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				For one human being to love another human being: that is perhaps the most difficult task that has been entrusted to us, the ultimate task, the final test and proof, the work for which all other work is merely preparation.

				—Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet

				In White you are unprepared and unready to take lethal action. If you are attacked in White you will probably die unless your adversary is totally inept.

				In Yellow you bring yourself to the understanding that your life may be in danger and that you may have to do something about it.

				In Orange you have determined upon a specific adversary and are prepared to take action which may result in his death, but you are not in a lethal mode.

				In Red you are in a lethal mode and will shoot if circumstances warrant.

				—Jeff Cooper, Jeff Cooper’s Commentaries 
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				One. Spark

				The unexpected is disconcerting. 

				—Jeff Cooper, Principles of Personal Defense

				My cousin George frowns at me. “Did you ever call my friend Barrett? Remember I told you he went into the Reserves and then became a cop in Oakland?”

				I am instantly wary. Lowering my wineglass from my lips, I put one hand against the textured plaster wall to steady myself. I have prepared myself to talk about politics, about the Dayton Accords, Rabin’s assassination, or the budget impasse. But George’s question is going in an even more unpleasant direction, a direction that could lead into my love life in general. I want to avoid that at all costs. In fact, my mom had to cajole me into attending this party, assuring me no one would notice the redness around my nose and the way my eyelids are slightly swollen. 

				I stall, mumbling, “What? Barrett? Oh yeah . . .” and glance around my cousin Molly’s house. Is there some way I can derail this conversation from its inevitable terminus? The house is eclectically decorated with my aunt’s modern paintings and my nieces’ artwork; the Christmas tree, strung with cranberry garlands and popcorn, gives off its heady smell of pine. I want to chitchat and drink my glass of wine in peace, avoiding the tangle in my chest. So what if I am over thirty and not married? So what if I got dumped yet again? 

				I point out a woodblock near me, gray clouds against gold and auburn mounds. “George, is this Taos? When did your mom do this?”

				George waves away the art, saying, “I gave you Barrett’s number, right? Did you ever call him?” 

				I shake my head. Yes, George gave me Barrett’s number a while ago, probably at another family holiday party. I’ve heard about Barrett for over a decade now, ever since he was a cadet at West Point with George. When Barrett was in the Ranger battalion, his apartment was furnished with only a bed, a box as a nightstand, and a nine-millimeter pistol. He once dragged a manhole cover home with him after a night of drinking. Perhaps the favorite family story involves Barrett yelling at a superior officer at Walter Reed when George was in the hospital there with a brain tumor. As a plebe at West Point, George had headaches and dizzy spells for weeks, but none of the authorities took it seriously. Instead they accused him of trying to weasel out of boxing. An inebriated Barrett expressed the whole family’s frustration, yelling at a superior officer: “That’s my buddy in there! The one with the brain tumor! Don’t tell me I can’t see him! You all who thought he was faking, why should I listen to you? You all didn’t even believe he was sick!” 

				I hear George saying I should just give Barrett a call. Really. Not for a date or anything, just for fun. But I know that’s just subterfuge. I know my cousin is doing a mental calculation of my age and wondering what’s wrong with Sopapilla, as he affectionately calls me. Where’s the boyfriend? Where’s the husband-to-be? My stomach muscles catch as George pulls a pen out of his shirt pocket and grabs a notepad from Molly’s bookshelf.

				George and I spent a lot of time together about ten years ago when he was assigned to Fort Ord as a first lieutenant. On the weekends, George and another lieutenant would meet me and my best friend Missey in Tahoe. We’d ski together during the day and argue politics late into the evening. George and Jake were soldiers; Missey and I were peace activists; Reagan was president. We argued about the arms race and the U.S. opposition to the Sandinistas in Nicaragua and revolutionary groups in El Salvador. But somehow we always seemed to end up at Vietnam. I think the maddest George ever got at me was when I bemoaned the loss of our soldiers there. “We sent those kids over there to die, and for what? What do we say to those mothers and wives and children? Sorry, we thought this was a domino but it wasn’t? Oops?”

				That was the first time George jabbed his finger menacingly at me, his words flying out accompanied by small units of spit. “Don’t you ever (jab) ever (spit) say that a soldier’s death is a waste (jab, jab). No soldier’s (spit) service is ever (jab) wasted (jab, spit).” 

				Our most recent major argument, a few years ago now, involved the Gulf War. I had posted a handmade “No Blood for Oil” sign on my car. At a dinner with George and my mom, I tried to voice my objections to our invasion of Kuwait, my belief that we should have tried economic sanctions first. A cigarette bouncing dangerously from two accusatory fingers, George hissed at me, “George Bush drew a line in the sand, you hear me? He drew a line in the sand and backed it up! Now that’s leadership! That’s what this nation needs!” 

				Taking my hand off the wall, I push it out palm forward toward George in a gentle protest, in the universal sign for “Back off, I can handle this.” Has he forgotten who I am? What does he think—that I’m going to discuss Gandhi’s experiments with truth with his gun-toting Republican friend? 

				I may no longer get arrested at the Nevada Test Site or at divestment protests. And it’s been years since I scaled Moffett Field’s barbed-wire fence with a friend to spray-paint “Work for Peace” across the “Be all you can be” recruitment billboard. But that doesn’t mean I have given up on social justice. Okay, I’m not married. But that doesn’t mean I’ll date just anybody. It doesn’t mean I’ve suddenly given up all my core beliefs!

				Besides, I am still hoping that Nathan—the guy I’ve been seeing up till recently—will come around. Nathan is the kind of guy I can picture myself marrying: men’s group attending, Robert Bly reading, naked in the woods drumming. Nathan and I look so good on paper. We like the outdoors, traveling, reading. We are both seekers, do a lot of yoga, read about Tibetan Buddhism. We should work. So why don’t we?

				Just before our recent disastrous trip to Nepal, Nathan invited me to go see Thich Nhat Hanh at the Berkeley Community Theatre. We were both enchanted by the Vietnamese monk’s soft-spoken simple admonitions to find peace within and let it radiate out. Present moment, wonderful moment. When you are mindful, you see into the true nature of things, how a flower comes from soil, from decay. This is the sort of spirituality I expect to share with a partner. Maybe our getting back together will be the flower that blossoms from the garbage of our recent journey together. 

				Keenly aware of approaching family members, I whisper to George that I appreciate the thought. Any normal person would get that subtle signal that I am not interested. Look, I appreciate the thought. But not George.

				“Tell you what,” he bellows, “here’s his number. I’ll tell him to call you, too.” Brandishing the slip of paper.

				It’s time to change the subject. Pronto. I cast about desperately, finally hearing myself say, “Hey, what do you think of the Dayton Accords?”

				George says, “C’mon, it’s not a date. I just want you two to meet, that’s all.”

				Maybe if I just take the damn paper, George will stop broadcasting to the whole party that Sophia can’t find a man.

				“Barrett? Are you talking about Barrett? He’s cute!” Molly’s daughter Mallory exclaims.

				“I always liked the B-man too. He’s definitely got a special something,” Cousin Matthew adds.

				Despite my embarrassment, I realize this is an odd triangulation. Thirteen-year-old Mallory thinks Barrett’s cute and my thirty-one-year-old gay cousin thinks he has je ne sais quoi. Hmm.

				The workday’s finally over and I’m home on my bed. I’ve pulled out Nathan’s most recent love letter. Like a scientist mapping the human genome, I am mapping my relationship with Nathan. How did we get from Point A, where Nathan wrote me—My dear Sophia, I want you to know that I see you. I see you are a rare and exceptional woman who walks in the world with power and grace. I see your passion in work and play and I see your soft, intense beauty both in and out. I love you.—to Point B, where he announced, during our recent month-long trip to Nepal, that he could no longer kiss me? 

				Nathan and I had rare moments of deep connection. When we shared our self-doubts, I felt some kind of magic at work. It was like Nathan was a mirror: he reflected back someone I recognized, the confident exterior masking the deep self-doubt. My body hummed with warmth when he shined the light of his attention on me. I felt filled up. I felt high. 

				My therapist and my friends like to remind me how atypical those moments were, how unhappy I was in the long stretches between them. And I have to admit that’s true. I’ve been wading through a dark ocean of rejection since our parting at the Bangkok International Airport, but every now and then a little silver flicker of insight has flitted past. Then I see I am not so much in love with Nathan as in love with Nathan-prime, the Nathan I believe he could become. But these insight-fish are too slippery to hold onto. Soon I am back to my familiar slog. I showed Nathan a part of myself I really hadn’t shown anyone before. And then he closed down, distanced himself from me, and couldn’t even tell me why. I try to shut out the obvious: that he saw something in me that repelled him. It’s so much easier to psychoanalyze him. And as it happens, I think I have his issues pretty well worked out. 

				He just got scared. We just need to reconnect; I can be stronger. I can suppress my need for his attention. I can be undemanding. God, if he’d only just listen! If he’d only just let me help! Doesn’t he see that I am only trying to help? Because if we could sort things out, then we could have those moments, that shimmering soul-union, all the time. And that’s true love, right?

				Across my down comforter, data from our year-long relationship are strewn: love notes, my journal, unsent letters, my calendar. 

				I glance at my Day-Timer. George’s note with Barrett’s number is stuck to the open page. If I do meet him, should I wear my “Bad Cop, No Donut” button? Maybe I’ll casually mention how I hovered around the edges of the Lockdown Lockheed protest in 1986. The police van pulled up next to me and other surprised stragglers, disgorging five or six officers who hurtled toward us in riot gear. I spun away and ran madly, almost blindly. I would downplay, I think, the sheer animal terror I felt, the feeling of being prey. Instead I’d emphasize how I found myself in front of a hotel, where I slowed to a pretend-calm walk, slipped into the lobby and out the back entrance, eluding capture. Ha! Of course I wouldn’t tell Barrett all of my stories regarding the police, particularly why I still start to shake when I get pulled over, but it might be fun to tell him that one. 

				I look back at Nathan’s most recent love letter, a card showing the faces of a man and a woman leaning together, their profiles blurring into one another. The couple’s skin is golden like the sun, the lips red, and instead of hair there is a Garden-of-Eden-like jumble of ripe roses, grape vines entwining, peas and tendrils mingling, daisies blossoming. I sigh. Tonight is a Thursday and my housemate and I are hosting friends for Seinfeld as usual. I hear Jaime banging in the kitchen as she gets out the chips and salsa, and searches for the bottle opener. I have to put the letter aside and head out to the living room. 

				As our guests arrive, I slump into the wicker couch and start down a rutted mental path. Things were going fairly well before Nathan and I went on the trip to Nepal. Okay, he didn’t like to have sex as much as I did, and we were working on that. But on the trip something changed. “I don’t want things to be so heavy,” he’d said. 

				Am I heavy? Am I dark? Isn’t it more likely that he is just afraid of commitment?

				A shout interrupts my thoughts. “Sophia, how’s it hangin’?” my friend Sal bellows upon arrival, and leans down to give me a peck on the cheek. 

				“It no longer feels right to kiss, because kissing might mean forever, and I’m just not sure,” Nathan had said in Pokhara, a week into our trip, just before we trekked the Annapurna Circuit, a favorite loop through the Himalaya among adventure travelers. 

				The doorbell rings, my dog Dave barks, another friend arrives. Jaime flutters to the door, immediately inquiring about Sasha’s hot date last weekend. Sasha’s arm waves the question away; it was a bust but at least she got to eat at a great restaurant.

				In Kathmandu, Nathan had wanted to sample the food at what was reputedly its best restaurant. Hours later I’d come down with a violent stomach flu. During a lull between my episodes in the bathroom, for reasons that weren’t clear to me, we needed to change hotels. Nathan had carried me up four flights of steps to get to our new room. Surely that was a gallant and loving gesture? I dwell on this data point in particular, rotate it around in my mind, train a microscope on it. But I was so weak and dizzy that everything is hazy—the dinner, the pukefest, the hotels. Just one clear image—the stairwell of the new hotel, whitewashed and cool, where Nathan stopped to rest, gently dropping my legs from the fireman’s carry position. I stood draped against his lean, muscular body, his heart thumping under my cheek. I felt happy despite the nausea. He was taking care of me. He loved me. 

				The only trouble is that blur of a conversation before we’d moved hotels. Is it real? Did I dream that he said the new hotel was “a better value?” 

				“Who wants an Anchor Steam?” Sal yells. 

				“Not me, I’m having green tea. Anyone with me?” says Jaime.

				It feels kind of good to have people around, as long as I don’t have to talk.

				The Annapurna Circuit is dotted with teahouses. We stopped at different ones for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and then stayed at the last one for the night. Each evening, I ordered a “hot bucket” and bathed myself in a dark hut. Then I collapsed in my twin bed across from Nathan. For weeks, up and down gold and brown hillsides, through massive gorges, over rickety Indiana Jones–style bridges, I asked nothing of him. I sat daily and chanted, Om mani padme hung, a traditional Buddhist mantra that Tibetans use to regain calm in times of tribulation. I read Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet and Peter Matthiessen’s The Snow Leopard. I drew spiritual strength from Nakendragiri, our ninety-five-pound porter who carried Nathan’s and my pack the whole way, taking his sure-footed steps through the snow in flip-flops. If Nathan didn’t want things to be heavy, I would hide the clutch of fear in my gut, squelch the requests for reassurance that rose to my lips with nearly each step. 

				Hiding my feelings in intimate relationships comes naturally to me. I grew up with an older brother who got my parents’ attention by acting out, so I took the opposite approach. I got straight As, walked the dog, made the beds, helped with dinner. This made my parents happy while at the same time allowing them to focus less and less on me. Somewhere along the line I got the idea there was something about me that did not inspire care. And later, watching the popular girls, I decided it was the desperate fact of my need that was the problem. So as an eight-year-old, I put my stuffed animals away and stopped crying when I got hurt. I cultivated a James Dean look with a purple jean jacket and boondockers, resolved to start smoking as soon as it was feasible. 

				Although I loved the outdoors, animals, and climbing trees much more than dolls or dresses or makeup, I slowly became more and more trapped in my own tough girl act. The only way I knew to get approval from my parents was by suppressing my hunger for their attention. Certain older boys could somehow see what my parents could not: that I was so desperately lonely I would submit to secret embraces that I didn’t understand and that left me empty and ashamed. To my busy parents—my mom a pioneering career woman, my father an eccentric early computer engineer—I was a blessing, a child who seemed to take care of herself. Yet even when I floated next to Nathan along the mountain path, independent, undemanding, he didn’t want to kiss me. It felt oddly familiar, just like the boys of my youth who would pretend they didn’t know me in the halls of elementary school. 

				Jaime and my other good friends all tell me, “It’s not you, Soph, it’s Nathan.” Even Nathan said he wished I weren’t so hurt by his limitations. I nod when they say this. I nod as if I comprehend. And I delineate Nathan’s faults. But secretly I don’t understand what the hell they are talking about. He doesn’t love me. If I were different, maybe he would. Doesn’t that always redound to me?

				I slip out of the living room to grab a beer and dip into my bedroom to glance at the answering machine. There’s a message! With each flash, my body tingles. Is it? Could it be? 

				I reach for the play button but hesitate. I want to savor the possibilities. Staring at the blinking light, I imagine a reunion, a fullness of connection that will erase all my self-doubt. I probably stand there a full minute before shaking myself and pressing the button: “Hello, Sophia, this is Barrett McAllister. Your cousin George Csonka said I might call. You can reach me at 555-8686.”

				The spot where I fold my hands in yoga—my heart center—sags. It’s not Nathan. Of course not. I am a fool. I play the message over and over, staring but not really seeing the silver buttons on the phone, listening to the brusque formal voice over and over. “Your cousin George Csonka said I might call.” “George Csonka said I might call.” “. . . said I might call.”

				He uses the subjunctive, I muse. And correctly.

				“Hey, Jaime—” I yell, “come listen to this.”

				Jaime and I met just after college, and she has shared my Berkeley cottage for nearly three years. When I find the right guy, and she finds the right gal, we plan to all live together. She wants to build a solar cabin somewhere off the grid. I want a rambling house with a view in the Berkeley hills. When we get to the part where Barrett says the last part of his phone number, “eighty-six, eighty-six,” Jaime starts giggling. I start laughing, too. It’s the no-frills message, the clipped prose, said without any humor or irony. It’s so coplike. 

				Jaime calls our friends in from the living room to listen to the message. When it’s done, she lowers her voice and imitates Barrett, “Eighty six, eighty-six, over!” Everyone hoots except my friend Mark, our lone male guest, who looks at us all quizzically. “What’s so funny? It sounds just like a message I might leave.”

				My friends all think I must call Barrett back. The women think it sounds like a great lark—Sophia, the pot-smoking feminist, will go on a date with a cop. I have to go, they insist. It’s an adventure. “You’re a secret agent!” Sal cries. 

				Everyone else chimes in, Sasha telling me it would be good for me to get out, Jaime chortling about the fact that I’ll be going out with a cop one week, and off on a motorcycle ride with my lesbian friend Alexandra the next. They’re laughing, high-fiving; they can’t wait for me to report back. 

				“Plus,” Mark says, “he might be a nice guy.” But he is pretty well drowned out by the squeals of “Tell us all about it!”

				On the morning of my lunch date with Barrett, I begin the day with my regular routine. I sit in the gray stillness of my living room, a cup of warm tea in the crisscross of my legs. I focus on my breath until the rush hour traffic of my thoughts has calmed. Then I summon the first of several images I am hoping will help me move forward with my life. I stand by an open door, Nathan outside in the vestibule. Without malice, but firmly, I shut the door and turn my back to it. Good-bye, Nathan.

				Then I move to the next image. I am standing by a rushing river. I picture Nathan again, in the water, clutching the end of a rope, his lean legs wiggling with the current. Snip! Snip! I cut the rope cleanly with giant scissors. Away Nathan drifts, over a large waterfall, and out of sight. 

				Barrett and I are meeting for lunch at a café near my office in San Francisco. As I walk by the storefronts, I glance at my reflection in the glass. I see a statuesque blonde in a pleated miniskirt that shows off her long legs. She looks confident, not nervous or even timid. That’s me?

				The minute I open the door of the café, a man steps toward me, hand outstretched. “Sophia? Hi, I’m Barrett McAllister.”

				His handshake is firm, formal. I can see the whiteness of his scalp on the sides of his head where it is almost shaved. On top is an oval of half-inch black hair. I am surprised to find he is much shorter than Nathan, shorter than me, even—an inch or so less than my five foot ten. Mallory thinks he’s cute? I suppose he isn’t bad looking, although his buzz cut emphasizes his slightly oversized ears. In his mock turtleneck, tweed jacket, and glasses, he seems rather . . . well . . . ordinary. 

				Barrett looks from the floor to my forehead and back again, and I am startled to realize that the Man, in this case, is shy. His eyes find an open table nearby. With obvious relief, he pulls out a chair for me. Once we sit down, he stutters, “Uh-h-h, I’m sorry I had to reschedule. I’m glad you were able to change it to today.”

				“No problem. Has your leg healed?”

				“Yes, thank you, it’s much better.”

				“How did you injure it?”

				“Well, I was chasing some dope dealers and I jumped over a fence and landed wrong.”

				I look up from my plate with anticipation. Taking a deep breath, I slowly exhale the words as if I am very tired. “Man,” I drawl, “don’t you think drugs should be legalized?”

				He ponders this briefly and for the first time holds my gaze. “Yeah, you’re right,” he says, and then flashes a grin that is pure fourteen-year-old boy. I suddenly understand why Mallory likes him. “Sure, let’s legalize drugs,” he says. “But tell you what—there should be no drug treatment.” Then he chortles, a loud “Heh heh heh.” 

				I am momentarily confused. I expect him to be outraged by my suggestion, thrown off-guard, maybe even angry. Instead he seems to be having fun. 

				“Are you joking?” I ask sternly.

				“Sort of,” he replies. “Look, I know tons of people smoke pot, and I don’t really care. But nothing destroys a neighborhood quicker than a bunch of young bucks hanging out on corners slingin’ dope. You want your kids walking by?”

				My face warms. This is not how I’ve planned the conversation to go. I have this horrible feeling he might have a good point. I sputter something about legalization allowing regulation. 

				Barrett just gives me that boyish grin again and says, “How ’bout an iced tea?”

				He orders our tea, then asks what I’d like to eat. When I tell him, he turns to the waiter. “I’ll have a Reuben please,” he says, “and the lady will have the veggie panini.”

				We look tentatively at each other. “So . . . ,” I venture. “You live all the way in Livermore? Thanks for driving up to the city.”

				He tells me he likes driving. Plus, there’s a great gun store around the corner. I decide not to touch that one. I ask if he lives by himself. He says he does, with his dogs, then corrects himself: just one dog. He recently had to give one away. He’s gotten too many tickets for the barking while he was working overtime. (“Barking tickets, get it?” Fourteen-year-old grin again.) He has gone to visit Beauty over the weekend at her new home and wonders if he’s made the right decision. He murmurs, as much to himself as to me, “It’ll be better for Beauty. The lady’s home all day and she has lots of room to run.” Then he says it’s his remaining dog, Oscar, that he worries about. Oscar misses Beauty.

				I tell him about my dog Dave, how I like to take him out after work for long runs at the Berkeley Marina. “You go alone?” he asks, squinting at me. “In the dark?” 

				I wouldn’t like to admit that I get a little spooked on my nighttime outings to the marina. That as I get farther and farther from my car, I have to remind myself that my dog will protect me, that the dark hides me as well as any bad guys, that I am strong and trained in self-defense. I go bungee-jumping and extreme skiing and on solo runs in the dark because I love the aftermath, the momentary feeling of having won the battle against fear. It is the closest thing I know to peace. I might get a little prickly if some other friend intimated it was not safe to run alone in the dark. But Barrett is a police officer and a soldier. It’s his job to be protective. I can pretend his question stems from a sort of de rigueur professional concern. I don’t have to protest. Prompted by his simple concern for my safety, I can allow an unfamiliar wave of comfort to wash through me.

				At the end of the date, he insists on paying the bill. Then he says his days off are Wednesday and Thursday and would I like to get together again? For one whole hour I’ve hardly thought about Nathan. I say, “Sure.”
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