent people love violently, weak people love weakly, stupid people love stupidly, but the love of a free man is never safe.  there is no gift for the beloved.  the lover alone possesses his gift of love.  the loved one is shorn, neutralized, frozen in the glare of the lover’s inward eye.”  it is better to be the lover than the beloved, because the lover is the one who is in control.  one never knows when the lover will rip his love out from under the beloved.  that is his freedom.  that is his choice.


it is the mentality – because i can – that made the years surrounding the depression and abolition so revolutionary.  people were realizing what they were capable of. they possessed the freedom to try new things and they were exercising that freedom... no matter who was hurt in the process.

* * * * *

i was sitting in a movie theater next to jack, leaning back in my chair.  there was a woman and a man sitting behind me and to the right.  the woman had her legs draped over the chair next to me.  jack and i were talking quietly before the previews.  the lady knocked me in the head twice with her knee.  she didn't apologize so i assumed it was an accident.  i sluffed it off.  i said something to jack about how we should ask the people behind us if they wouldn't mind switching chairs so that our other friends, alec, alyssa and tom, could sit with us. 

the lady behind me knocked me with her knee a third time.  i paused, composed, sat up in my chair, then turned around and confronted her, "did you just kick me in the head?  i just wanted to clarify so that there is no misunderstanding."  she looked at me a little puzzled, "i accidentally hit you with my knee."  i responded with a purposefully elongated “okay” and turned face forward in my seat.  again, she hit me with her knee.  i exploded.  i turned around and suddenly i had huge boxing gloves on.  i began punching the shit out of her.  she punched me back.  somehow, she jumped over the seat and was almost sitting on top of me as furious fists went flying frantically.  while i'm punching her, i’m grunting aloud the different names of the punches that i am using.  having never taken a boxing class in my life, i don’t know these titles in real life, yet my subconscious had the knowledge.  each time i hit her, a piece of her flew off, though not in chunks.  instead, the place where her body and my glove made contact liquefied and hit the floor with a wet splat. 

suddenly, the movie theater transformed into a locker room or something, with showers and toilet stalls. we continued boxing, and every time i hit her she shrunk as pieces of her slid onto the floor.  somehow we made our way to a running shower.  the water acted as a catalyst and more of her melted with each punch.  what little that was left of her body slid down the drain along with the water from the shower.  the ground was sudsy.


i awoke panting heavily, no doubt playing Mike Tyson in my sleep.  the part about the dream that intrigues me the most is that the woman didn’t give up.  even though her body was oozing away, she still fought me.  she resisted and persisted until the very end.  but don’t get me wrong, it was definitely a nightmare.

* * * * *


we were walking back from the computer lab when the power shut off.  i was stepping on the cold, wet leaves saying something about my homework assignment that is due tomorrow morning and the lamps that align the sidewalks shut off.  the only light we could see was the orange glow of city pollution cast on the far-off dark grey clouds.  the clouds tumbled through the sky with an ominous air as the orange glow highlighted the tops of the campus buildings.  jack and i walked over and stood next to the volleyball pit and starred up at the sky with its rolling vapors.  i wanted to jump into the giant sand pit before me; they had laid sand down earlier that morning, and little flecks were beckoning me with twinkles.  my eyes must have been seeing things, because it was so dark that no light should have reflected off the bits of rock and earth.  i’ve always been attracted to shiny things.  i imagined piling a pyramid of sand up higher than the volleyball net and climbing to the top.  once there i would take out the small glass marble that i found in some bushes on my way to class that morning.  i would place it at the top-most point of my sandy pyramid and let it slip down the side and roll its way onto a more level surface.  i’d then let my entire body slide down as my finger traced the path the marble had created.  a newly worn groove would become more deeply embedded by my touch.


i looked over at jack and wondered what he was thinking.  there was a warmness in my chest that grew from the thoughts of having him as a close friend.  it made my ears burn.  he looked back at me then over toward his dorm.  he had to get back there because he is an RA and it is their duty to be in the building when a blackout happens.  i walked with him to the front door of his hall and said goodnight, that i would see him tomorrow.  then i turned around and began my trek home in the darkness.  as i was walking to the corner of the university grounds i thought of a campus public safety officer named troy.  he’s an older man with a crisp mustache and a bald spot on the crown of his head.  he’s got these funny running shoes with those little reflectors on them.  i remember because i asked him about them once when he arrived at a building to unlock the door for me.  he told me that his wife bought them for him.  that the shoes had reflectors because he works the night shift a lot and she wants to make sure that people can see him when he’s walking around campus, monitoring... keeping the student public safe.  but aside from the reflective shoes and the manicured mustache, this particular man strikes me.  every time i see him he’ll ask me how i am doing and i’ll reply with the standard “doing alright” or “okay.”  when i turn the question his way, he always says without an audible or visual doubt, “it’s a great night to be alive.”  never fails.  always the same reply.  always laden with a great amount of enthusiasm, with conviction.  each time i’ve heard it i’ve been stunned at the umph with which he made the statement.  never have i heard uncertainty in his voice.  and, he has always taken a minute just before answering, almost as if he is reflecting on the night, where he’ll sort of look up into the space ahead of him, cock his head just slightly to the left, and he’ll answer.  “it’s a great night to be alive.”  i’ll smile, sometimes a big toothy grin, but usually one of those upturned-corner-of-my-mouth sorta smiles and thank him or wish him a good night.  and he’ll go about his job and i’ll avoid doing homework and i won’t think about him until the next time i see him.  when it’s still a great night to be alive.

* * * * *


we sat cross-legged in the darkness of the photography room across from one another.  our knees were touching just slightly.  i imagined that every time i moved he took a small, quick inhale of breath – forced relaxation.  we could not see each other's facial features.  i couldn't even see the whites of his eyes.  the only illumination in the entire room was a small glow-in-the-dark sticker that hung on the wall above one of the sinks.  it was a reminder to the photography students that read, "Don't Forget To Rinse For Two Whole Minutes!"


the darkness had a power to it.  an anxiety-inducing command that resonated in my bones.  i could feel a sting in the middle of my palms that ran up the centers of my middle fingers.  it felt as if this burning energy was shooting out of my body.  it raised me from the ground as my teeth clenched, my limbs straightened stiff and my body lay prostrate atop the stale air that reeked of putrid chemical baths.  my body began to shake and spasm, almost violently, and i felt a heat deep in the valley of my thighs send shards up my core.  i quivered then quaked. a pool of sweat had formed on my lower back and along the front of my torso and legs.  


when i opened my eyes he lay on top of me, arms sturdying him so that his face was just inches above my own, mouth open with strong, full breaths hitting my face.  the cold of the room hit me as he rolled to my side and onto the blanket that laid beneath me.  we wrapped ourselves tighter and lay in the complete darkness for a while.  i took comfort in the way the hair on his legs rubbed against my mostly smooth ones.


i have heard that when one sense is masked the remaining senses become more acute.  the case being: the vitamin c chemical reactant smelt more potent, our rustling blankets were more audible, our moist taste buds possessed and delivered a greater, longer lingering flavor.  most abundant was the feeling of my skin with his.  it succumbed so easily to the slightest brush, lightest touch, and warmest breath.  nerve receptors were heightened – my body was magnified.


i was lost in a field of relief and contentment when he whispered, "this needs to be the last time" and i felt that great whole in my belly become an even greater hole.  i sank.


and i am still sinking.

* * * * *


i recall a conversation i had with a friend of mine last year in which she told me that she can lie.  she told me about how well she’s been able to lie her entire life.  she was explaining the dynamics of it, the careful choice words and insatiable precision which one must use to execute a flawless fib.  she explained the careful management of body language, how the liar must look the other person straight in the eye when talking to him.  how she mustn’t look down at the floor or her hands because these movements instill doubt.  how delicate pauses breathed just at the right places can enhance her lies.  timing, wordage, and delivery are the key players in a believable farce.  she had it nailed down to a science.


then she taught me about the different kinds of lies.  she said there are mainly two types – lying by commission and lying by omission.  lying by commission is the one that we are most familiar with.  these are the most common types of lies.  when someone outright tells another person an untruth, they are committing to a certain set of false facts, thereby lying.  when an aunt asks her niece if she like the hideous pink knit sweater she bought her for her birthday and the niece replies with, ‘i love it!  i can’t wait to wear it!” then we have a perfect example of lying by commission.  another example: a teenager’s father were to ask her where she had been until 4:30 in the morning and the daughter replied, “i was watching a movie at tracy’s house” when in reality she was fucking her boyfriend in a deserted park in the back of his van, that would also be lying by commission.  it is these lies that are most easily discovered or overturned.  if the aunt had seen the look of fright when her niece opened the gift box, she would have seen through the charade and perhaps become upset that her present isn’t appreciated.  if the teenage daughter had failed to answer her father straight-faced, he would have easily seen through her ploy and grounded her for a few weeks.  more “serious” lies fall into this category also: Enron, O.J., Nixon.  need i say more?


and then there is lying by omission.  lies of omission are the hardest to recognize and even harder to remedy.  they ride on the premise, “what they don’t know won’t hurt them” which is a horribly incorrect assumption.  these lies are the most deceptive and cause the most hurt for everyone involved.  the lower end of these lies often manifest when someone simply refuses to answer a question or changes the subject.  if that same niece had not answered her aunt but instead asked her cousin if he wanted to run to the kitchen to check out the cake, the lie would then have taken the omission stand point.  these lies are based on avoidance.  it is a neglect of information that rules.  some people use lies of omission by letting people think what they want to think.  i ask my friend if she likes the boy i have a crush on, she doesn’t answer my question so i suggest an answer for her, i say, “well, since you’re so quiet, i guess you must have a crush on him and i’ll stay away.”  this way, she is not committed to any answer and raises to the head of the game.  not only have i given her a suggestion purely by my own accord (and therefore she is free from guilt) but i have also shown her my thoughts on the situation.  she has more knowledge therefore she is more powerful.  the ball is metaphorically in her court.


he is a liar by omission.  frankly, he is the best ball handler i have ever faced. 


sometimes, i can tell by the way he looks at me that there is something on his mind.  yet, he refuses to spill it.  therefore i’m left with only his curious glances and off-handed comments that i attempt to piece together to find some meaning within.  when this happens, i never truly know where i stand.  there is no confirmation or denial that the actions i take are valid.  i never really know what the right decision is.  something is always there, standing between him and his thoughts.  standing between me and my awareness.  it is standing right between us.  and this something will stand between him and whomever he loves, whether it’s me or not – because he won’t let anyone in.  he won’t allow them understand.  


what’s worse, if they try to understand, if i attempt to get through to him, try to grasp it and put meaning to his actions and words, he complains that i am too nosey and tells me, “these are my problems, zarah, i’ll figure them out on my own.”  


no one can do everything on his own.  that is a lonely existence.  we all need a teammate every so often, so that our passing skills do not atrophy.

* * * * *


"It's just a fuckin'... it's a fuckin' state of limbo, Jack.  I'm caught in the middle of this world and the next.  You can only live in the moment so long, because the moment doesn't last.  So, what am I doing?  Am I waiting for the next moment?  I don’t want to be a moment jumper either, Jack.  I can't live from one moment to the next because then you're always reveling in the last moment or anxious for the next.


“I’m at this point in my life where I don’t know where I’m headed.  My family life is normal, repetitive, typical.  My school life is a hassle, annoying and un-motivating.  My social life is my focus yet it, in itself, contains no focus.  I have no idea what’s going on in my friends’ lives or vice versa.  

“It's like this part in a movie I watched the other night, Sex and Lucía. This woman makes a phone call but she can't get a hold of the person she is after. She is anxiously awaiting his arrival because she wants to get out of the small hotel room that is restricting her from being a part of the outside world.  So, she sits in her room, looks around a bit and waits.  She twiddles her thumbs, bobs her feet.  She fumbles through the dresser and the desk drawers searching for some form of entertainment, something to tide her over.  She even thumbs through the Bible for a while.  Then, she masturbates.  And... that’s how I feel.  Just like that.  Like some woman who is so fed up with doing nothing, that she resorts to doing the only thing that lets her feel even though she knows that after she is through, she will feel more empty and lonely than she did beforehand.”  I pause, contemplative, hurt and worried, “I like the people and the places and the things... but I don't like the happenings - because they aren't happening.”

My eyes hurt.  My throat hurts.  Everything hurts.  I have been clamoring in a sea of letters, pants, and broken sentences for the last twenty minutes straight.  My mouth is parched.  I attempt to force my heart into a slower beat pattern, like the yogis in India.  A way of trying to gain some clarity and composure simultaneously.  Jack watches me as I gather myself, understanding imbedded in his firm brow and on either side of his mild chin.  I continue, "There was one time when I felt as if I was on the verge of whole, Jack.  I was walking down the path of completion and I was nearly at my destination.  It snuck up on me at work one day."  He looks at me with interest, "I realized that I couldn't stop thinking about a co-worker of mine who had gone to California for a long vacation.  He had recently moved up here and wanted to spend the holidays back in his hometown with his family.  Before he left we had this sort of intimate conversation while closing the stand, as intimate a conversation as can be while working.  He asked me all these questions... so many questions.  He asked me about my parents and my brother, about my car and where I lived, about the celebration of my last birthday and my first boyfriend.  He asked me what I was going to school for and if I had ever been in love.  He asked me what I look for in the guys that I date and if I was currently seeing anyone.  And he asked me what I thought of him.  I had never in my life had someone seem so interested in me, in who I used to be and who I am.


"At one point while we were unloading some bins he caught a glimpse of a bruise on my forearm.  He stopped working, touched my arm softly and asked me in a stern tone, 'What is this?  How did this get here?'  I explained to him that I bruise easily, that I am like a peach.  He looked me straight in the eyes with the most intent and concerned look I have ever seen on a man.  'You should take care of yourself.'  I looked back at him and smiled a small smile then nodded.  


"Our conversation continued after we were done cleaning up.  I wished him a safe flight and told him that I wanted him to come back in a couple weeks like he planned.  I told him not to get into too many fights while he was down there and to stay away from his old gang.  I told him that if he didn't I would worry about him and no one likes a girl in worry.  He promised me he would be careful.  I offered him a ride home but his friends arrived.  They wanted to take him out for an all-night party before he left at nine the next morning.  Before he ran out the door he gave me a tight hug.  It was one of those manly one-arm hugs but it felt so nice.  I had only talked to the guy for a couple nights and he already wanted to give me a hug.  


"I remember his broad smile with those big dimples.  His heart shaped jaw and deep-set eyes.  His dark olive skin and almost black, untamed hair.  His confident attitude and his complete openness.  But above all, his interest.  His attention.  His desire for more knowledge about me.  For me."  I sigh.


I am still sitting in that hard wooden chair and I'm looking at the wall in front of me.  It is adorned with Jack's photographs.  He has pictures of his brothers and sisters, of his surrogate family that he spent all of last summer with, some of his friends from high school, other friends from college and a few of Paul.  There are no photos of me.  Neither of us cares to take snap shots.  There are probably only three photographs of the two of us together in existence and we were both in drag.  All of which are in my possession.  


Jack asks, "You said that you were on the verge of being whole.  Why is that?"


I knew this question would come, I expected it.  I wanted it.  "After he came back from his vacation in California, a week later than he had planned, I asked him how everything went.  He told me that he didn't get into any fights and that he had a really nice Christmas with his mother and two younger brothers.  He told me he had had the three best weeks of his entire life.  I asked him why, it had to be more than just visiting family.  He said he met a girl.  Said that they'd stayed up all night drinking at a party the first night they met.  Said they hung out the next night and that they'd made love in the back of her car... He told me he wanted her to move up here to live with him.  He told me whatever he was feeling was one of if not the best feeling he had felt in his entire life."  I pause and am near tears.  If I cry now it will only be because of what could have been and not because of what was.  Those are the cheapest tears – the tears of defeated hope.


"Later I lost his friendship... that allowed the last stone of my crumbling desire to drop to the ground.  I pushed just a little too much while we were at a party where he was drunk and passed out and I was drunk and confused.  I woke him up from a drunken stupor and asked him if he liked me, if he wanted me.  I told him that I wanted him, that I couldn't stop thinking about him and that I didn't care that he had a girlfriend now... I told him that every part of me, my mind, heart and body, that especially my body, ached for him, for his presence.  Two days later he quit work.  He didn’t show up for his last shift.  It was Super Bowl Sunday.  I had written him a note, apologizing.  A short note.  A light note.  But, I never saw him again.  I never got the chance to give him the note... to say what I needed to say.


"I was left unresolved and invariably incomp--" 

chapter four


i’ve got this trendy group of friends that live in Portland.  they’re not trendy in the conventional sense that they wear hip “in” clothes or go to hip “in” restaurants.  they’re trendy in the sense that they... live in Portland.  they wear loner gear, hooded sweatshirts and beanies.  and they go to little unknown coffee shops and eateries.  but, they all wear similar clothes and they all eat at these same restaurants.  i guess one could make the observation that they simply look like a group of friends.  they go to these little hole-in-the-wall coffee shops and deserted dessert places that are all the rage within their group.  so much so that if you don’t like the places, you’re looked down upon as some kind of uncool heathen.  you never really know who discovered the little hangouts.  as if the property titles of the shops are co-owned by each of the friends, yet if they mention a hangout without the others around, the individual describes himself as the sole key holder.  what gets me is even if one of the hangouts isn’t that great, each person will rave about it as if it were a gold mine.  


introducing outsiders to the group – nearly non-existent.  if one of them even tries, not that they will try very hard, but even when one of them grows the cojones and attempts introducing an outside friend to share in the “trendy” activities, the newbie is instantly shunned.  he is not welcomed into the group.  the outsider is continually cut off in speech, interrupted or spoken over.  he is shown no respect or paid any interest.  no one wants him there because he’s different yet no one opens up enough to give the outsider a fair chance.  this habit of interrupting flows into every facet of their friendships, too.  a constant jumbling of stories and jokes without cease.  in the middle of one story another begins and then a joke interrupts into laughter and scoffs while another elitist attempts sharing a personal anecdote only to be interrupted again.  


this group of “friends” reminds me of my extended family on the holidays, and not in a good way.  my family is a constant mumble of simple agreements and compliances  a collection of movie quotes and television episodes, mass media and pop culture.  everything light.  with cousins talking over cousins and aunts dominating conversations and nephews demanding attention while grandmas spill stories from our youth.  it’s a massive jumble that could be entertaining and interesting if it weren’t for the fact that my mother, father, brother and i sit humbly in the corner like a set of outsiders.  just like newbies introduced into the trendy group, we sit on the outskirts and don’t say much because whenever we speak we’ll barely complete half a sentence before it explodes into something entirely different and unrelated to us, personally, but instead to our dominating, attention-hungry family members.  this incompletion of thought it what really gets to me.  nothing is complete around my family.  nothing is finalized.  everything is left unfinished and open-ended.  our half sentences are stolen and manipulated and we’re left with feelings of emptiness. 

* * * * *


i had just pulled up to my parking spot at my apartment when i noticed the lights shining through some window frames in the complex across from mine.  it was around 3:30 in the a.m. and i had just gotten back from visiting jack, under the guise of accomplishing some reading for my literature class.  in reality, i read maybe five or six pages and then we ended up watching some television and talking.  in a sea of darkened windows, twenty or so wide and three tall, the only two that were lit were adjacent smack in the middle of the top floor.  this struck me.  partially because of the lateness of the encounter, partially because the two windows were right next to each other, but mostly because i didn’t think the two rooms that hosted the lights and the windows were part of the same apartment.  my reasoning for this conclusion is simply that the windows were directly on either side of the symmetrical center that divides the complex.  i have been in that complex before, while my roommate and i were still searching for a place to live this year, and after walking into the lobby area, which is right in the middle of the building, and exploring a bit, i began to realize that the place is perfectly mirrored.  


the window on the right right-hand side was a little darker than the one on the left.  my guess is that someone had the television on, which sent a cobalt ambience throughout the room.  i could see a couple cheap prints hanging on the wall where blue-tinted shadows danced.  the light-colored blinds that hung from the top of the window frame were pulled high and rested dynamically crooked, with an obvious diagonal tilt.  the window on the left was better lit, probably by an overhead light, but the blinds, a little more ratty than those next door, hung much lower.  i could also make out what looked to be the top of a desk lamp that was also lit.  


i knew that each apartment in the pair were one-bedrooms.  “perfect for singles” the middle-aged, perky building manager had said when she was showing me around.  at the time, i informed her that i would be needing a two-bedroom because there was no way i was going to sleep in the same bed as my roommate.  she looked at me funny.  maybe it was the seriousness of my tone.  or maybe it was the hole in the back of her head.  i’m not sure which.  


i had the distinct feeling that the people who lived in those separate, neighboring apartments were alone.  perhaps one of them lived with a boyfriend or girlfriend or husband or wife, but whomever they shared their home with was not currently there.  i kept thinking about these two people, one whose choice in art is anything but refined and another who undoubtedly is afraid of the dark, sitting next to each other, separated by dry wall and thin, pink-toned insulation.  probably suffering from some slight insomnia which they are supplementing with late-night infomercials and porno ads.  alone but within a few feet of each other.  alone and quiet.


and it made me feel very, very lonely.  like an outside observer.  like the little kid who watches her ant farm... an ant farm with only two ants... which rest at separate ends of a thin, plastic tank... curled up in small carved-out pockets... thinking there is no one else around... dying alone.  while i watch.

* * * * *


"Working a blue collar job is easy.  I could do that."


“Yeah, it is easy.  But you've got to have the heart for it.  You've got to be able to live with the monotony, the repetition.”  He pauses, no doubt thinking of his childhood.  Of his youthful existence.  Of his father and of his father’s plethora of jobs that all seemed the same.  Manual labor with low pay and no creative outlet, which break more backs than banks.  “It's a mundane and lonely existence."  


“My fish died today.  My goldie, Spike.  I noticed that he had been turning a sort of greenish color for a week now.  And yesterday I noticed that he kept swimming into the sides of the bowl, almost as if he were bullfighting with his own reflection.  Then today, I saw that he was floating belly-up, almost right on top of the fake plant I stuck in there when I got him.  I went up next to the bowl and tapped lightly on the glass.  He didn’t move.  I did it again and again he didn’t stir aside from a slight sway from when I jostled the water around him.  So then I took my finger and ever so lightly touched him.  He darted toward the bottom of the tank and I jumped back with excitement.  I thought I had somehow revived him.  But just as quickly as he moved, his fins stopped wiggling and I was left with a belly up goldfish and an empty feeling in my stomach.”  I take in a long, deep inhalation of breath, “That is a mundane and lonely existence.”


“Hey, at least he fought to stay alive, didn’t he?” Jack argues.


“No, not at all.  When I touched him that triggered something in his nervous system and incited a mechanical impulse.  Spike had no control over his actions by that time, I’m sure.  That was simply his body reacting to a stimulus.  No extraneous metaphysics about it.”


“But wait, you’re telling me that there is no way that your fish could have still been alive and struggling for life during those last few minutes?  How conceded are you to think that only humans struggle.  It is our basic instinct to overcome life-threatening obstacles so it’s only natural that animals do the same.  Did I ever tell you about The Bug?”


“What bug is that, Jack?  You’re not talking about the time that you went camping and you found that huge spider in your sleeping bag and you screamed like a little girl, are you?  Because I’ve heard that story twice already and it’s getting old.”


“No, The Bug.  At my computer desk freshman year.”  I shake my head.  He continues, “I was sitting at my desk in my dorm, half-assedly working on some homework assignment when I noticed a bug crawling along the wall in front of me.  After about an hour and a half I saw the same bug lying, belly up, on my desk.  He was stuck on his back, violently throwing his six thin legs and waving his short tentacles in an attempt to right himself.  Every so often, I'd notice that he had stopped kicking and flailing his legs about.  He’d rest for a second.  But, I wonder if he was really resting or if maybe he was having some sort of memory lapse.  I had read somewhere that dragonflies only have a memory of three minutes and maybe the same was true for other insects.  Perhaps every time the bugger ceased to persist, for just a moment, perhaps that was a sign that his memory had been erased and he forgot where he was and what he was doing.  Suddenly, it'd be as if he hadn't spent the last two hours trying to turn over, suddenly his strandedness would seem like a newly acquired state, and he would realize for the first time, again, that he must flip over onto his feet to survive.  The bug continued to struggle.  He kept kicking and flailing as if none of it had happened before.


“What a life, I thought.  To undertake an endless endeavor without knowing you've been fighting for an eternity already.  Each new line of memory serves as another lifetime.  Each time he halts his protests he has died, only to resurrect and expire again.  A lonely repetition.  And I kept thinking about how this bug was a metaphor for life and death and determination and inevitability.  My mind began to swell in anticipation and philosophy.  I felt like I needed to do something.  As if I had control of this bug’s fate.  I could decide whether he prospered or perished.

“I felt like God, some almighty observer, watching this bug from high in the clouds.  I decided that to feel even more like God, I would flip the bug onto his feet.  A sort of divine intervention.  But, I wanted to watch him for a little bit longer.  I wanted to observe him.  I wanted to attempt to calculate some sort of pattern in his habits.  A pattern that could potentially lead me to discover the meaning of mortality. 

“And just before my head burst from an onslaught of metaphysical thought, the bug flipped over.  He flipped right the fuck over and it was the most extraordinary thing I had ever seen.”  Jack sat silently, reveling in his memory of The Bug.

“But what does it mean?” I ask.

Jack thought for a minute and then replied, “Oh, I don’t know.  Signs are what you make of them.”

* * * * *


today my roommate admitted to me that she would rather live in denial and ignorance than become depressed by the truth.


sometimes i wish i were as simple-minded as she.  how easy it would be to just not know.  how simply life would flow without these betraying emotions that have the power to capture all my thoughts, thereby controlling all my actions.  if i didn’t have these loves and hates and fears and concerns to invest into people and ideas, i wouldn’t be disappointed when they don’t work out.  and they never seem to work out so i wouldn’t be losing much.  


still, i know that i wouldn’t be happy that way either.  no one would.


i just can’t shake this overwhelming feeling of melancholy.  it has been brooding here since the middle of summer.  it has become worse since he finally left me.  it has turned into one of these don’t-want-to-leave-the-house sort of things except that i have to leave the house.  i have to leave the house because i have to go to school.  i have to go to school because i want to succeed and people who want to succeed have to do something.  so we go to school to postpone doing something.  i am putting it off because i don’t know what i want to do.  i know i don’t what to do this.  i don’t want to be stagnant.  i don’t want to lie around hoping he’ll change his mind.  i don’t want to lock myself in my room and only get out of the house when jack calls me.  i don’t want to lie here in a bath of question and self-loathing.  by myself.


alone.


no one wants to feel alone.


i’ve been thinking about him a lot.  about the last few times we were together.  the dark room wasn’t the last time.  there were two more occasions after that and each one ended with the same bittersweet rejection.  sweet, because i knew there would be one more time.  bitter, because i knew there wouldn’t.


i’ve accepted it all, all with him.  i like to tell myself that my love for him was purely aesthetic.  that he was what all girls want.  tall, dark, handsome.  lives on his own with a well-paying job.  has drive to get through college.  aspirations to do “great things.”  and, most importantly, he rides a motorcycle.  it was purely aesthetic.


still, i know it wasn’t.


my mind keeps tracing parts of our last meetings.  how even after we were finished he would lay there with me.  i would feel selfish and i’d tell him that, but he would still lay there with me and do the things all girls wish boys would do for them.  hold me.  and kiss me.  whisper low in my ear.  breathe on the back of my neck.  and breathe on the back of my neck.


and how, as we were lying in my bed, he asked me to roll over and i hadn’t the faintest clue why, yet i complied.  he draped his warm arms over me and he lay behind me, we were two spoons lying in a nearly empty drawer.  our naked bodies melding into each other’s warmth, making me dizzy.  the cold making goose pimples rise on all the bare parts that his skin and the bed weren’t touching.  he quieted my shivers with the faintest touch.  an inaudible hush of his hand...


i just don’t understand how i could fall so completely so quickly.  it’s as if he filled me up.  as if we both melted then solidified, joined together.  he completed some void.  kept me safe – made me sane.  he anchored me.  made sure i didn’t catch a hard draft and float a-sea.  he kept me here.  here with him.  whole with him.


yet now i know here is not where i want to be.


he didn’t do anything to me and he did even less for me... by keeping me.  here.  i was already stuck.  i was already here.  i was already anchored.  i was already sitting at bay... waiting.  waiting for someone to dock me.  waiting for someone to take me in and mount me.  as if i weren’t already tied down.  just someone to go through the motions.  someone to sway with the ocean.  someone to ensure that i would not go out with the tide.  someone to keep me from trying.  from doing.  from escaping... the norm.  my routine.  my life.  


he never quite gave me the answers i was looking for.  he could tell me why the moon always has the same face, the same crater eyes and carved mouth, but he couldn’t tell me why, though we see the same face of the moon every day, its expression looks sad some nights and elated others.  he could tell me the differences between a boxer engine and a v-twin, but he couldn’t tell me why humans have this almost desperate need for vast exploration, why we build bigger, faster, more aerodynamic machines in attempts to travel at the speed of light.  he could hush my questions with a simple, breaking compliment, “i’ve never met someone with your width of mind.  i love the way you think,” but he refused to think himself.


i don’t know why he left me.  i have my guesses, but none of them satisfy my curiosity... or quiet my hurt.  maybe it was that first love if his, the best friend.  shit, maybe it was a totally different chick with a wider ass and even wider mind.  or maybe it isn’t a girl at all, maybe he fell out of love with motorcycles and in love with airplanes and now he is going to fly off and become a pilot for a small skydiving company in eugene.  whatever the reason, it doesn’t matter because the point remains: he’s gone, and i’m still here... at bay.

chapter five


thanksgiving dinner with the family was just as expected.  nothing really special... it wasn’t any different than every other year.  my aunts spoke loudly and controlled the flow of all conversations.  my nephew ran around in his pull-up diapers, demanding the attention of everyone in the room.  my uncles talked about business and politic, careful of their wording.  my cousins goofed off, hitting each other and making fun, acting just as the “children” should act (did i mention that we’re all over the age of 15 now?).  my grandma sat quietly in the corner, no doubt contemplating the life of her late husband, while the commotion simultaneously surrounded and excluded her.  and my mother, father, brother and i sat in the corner, near my grandma, watching everyone... in their typically comfortable thanksgiving attire, sitting in their comfortable chairs, cherishing their comfortable relations with each other... while we were outside of them.  just like every other holiday.


i was glad to get back to school the following saturday.   i was tired of my family and tired of being treated differently, not that i was treated as much of anything anyway.  i was just tired of who were supposed be the people who care more about me than any others.  they don’t know me.  they know nothing about me.  most of that can be attributed to the fact that we lived in a different state while i was growing up.  but it also has to do with the massively dominating personalities that prevail in that family.  and their disinterest in getting to know me.  in even allowing me to talk.  i have to fade into the background when i’m around them.  i have to sit back and internalize everything.  though, i can honestly say that there isn’t much for me to internalize because they almost always talk about things that i have no interest in.  therefore, i really don’t have much to say, anyway, even if i were to have a chance to say it.  but like i said, i was glad to get back to my little school in my little town.  


i went to the campus to visit jack, forgetting that he was still in washington visiting his family for the holiday.  while i was on campus i ran into that cps officer, troy and asked how he was doing.  “it’s a beautiful night to be alive” he replied with a sideways nod of his head.  i figured i could walk around with him while he patrolled the campus because really, i had nothing better to do.  i asked him about his holiday.  he said that it was nice, as usual, that it was small with only him, his wife and his wife’s mother.  his mother-in-law made a small turkey and they huddled around the fire eating stuffing with gravy and canned cranberry sauce.  


i made some crack about how my mother used to get pissed off (now she just accepts it) when the family doesn’t let her help with the cooking and i was wondering if his wife was the same way, since he mentioned that only his mother-in-law worked on thanksgiving dinner.  his face changed a little and i made a note.  it wasn’t much different than normal, but there was definitely something... uncomfortable about the cock of his head.  that’s when he started to tell me more than i ever could have imagined.


he told me that his wife had cancer.  some weird pancreatic cancer and it had been spreading.  he said that the doctor’s diagnosed her just under two months ago and said that there was no way to cure it.  they couldn’t risk removing it via surgery because it had spread to her large intestine.  they also didn’t want to chance chemotherapy because of her age.  he told me that he and his wife would not have chosen to try either the surgery or chemotherapy because they were against introducing such things to the body.  he explained that the body is sacred and if god intended his wife to develop cancer and subsequently die from it, that was his plan and they could not change it.   this belief system reminded me of that of the jehovah’s witness who visited my parents’ door one afternoon.  my father must have been in one of his friendly moods because he invited the man in and asked him to sit down.  dad encouraged the man to tell us about his religion, while asking many detailed questions.  i sat next to my dad and listened to every word.  i was about fifteen or sixteen.  i was really curious about other religions because of a class i was taking in high school.  the jehovah’s witness told us that they believe the transfusion of one person’s blood into another person’s body is against god’s wishes.  he explained that blood is sacred and our only physical connection to jehovah (derived, i assume, from the drinking of christ’s blood at the last supper), therefore to give another person your blood was to deny your want for a meaningful relationship with god.  


troy told me that his wife could not help with the thanksgiving dinner, as she would have normally, because she was so weak that the doctor encouraged her to stay in bed.  even though the doctor wanted her to stay immobile, troy and his mother-in-law thought it best to wrap her up in some blankets and bring her into the living room so that the three of them could enjoy dinner together.  he told me that while he was at home during the daytime, that he didn’t get much sleep because he would stay awake with his wife to watch television with her or read to her.  while he was away on his night shifts at the college, her mother would come to the house and stay with her.  he told me that he wanted badly to stay at home with his wife all the time, but he knew that this was completely implausible.  that she wouldn’t want his life to stop just because hers was.  


eventually we parted ways.  i realized after looking down at my watch that i had been walking around with the man for the last hour.  since then i’ve been thinking about what a remarkable man he is.  about his strength and his persistence.  about his spirituality and how much his spouse must mean to him.  how, even though his wife has been bedridden and struggling with life for the last couple months, how he still says, “it’s a great night to be alive.”  and how incredibly lucky that woman must be to have a husband who loves and cares for her so deeply.


on monday i read in the school’s online daily news bulletin that troy’s wife had died the day after thanksgiving.  he didn’t tell me while we were talking.  he spoke as if she was still alive and living at their house in hillsboro.  most would tend to think that because troy avoided telling me that his wife had already passed away, that he was in denial of the situation.  i don’t think that is true.  i think he was just holding steady to the way of life he had already established for himself.  his wife wouldn’t want her husband’s life to stop just because hers... had.


i began to wonder if he goes home in the early mornings now and cries himself to sleep.  i wondered if the sadness overcame him in those wee hours in the morning after a long night’s work of maintaining the safety of campus life.  the couple never had children, troy mentioned that after he explained that only his wife, mother-in-law and himself were celebrating thanksgiving together.  i wonder if he regrets that now, now that he doesn’t have anyone to share the rest of his life with, aside from his mother-in-law.  there are a lot of things that i wonder about troy, but i know that most of those questions will never see their answers.  there are just too many obstacles denying access to that kind of information.  time and convenience, emotional output, appropriateness and place.  

there are a lot of things i wonder about everything, and many of those questions will never see their answers either.  that doesn’t stop me from wondering.  and that shouldn’t stop me from exploring.

* * * * *


i was in a sort of maze, but it was circular.  less like a maze, really, and more like a track.  and it was a competition.  i was competing with a bunch of different people.  all ages.  all genders.  all races.  all sizes.  men as old as my grandfather before he died, little girls as young as my pampered nephew.  we were running around, racing.  or was i chasing them?  or were they chasing me?  i couldn’t tell because all i could focus my eyes on was the bobbing head directly in front of me, and all i could think about was the unwavering head directly behind me, as we ran around in circles, the scenery unchanging.  


i remember i was really tired.  exhausted.  my breathing was furious, almost a cough.  i was sweating from every pore.  my entire body felt like it was in a furnace, like i was burning to death.  i wanted to stop running but i couldn’t.  i couldn’t will my body to stop.  and i was afraid of what would happen if i did.


the goal was to get out.  to escape from the relentless running in the most complex of geometric shapes.  but there were no doors.  no windows.  the walls were so high, one couldn’t see the top, so attempting to scale them would prove fruitless.  the circular maze was made of a heavy mixture of concrete and steel, so breaking through it and digging my way out was also impossible.  i didn’t know what i could do to escape, so i just kept running around and around and around.

i woke up drenched in sweat, my muscles tense and my jaw aching.  i have discovered that i’ve acquired the nervous (maybe more stress related) habit of biting my jaw down really hard and clenching my back teeth.  i'm not sure when that began.  surely i was doing it in my sleep, as well.  one strange thing is that i'm pretty sure the dream ended and i slept for a significant amount of time before i awoke and noticed my trembling, sweat-soaked body.  which means i would have been writhing there in my own anxiety for god knows how long before finally allowing myself to wake up.  though, really, one's perception of time is so altered in the unconscious that there is no real way to know.

i want the dreams to stop.  but, more than that, i want to know why i have them.

* * * * *


today i ate lunch in the university center.  i haven’t eaten there since last year when i was forced to eat there because i lived in the dorms.  i know people complain about the food at all colleges, but the truth is, it really does suck.  let’s just say i got a sandwich.  chicken salad.  with cheddar.  on wheat.  chicken is the most harmless of all the meats.


i sat at an empty medium sized table right in the center of all the action.  i prefer the middle because then i’m able to listen to people talk while i eat.  the conversations that take place around the dinner table are more fast-pace and eclectic than any i’ve ever known.  fast-pace because people tend to rush during meals, especially lunch.  eclectic because one doesn’t really have the time to have an in-depth conversation over a meal, so they jump from topic to topic.  i was two bites into my sandwich when a couple girls asked if they could sit with me as the dining hall was fairly crowded.  “of course,” i said and gestured to the empty chairs that completed the circle around the table.  i didn’t know these girls.  not really.  i recognized them because my school is so small but i didn’t really know them.  but honestly, how many people do i really know anyway?  does anyone?


one girl was short with dark hair, dark olive skin and slanted eyes.  she wore a lightweight green hoodie and a pair of two-inch flip-flops even though it’s almost december.  the other was taller, slimmer, with dyed blonde hair.  her coat was heavier, as well it should be, but she was also wearing flip-flops.  they both had chosen the “homemade” plate for their lunches.  the brunette drank lemonade.  the blonde, water.


the short, brunette started chatting up a storm as soon as she sat down: “you wouldn’t believe what joni and i saw yesterday on our way to old navy!  we were just driving down that little two-lane highway and all of a sudden we have to come to a complete stop.  of course, this is hella annoying because we want to go shopping and we want to go now.  you know how that is, reese.”  they both chuckled, “anyway, we finally get up to where the action is and we have to cross over into the other lane because they’ve got our side blocked off with road flares.  we see this old lumina pulled to the side of the road.  a few feet away from it is a motorcycle lying on its side with one of the tires busted.  there was an ambulance and a couple police cars too.  one cop, the one that was directing traffic, he was pretty hot.  you would have liked him.  god, there’s nothing like a man in uniform.”  they laughed again, “ooh, and the boy who got into the accident!  he was hot too, even with the neck brace.  he was my type.  pretty tall, dark hair, broad shoulders.  and he rides a motorcycle!  how hot is that?  the paramedics had lifted him onto a stretcher and were wheeling him to their van.”


a tall, dark haired boy with broad shoulders who rides a motorcycle?  neck brace?  when i heard this all i could think was, what the fuck?


“ya know, i swear he was in my soc. class last year too.  he looked really familiar.  and hot.  i think he sat on the other side of the lecture hall and always left class really fast, as if he always had someplace important to be.”


soc. class?  every semester he takes a sociology class.


the other girl, reese, asked, “was he alive?”


“oh, sure.  i mean, they weren’t giving him mouth to mouth or anything.  he had to be alive still.”


i spoke, “what color was the bike?”


the brunette turned her eyes on me with a bitchy side-glance, “blue, what do you care?”


i rose from the table, leaving my half-eaten chicken sandwich and walked straight to the library to our special spot.  

* * * * *


today i was standing in line at the local ice cream shop and there were two kids standing in line ahead of me.  a little white girl about eleven, and a black boy who was probably thirteen.  as i was stumbling through the different flavors, creating the best two-scoop combination in my mind, i overheard their order.  


"she wants one scoop of chocolate in a cup, please."


"and he wants one scoop of vanilla in a cone."


they looked at each other and smiled.


i watched them leave, still undecided on my ice cold, two-scoop cone of perfection.  when the girl at the counter asked me what i wanted i stood still, fixed for a couple seconds.  she must have thought i didn’t hear her, or perhaps she was afraid of the vacant look plastered on my face.  she asked again, "what can i get for you ma'am?"  the "ma'am" caught me off guard and i looked at her.  she couldn't have been more than four years my junior.  i guess that is enough to be referred to as ma'am.  i looked over at the front door.  i could see the two kids walking down the sidewalk in the cold, eating their ice cream.  the boy eagerly devouring the waffle cone, the girl slowly, playfully licking her spoonfuls. surely their tongues had frozen, but no matter, they were happy in their innocence.  


"i’ll take a scoop of vanilla and a scoop of chocolate in a cone, please."


i sat down, satisfied with my decision.  a decision made on a whim.  i never get vanilla or chocolate.  i usually like “fancier” flavors.  but together, i realized, vanilla and chocolate are the two best damned flavors ever to rest on my tongue.  


that isn’t to say there isn’t more out there.  i’m sure there is.  


and god damnit, i want to taste it.  i want to taste them all.  the chocolates and vanillas and sherbets of California and Wisconsin and Wyoming.  the caramel toffees of New York and the peppermints of Texas.  the mile-high soft serves of Atlanta and the fried creams of Albuquerque.  i’ve even heard that New Orleans specializes in a sweet and spicy cajun ice cream.  now that sounds intriguing.  irresistibly intriguing.

* * * * *


so i get out of my cheaply made car, grab my jansport backpack that i've had since i was a sophomore in high school, and step onto the shoulder of highway 26.  i put my headphones in my ears, just as i have done hundreds of times before my walks to school.  i turn my player to track 9.   i travel along the highway, cd player on repeat.  i dance.  


back at the dorms jack arrives at the door of his room.  he sees the envelope i tacked to his corkboard.  he opens it just as he would open any other envelope and removes the letter from inside.  he reads to himself.
jack-

november is the month of change, right?  you know how we've talked about hitchhiking cross-country?  i'm living the dream, friend.  i’m living.  i've given you the spare key to my car.  it's parked on the highway somewhere.  i'm lending it to you.  that ain't no gift, so don’t get all cocky thinking someone just up and gave you a car, alright?  i expect to get it back in pristine condition.  one fuckin' scratch and i'll have your head.  and you know i'm not kidding.

i keep thinking about the conversation we had in your dorm room that night... and i really believe that was the beginning for me. the beginning of something... different.  kind of ironic that the convo just happened to fall five days prior to the beginning of november.  what'd i tell you about this fuckin' month?  and hey, i'll be back – expect postcards and the like in the meantime.  maybe we can start that shot glass collection we were talking about.  shot glasses, how original.  leave it up to you to come up with something like that.

that was him in the motorcycle accident.  i read about it in the local paper.  he’s fine... well, in the strictest sense of the word, meaning he’s alive.  i guess he was laid up in the hospital for a few days with a broken arm, bruised ribs and some internal bleeding.  probably a mild concussion too, though i’m not sure.  they don’t even know how the accident happened, really, which is what i find the most interesting.  

i keep thinking about my grandfather’s death.  that was probably the only time i’ve felt close with my extended family.  when animals in the wild know it is their time to pass, they crawl off into the bushes to die alone.  but my grandfather was surrounded by his family, by people who loved him. we held each other and my grandmother combed his hair.  i hope i am so lucky.

you know those dreams i’ve been having lately?  my anxiety dreams?  i think i know why, now.  those women i would fight, those deceptive cops and the people i would endlessly chase?  they were all metaphors for me.  they never gave up, see?  they just kept fighting, protecting and running.  though i could tell that they were tired, fatigued, they continued on.  they were just trying to get away... away from where they were constantly being beat.  of course, all that could be complete bullshit.  but hey, signs are what you make of them.

this isn't running away, it's just a change of scenery. don’t let me be a remnant.  not yet.

luff ya,

-zarah

this is the beginning.
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