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FOR MARY, EVELYN, AND LESLIE

EDITOR’S NOTE
This epic and scholarly work began with a failed relationship: mine. I was dating a photographer in Philadelphia, the beautiful city where I make my home. One sunny afternoon, I told him, “I can’t hang out tonight. Richard invited me to a cocktail party at the French consulate in honor of a visiting French designer.” He heard, “I’m going out to have hot sex with a French lesbian.” I have heard many stories about Mars and Venus, about miscommunication, about crossed signals, but this moment stands out in my mind as a truly exceptional manifestation of the great, unbridgeable gulf between human beings. And so this moronic photographer, who for narrative purposes we’ll call Tony Columbo, heard what he wanted to hear—that his girlfriend was going out that evening to emasculate him.
Tony Columbo decided to strike back with the handiest weapon at his disposal (not counting the gun he kept in the trunk of his car, along with his golf clubs and camera equipment, the ammunition for said gun having fallen out of the glove compartment and bruised my knee on our second date). While I was at a mild-mannered cocktail party, drinking cheap Chardonnay and trying out my rusty, broken French half-remembered from college, Tony Columbo went and had sex with his ex-girlfriend.
It is important to note that the ex-girlfriend only became an ex-girlfriend because I had found out about her. Three weeks into my romance with Tony Columbo, I discovered that he was seeing another woman, who he’d been seeing for a year or so. I insisted that he choose between us, professing that it was his choice, that I didn’t really care who he chose, but that I wasn’t interested in a nonmonogamous relationship, and that it would be better to stop things before they really got started, rather than later when it might involve significant heartbreak. Secretly, of course, I hoped he’d choose me.
I didn’t know at that point that the ex-girlfriend was the reason that Tony Columbo’s wife had kicked him out a year earlier. I also didn’t know that Tony Columbo had gotten her pregnant and paid for her abortion—the ex-girlfriend, not the wife—and I sure as hell didn’t know that the ex-girlfriend lived two floors below me in my apartment building. These things were only revealed in the fullness of time, after I’d repeatedly had unprotected sex with Tony Columbo, invited him to Easter dinner with my family, and given him a set of keys to my apartment. Even when he told me that—surprise!—his divorce was not quite final, that technically he was still married to his ex-wife, I was too far gone to care.
I liked the long, lazy afternoons that Tony Columbo and I spent together. I liked the way his black curls drooped over his forehead; I liked the way his muscles looked in a wife-beater T-shirt. I liked having a boyfriend.
In my most paranoid moments, I wonder if I was brainwashed. When a person is routinely deprived of certain nutrients, she becomes highly suggestible. Cults use this technique to control the minds of their members—many “religious retreats” are actually opportunities to starve the minds of converts and plant the cult’s beliefs. Celibacy isn’t so far off from starvation. Take an otherwise intelligent woman who’s been deprived of nooky for a few months, keep her in bed for a few hours every day, tell her she’s beautiful and brilliant—and she’ll believe almost anything. For three months, Tony Columbo and I were doing it three, four times a day, and I was so blissed-out, I didn’t care that he was an obvious cad.
But then came the French Lesbian Episode. Tony acted strangely quiet for a few days after the cocktail party, occasionally asking me questions that came out of left field. Finally, after an interrogation worthy of Perry Mason, Tony admitted that he’d been with his ex-girlfriend. But only, he insisted, because he thought I’d been with the Hypothetical French Lesbian that night.
Not surprisingly, I freaked out. I’ll spare you the gruesome details; suffice it to say that it was an episode of massive proportions, with copious amounts of tears, recriminations, accusations, and groveling. It wasn’t pretty, and it lasted for days.
I wish the story ended there. I wish I could say I dumped his sorry ass when I found out that he cheated on me. I wish I could say I never looked back, that I went on to triumphantly write about my experience and that I became a heroic role model for all women whose boyfriends have ever cheated on them. That would make a great story.
The truth is, I took him back. Tony Columbo had sex with another woman in my apartment building, knowing full well that he was cheating on me and lying to the other woman, and I took him back. Someone should’ve hit me over the head with my copy of Smart Women/Foolish Choices.
Tony and I settled into our routine again, rapidly. We’d sleep late and hang around in bed, alternately giggling, bonking, and watching reruns of “A Dating Story” and “A Baby Story.” Tony really wanted to get married again and have kids, he said, which made my recently discovered biological alarm clock start clamoring in my ears. Our days went like this: After breakfast, Tony would go off to the golf course while I wrote for a few hours. After his return, we’d go to bed briefly, go out to dinner, hang out with friends somewhere in the city, then crash, and start the whole thing over again in the morning. Occasionally, Tony dog-sat for his friend Carlo, and we’d set up shop at Carlo’s place for a few days. It was a grown-up version of playing house—Carlo’s town house was impeccably decorated, as long as you ignored the giant collection of anal porn in the bedroom closet. Tony was extraordinarily thoughtful toward the dog, a giant slobbering mastiff. The three of us would go to the dog run together, and I’d pretend it was our dog, our cute town house, and our happy-couple life together.
I loved the way I felt with Tony Columbo. He made me feel sexy, smart, capable, able to take on the world. His major problem was that he simply couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.
Less than a month after the French Lesbian Episode, Tony told me he was going to Columbus, Ohio, for the weekend to photograph a wedding. It seemed perfectly plausible to me; I wished him luck and spent the weekend by myself in Philadelphia. Tony returned on Sunday night, called me Monday morning, and we met for coffee and took “our” dog out for a walk.
He’d brought me a refrigerator magnet from Columbus but was acting weird again. I let it go until Wednesday. That day, we walked to his place so he could pick up his car keys to drive me home. While I was in his bedroom, I noticed some letters lying on the bookshelf. I glanced at them and spotted “Dearest Tony” written in a female hand. Tony noticed me noticing the letters, and he guiltily shoved them inside a dusty book of Ansel Adams photos. We talked; we laughed; we made out. As soon as he went downstairs to the bathroom, I stuck the letters inside my purse.
I don’t advocate stealing. I’m not even proud that I did it. Part of me promised that if I were wrong, if he weren’t cheating on me again, I’d return the letters to exactly where I found them. But I was right. Tony dropped me off at my apartment building, and I dug his letters out of my purse while rushing through the lobby. In the elevator, I read “Dearest Tony,” and I realized that the letter was dated only two weeks before. Most damning was the letter he must’ve received that morning, detailing how much fun the woman had with him in Ohio that past weekend, how he was everything she’d dreamed of and more. She had loved holding him in the bathtub, she said; she couldn’t wait to see him again.
They’d met on the Internet. From what I gathered, she was an unemployed chiropractic assistant in Columbus, a single mom who’d had custody of her daughter taken away.
Tony Columbo’s affair with Miss Columbus showed a truly egregious lack of good taste. Honestly, an unemployed chiropractic assistant? My ego couldn’t take it. I dumped Tony Columbo that evening. I would’ve dumped him into the Fresh Kills Landfill, or at the bottom of a river, if I could.
In the subsequent weeks, I worked out my emotions by telling the story to anyone who’d listen—friends, family, strangers in restaurants, even the doorperson at my apartment building. I wrote so many e-mails about Tony Columbo’s perfidy that I had to give up typing the story anew. I simply saved the text as a document on my computer and sent it, along with appropriate comments as to my state of mind at that moment, to anyone unwise enough to inquire how I was doing.
The first 547 times I told the story of the French Lesbian Episode, I cried. It felt good to be patted on the back and for various people to tell me that Tony Columbo was a jerk and that I was better off without him. By repetition 1,000 or so, I started to enjoy telling the story. Partly because it made great shtick, partly because people began telling me their own stories in return. At a Halloween party, a woman told me about the German photographer who’d taken her to a gallery opening in Chelsea—and asked if she was as turned on as he was by the photos of seminaked, preadolescent girls. An old guy at a bar told me about the heartbreak he had suffered at the hands of the She-Devil of the Harvard Club of New York City. And then there were the rehashings of past breakups that I discussed with my girlfriends—we’d go through our mental lists of past lovers, deciding whether the French Lesbian Episode was better or worse than other breakups. By the time I realized I was having a good time talking about relationship disasters, I was practically over Tony Columbo.
So, I began working on this anthology. I wanted to put together a directory, A to Z, of the myriad reasons that relationships fall apart.  The Dictionary of Failed Relationships is the kind of book I’d enjoy reading after a breakup, before a breakup, or even in the middle of a great relationship. Think of it as the literary equivalent of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream—delicious any time, but especially appropriate for times of PMS or heartbreak.
The story of this book ends where it began. As a side effect of focusing on failed relationships, I got over my heartbreak with Tony Columbo. Sort of. I met a really wonderful guy (a stockbroker, of all things) who reminded me that not all men are dogs. I learned that love, fidelity, and trust can do a lot to bridge the fundamental gap between human beings. I also learned that wanting to get married and have babies (me) plus fear of commitment (him) equals failed relationship. Oh, well.
That failed relationship story doesn’t have a title yet; it’s too raw. It doesn’t even have a narrative. There’s still a gaping, bloody, Grand Canyon–size hole in my chest where I think my heart used to be. It’ll cost me at least ten thousand dollars in therapy to repair it, without a doubt.
But now, at least, here’s a book to keep me company on the road back from heartbreak.
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AMBIVALENCE
By Heidi Julavits
am·biv·a·lence \am-’bi-v[image: image]-l[image: image]n(t)s\ noun [International Scientific Vocabulary] (1918) 1: simultaneous and contradictory attitudes or feelings (as attraction and repulsion) toward an object, person, or action. Such feelings may be constant in a relationship. 2a: continual fluctuation (as between one thing and its opposite). b: uncertainty as to which approach to follow, especially in the days preceding a breakup.
Let me put it plainly: It was summer. We drove down to Mexico.
This was not a vacation, because we were already on vacation. Vacation from a vacation from a vacation brings us full circle. “Business,” Tim said to the customs official. It was July, and Texas wasn’t hot enough for us, it wasn’t screaming bloody cicada murder enough for us, so we had to drive down to Mexico in a white rental car and look for campsites with the word superstition in the name.
What’s the word for superstition in Spanish? I asked. I sought Tim’s advice when it came to certain languages. He was brought up by a grammarian mother, a feisty little Shreveport looker who raised her son to fear clichés more than venereal disease, who didn’t give a hoot if he failed to make his bed for forty years, as long as he said  give it to Bob and me.
Better you don’t know, Tim said, fending off the little Mexican boys at the Nuevo Laredo crossing. They wanted money from the Americans in the white rental car. We were good-looking Americans, too, gleaming with a certain kind of ironic roadtrip sexy. Secondhand guayaberas factored in, and fake leather boots, and the paper-stink of truckstop potatoes extruding from our pores. Forget that I was a debutante, once, that I said crudité, once, at a party. Forget that Tim was pursuing a degree in comparative literature (he was a Lacanian with a concentration in Chilean protest poetry), forget that he grew a goatee to hide his thin upper lip, that he kept an antique prophylactic in the lizard wallet bequeathed to him by a dead man, his grandfather, that he was prone to saying things with a put-on Louisiana drawl like  you’re so dang fetching when you’re scared. He believed there was no more novelty in the world, so the knowing cliché was the only antidote to banality.
This is the great thing about America. You can slum smartly in a fool instant.
But these little begging boys, they were not without a certain degree of original menace, in my opinion. They had a little mantra. Tim translated.
They claim we’re having a party in our bank account, he said.
Did you tell them it’s BYOB? I asked.
He didn’t laugh. He blew past the little boys after giving them our Einstein air freshener. I saw one boy put it in his mouth as we cruised toward the Whatever Mountains, listening to Border Oldies.
This is bad, I said. The Border Oldies station played mostly seventies tunes that made me doomy.
What is bad? he asked. He liked to ask little things like they were big things, philosophical things, not like what is bad, but what  is bad?
What is bad is the following, I said: That little boy will suck on the Einstein air freshener, because he thinks he’ll ingest some glorious piece of America. His sister will find it clenched in his rictused hand tomorrow morning, and the authorities will trace the serial number back to your mother, who sent you the air freshener on your birthday as a joke-not-joke, because everyone knows your mother thinks you’re a genius. Subsequent tests will determine that the air freshener—bought from your derelict brother’s tchotchke headshop in Atlanta—was soaked in a tremendous amount of PCP. The Feds will prosecute your mother for drug dealing and for overestimating the very average intelligence of both her sons. Your SAT scores will be printed in all the national papers, corroborated by quotes from your elementary school teachers testifying to your mediocre preteen performance. You will be thrown out of your graduate program and forced to sell your grandfather’s antique prophylactic on eBay to pay your student loans, which will come due immediately.
The wallet belonged to my grandfather, not the rubber. But that was a good one, he said.
Thanks.
Don’t you ever worry you tell me too much about yourself?
Meaning . . .
Meaning, don’t these morbid fantasies conceal an actual desire?
What is actual desire? I asked.
If you hate my mother, just say so.
I don’t hate your mother. I am humored by your mother, which is a generous way to be exhausted by a person.
It just seems a little passive, he said. Thinking about doing things versus simply doing them.
He cranked up the Border Oldies until the bass line fuzzed. So, he said, changing the subject, what do all these songs have in common?
Death by vomit? I guessed.
They’re all in minor keys. The seventies was a minor-key decade. That’s why we’re such an anxious generation. We were children raised on popular menace.
So that’s why, I said, licking the knuckles of his driving hand.
We never found the Superstition campsite. We settled for a roachy hotel in a big, noisy city. How come I’ve never heard of this city? I asked. It’s so terribly big and noisy. We walked around the monolith and stared up at the Whatever Mountains. With confidence, he told me the word for “whatever” in Spanish was zapata.
I wanted to have sex all night to keep my mind off the roaches, but he wasn’t up to it. It’s all that Chilean protest poetry, I said, fingering his jellied crotch. The revolution is a flaccid cause. Viva la Deflation!
I drove twelve hours, he said, yawning.
But this is a road trip, I said. Carnality is part of the knowing cliché. We can have facile sex and I’ll yell, give it to Bob and me.
He wanted to go to sleep.
But the floor is seething with roaches, I said. We’ll wake up and they’ll be in every orifice, laying eggs or just plain hanging out.
You’re acting faux-scared and I’m fucking tired.
I was raised during the minor-key decade, I said. Blame it on Jethro Tull.
If you feel like I have a limited capacity for intimacy, just say so, he said.
Zapata, I said, over and over, into his sleepy ear. Worst-case scenarios were just another clichéd joke to him. There was no turning him on to the attendant promise of doom, there was no inspiring him, in short, to see the world the way I did: full of an inventively crippling kind of illumination.
The next morning we went to a museum. This was neither of our ideas, but we didn’t know each other well enough to admit we hated museums. We were both scared of appearing artless.
There were photographs of motion in this museum. A man jumping over a wheelbarrow. A horse jumping over a dog.
I need a beer, Tim said.
We ordered beer and churros in the garden behind the brick museum. What do you think this place used to be? he asked, dipping his  churro into his beer. A factory?
It was a motion factory, I said. This is where quickness was isolated. When quickness was first developed, no one thought it would catch on. The brains behind the operation, Señor Somebody, became a miserable pauper. His wife left him post-haste, using his own invention. His children changed their surnames to Nafta, which is Spanish slang for “inertia.”
That’s a sad story, Tim said, burping. Wanna fuck?
We fucked and then we went to the mountains. But Tim being Tim, he wasn’t much of one for roads.
This isn’t such a good idea, I said. We will be stranded and we’ll hear nothing but wind. We’ll be stalked by wolverines, or worse, I’ll learn that you’re a coward when it comes to confronting the more feral animals.
Tim didn’t hear me. Besides, it’s a rental, he said. The dirt roads had canyons in them. Our little white car was called a Malabar, but Tim renamed it the Malcontent because it had no-wheel drive and three pissy cylinders. The little tires dropped into the canyons. The axles made shivery, snapping noises. We were stuck.
I took the wheel while Tim rocked against the Malcontent’s dusty white bottom, his aviator sunglasses slipping down over his goatee.
Tim dislodged us and the road improved. We were making good time now, two or three kilometers an hour. We crept through a tiny town. Chickens butt-waggled away from us, chagrined. A woman stood on her porch in a dress and apron, circa 1863. Her husband leaned on a hoe, dumbfounded. They’re so Mexican Gothic, I said. Tim got mad. He got mad when people made references to things they’d only encountered through crappy third-hand culture. Like Proust’s fucking madeleine, he’d gripe. People are always talking about Proust’s madeleine, but how many of them have actually read Proust? A reference to a reference to a reference to a reference. So, he said, who painted American Gothic, do you even know?
It wasn’t Samuel D. Clemens, I said. It wasn’t Alice B. Toklas.
Samuel P. Clemens, he said. He flipped down his sunglasses and decided to forgive me, because the Mexican Goths were watching us fight and he didn’t want to give good-looking Americans a bad name. Imagine waking up and seeing us, said Tim. Imagine seeing two blond people in a white car in the middle of the mountains. He honked and waved at the Goths. We’re a dream, he said, patting my jeans. We’re a first-world hallucination brought to you by Malcontent.
Soon it was time for lunch.
We had cheese, we had tomatoes, we had bread, we had meat. I insisted that it was very, very taboo to make a sandwich. We sat on the dusty hood with our parts spread out on plastic bags. It was acceptable, I said, to put two kinds of food in your mouth at once, but never three. Two foods was a combination, three was a sandwich.
Huh, said Tim, piling up his bread.
So what’s the difference between a pederast and a pedophile? I asked. I was eating, at that moment, tomato and cheese.
I think I love you, he said.
You’re just saying that because you don’t know the answer. You’ll say anything to keep appearing smart. Even in the wilderness.
He put a piece of bread and meat in his mouth. We’re sitting on the hood of Malcontent in the Whatever Mountains and I said I think I love you, said Tim. And don’t say zapata or I’ll leave you here without a peso.
That would be very rude, I said. He kissed me and we were four foods now, we were in serious violation of something. This will come back to haunt us, I said. At the Superstition campground, we will be haunted by this.
But back to your original question, Tim said, stroking his goatee for effect. One only thinks about doing, while the other does.
All in all, we spent four days in Mexico. We rode donkeys at one point, up and down gravel slides. Neither of us had health insurance. We slept in somebody’s front yard and ate some very inspiring pork tacos. I’m making it sound like our business trip was all such fun, but really there was so much loneliness at work. There was so much anxiety at work, all those seventies songs in my system, driving me to ruinous thoughts. I told Tim: I am anxious in the mountains, I am anxious out of the sight of humanity. I longed for a monolith, a room seething with roaches. I didn’t want to blame him, because we were in love apparently, so I blamed it on the mountains. I cursed them out, Zapata, Zapata, Zapata. Yet, somewhere in these mountains, I took the best photograph of my adult life. It was a picture of Tim’s arm. We found an abandoned house, all decrepit white plaster and gray porch boards.  Decrepit white is an oxymoron, Tim said, a not-uninteresting one. He sat in front of the decrepit white wall and raised his arm over his face. I knew without ever needing to develop the film that this was the best photograph of my adult life, because if I am attuned to pretend ruin, I am also attuned to my modest moments of honest clairvoyance. This photo would prove that there was something desperately hopeful being expressed through my disaster narratives. It would prove that I was not an adult who could tour the world in a white Malcontent, with a man who raised his arm to protect himself from the imaginary menaces I might toss his way.
We drove back over the border.
I started to feel better, instantly, even though Nuevo Laredo and plain old Laredo proved to be big bright splashes of humanity that burned up quickly as we drove north. We were listening to Border Oldies, or maybe we were discussing the oxymoronic possibilities of white malcontent, but either way, we somehow forgot that we’d planned to get gas in plain old Laredo, and it was now almost midnight, and we were far away from humanity.
We passed a sign that said NEXT GAS—15 DAYS, 47 NIGHTS.
This confused me. We do not measure distances in days and nights, not in America, I said. Those are miles, dumbass, Tim said testily, but somehow I couldn’t see it. We were forty-seven nights away from gas.
This was not good. We did not have forty-seven nights’ worth of gas. Tim’s sunglasses were still pushed up into his hair, he still wore the same secondhand guayabera, and it didn’t even smell, because he was superior in that way, a self-cleaning mammal. He was not bothered by the sign. For a man who’d barely had a break in life, he was unhealthily optimistic, especially when the odds were worse than terrible.
What’s the plan? I asked. If I’d been a smoker, I would have shakily lit one up. Cliché, cliché, cliché. We cannot even be anxious in an original way.
A plan, why must you always have a plan? Tim looked at me, fake smoking like a little old lady. Think of the worst thing that can happen, and then you’ll probably be pleasantly surprised by the outcome. That’s the plan.
This was mean. This was just downright mean.
I’m coincidentally an expert on worst-case scenarios, I told him, puffing away.
Great, he said. Go for it.
Okay, I said. We’ve run out of gas.
Obviously.
We have to pitch our tent. I don’t want to go into the woods because of the scorpion nests, so we pitch our tent on the shoulder. Fortunately, nobody’s driving at this time of night. But then we see headlights. A semi. Bringing Einstein air fresheners over the border, tinged with PCP that will kill many adults in America and children in Mexico. We see the lights for miles before they reach us. We hold on to each other as it passes. It’s like a tornado. Our car keys and eyeglasses and money are blown away. We are nobody now; we are without a vision for the immediate future.
Tim held up a finger. But why don’t you jump out and flag the truck down? he asked.
Good question. Because my mother was raped by a trucker. There’s no love lost between my family and truckers.
Your mother was not raped by a trucker. Your mother gives voice lessons in Pacific Palisades.
This is a worst-case scenario, I reminded him. The back story is fair game.
Tim grumbled. He disagreed about the back story, but let me continue.
So. We move our tent into the woods. We sleep fitfully until the scorpions start oozing through the seams like some kind of creepy jelly. You have to cut the roof of the tent with your knife to get us out. We escape farther into the woods. I am—it goes without saying—apoplectic with fear. My brother, I’ve never told you this, was killed in an Alabama backwoods fry-up by a band of white-trash cannibals. Soon we find a hunting cabin. The door’s locked, but I convince you to break a window. There’s a decent bed and even a few cans of warm beer. We drink the beer and sleep pretty decently until we hear the ominous strumming of . . .
Not banjos.
I paused. Do I detect a slight prejudice against banjos?
It would just be a little . . .
I held my “cigarette” high; I wanted to drive it into his sunburned forearm. Don’t say clichéd, I said.
Well?
Basic human foreboding toward stringed instruments is not clichéd! It is basic!
Tim ignored me.
Is the human condition clichéd to you? I asked. Is plain old terror and despondency and strife just a stupid . . . hey, there’s an exit.
Tim took the exit without comment. At first, the exit seemed deeply unpromising. Thickety, overgrown porches and black storefronts. I heard banjos—oh Christ I did. Then we saw a sign. I could not believe it. We were in a town called Zapata.
Zapata, I said, with a kind of fearful wonder.
There wasn’t a single sign of humanity until we turned a corner. Then we saw all the humanity Zapata had to offer, or rather humanity’s trucks, parked in the lot of the most shackity shack imaginable, with neon and beer signs and . . . banjo noises.
I did not say Ha! but I thought it. Ha! Ha! Take that, you swashbuckling crusader against cliché! Sometimes a cliché is a cliché because it is goddamned, goddamned true!
Tim parked the car. He didn’t comment on the banjos. He said, Somebody in there’s bound to have a gas tank. The door opened and shut behind him. Louder music, then quieter music. The sign over the door said JETHRO’S, and I did not think, huh, or wow, or anything. I thought, I am trapped here, I am trapped in this recursive shitty joke of a life.
I waited outside, leaning against the Malcontent. It stank of gas, like out-of-gas cars do. Tim emerged five minutes later behind a man. Honey, Tim said. He had a Texas drawl, all of a sudden. Honey, this here’s Bobcat.
I shook Bobcat’s hand. Give it to Bobcat and me. I said, We sure done do appreciate your doing this, Mr. Bobcat. Tim glared at me, but Bobcat didn’t blink a whisker. He nabbed his gas can and handed it to Tim. Five gallons in there, he said, go ahead and take it all. If I wasn’t mistaken, Mr. Bobcat spoke with something like a lockjaw. Rabies, maybe. Or just another stranger to true American wildness, slumming in the outback like us.
Bobcat went back inside (I love this song, he said), leaving us to fill our tank. Tim unscrewed the gas cap and sank the nozzle in deep. He looked up at the stars and wondered to me, How far to the next gas station?
Forty-seven nights, I said.
Probably more like thirty. We are in Zapata, after all.
I watched as he weighed the gas can carefully. He held it up to the light from the neon signs to see how much gas was left.
I figure half will do us, he said, replacing the can in Bobcat’s truck.
Don’t be an ass, I said. Take all five gallons. Bobcat said you could.
Naw, he said. I figure we can make it on two and a half. He actually said figger.
Tim, I said. Please. Just take all five gallons. I’ll pay for it.
Tim put his sunglasses on. The light from the bar reflected off them. He looked like an insect to me, like some kind of shiny insect. What’s the matter, honey, Tim said, don’t you trust your daddy?
I . . . that’s not the point, I said.
What is the point then, little flapjack? he asked. What is the plan? The plan? The point?
I stared at him. And stared. I would not take responsibility for this meanness. He’d poked it out of me.
The point is that you’re no cowboy, I said. The point is that you’re just an all-but-dissertation grad student who spent most of last Tuesday looking for a wad of cheesecloth for an herb sachet.
That hurts, he said. Get in the car.
But . . .
Get in the car, he said.
I stared at my hands. They were very white and parsnippylooking in Jethro’s floodlights, flexing and unflexing. One only thinks about doing while the other does.
Not until you put the rest of Bobcat’s gas in our tank, I said.
What are you so worried about?
It’s not about worry, I lied. It’s about exhaustion.
Why are you so tired, Scheherazade?
I’m tired of being scared in order to be fetching, I said.
Tim smiled. This was all a big joke to him.
Lucky for you, there’s only forty-seven nights’ worth of talking you have to do, he said.
We faced off silently over the hood of the car as the banjos inside Jethro’s achieved a conveniently tense peak. I wanted to impose on him my notions of pure affection, but this was not a language he could understand. He wasn’t a bad man. He was just ungenerous in a very small, hardly noticeable way.
I got in the car. Soon we were far away from Zapata, we were on the highway again, and Tim whistled the banjo tune while eyeing the gas gauge like he’d put money on it. I sat shotgun and fake chain-smoked, taking periodic glimpses of his profile. It begged for disaster. Driving in the dark, I thought, our front left tire would hit a long metal pipe that had fallen off a semi driving north from Laredo. The pipe would kick up over the hood of the car, numchuck fast, straighten itself out, and harpoon through the windshield, aiming straight for Tim’s left eye. I heard the screech of metal, the crack of glass. I could see the pipe’s end, hovering right before Tim’s face, twanging like a tuning fork. It hung there. It hung there. But I could not drive the pipe through his skull, the pipe noodled up, it dissipated into the air like a gray coil of smoke. I summoned the pipe again and again. I started to panic until something bleaker and more terrifying occurred to me, it was so terrifying that it cauterized every fear-firing synapse and made me deathly calm, as the gas needle fibrillated below empty and we still had more than twelve nights to go. The moment you cannot kill a person, what does that say about love?




End of sample
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'gifi\ noun [Middle English; akin to Old English giefon to give]
(T2 century) need not be expensive, but should be abundant. Flow-
ers work well. Even a piece of Bazooka Joe bubble gum fucked inside
 lunch bag is a good gift. Gifs should appear promply on birh-
days, holidays, and onniversaries—wrapping paper is mandolory.
Remembering fo buy o giftfor a friend from work who s gefing mar-
ried, then forgeting fo buy a gift for ywr birthday two.
days later (even though you're spending the

and some friends at the beach) is unacceptgfle behavior.

The authors of the Dictionary entries are smart, funny, and quirky
young women. Youth seemed especially important at the begin-
ning of the project, because so many of today’s most prominent
women writers are postmenopausal. | wanted to collect the voices
of women of my own generation, women with more siyle, intel-
lect, and substance than Bridget Jones. At first, younger meant
“under thirly.” But since I'm going to be thirly (someday), it
seemed arbitrary to call thirty the upper limit of youth. Age ain't
nothing but a number. These storics are by sassy women who are
old enough to know belter, and young enough not to care. Some
of their sories are true, some ar fictional, some are even stranger
than fiction. It s an extraordinarily gifted and utterly delightful
group of authors.

The story
comes heve.





