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INTRODUCTION

ON JULY 4, 2006, WHILE THE nation celebrated its birthday with barbeques, county fairs, and fireworks, thousands of fans found time to slip away from the revelry long enough to buy Johnny Cash’s American V record, fittingly released that day. Although put out nearly three years after his death, the buzz surrounding the album placed it among his finest work. Since Cash recorded most of the material on American V after his beloved June Carter Cash’s death and before his own death shortly thereafter, the work carried both a legacy and a mystique.

After the success of Cash’s earlier American Recordings albums produced by Rick Rubin, the critical acclaim surprised few people. More shocking, however, in an era dominated by bubblegum pop, cookie-cutter country, and hip hop, American V debuted at number one on the Billboard albums chart.

More than fifty years after his first single and on the heels of the biopic Walk the Line, starring Joaquin Phoenix and Reese Witherspoon, Cash arguably remains more popular than ever. The evidence is as clear and strong as Cash’s deep baritone voice.

Bigger than the songs he wrote and sang, the movies and television shows he starred in, or the books he authored or were written about him, Johnny Cash is an American icon. He became a star at a time when no template existed for how that role should be played, so he plowed ahead with unbridled fury.

Early in his career and for far too many years, pills and alcohol beat Cash down. The emotional roller coaster of performing in front of countless adoring fans, followed by interminable bus rides and zigzagging across the country, cost him his health, his first marriage, and nearly his life. But his addictions could not put out the fire that fueled his creativity and his longing to tell America’s story of the saint, sinner, working man, or king.

Cash kept on telling stories even when the hit singles seemed to dry up, finding ways to remain relevant to new audiences. Decades before Madonna won praise for constantly reinventing herself as a performer, Cash moved back and forth from the stage to starring in his own television variety show to movie roles that stretched the public’s idea of celebrity. Only Elvis Presley, his comrade and friendly rival, had ever successfully moved across genres so easily, building new audiences on every front.

By 1980, the forty-eight-year-old Cash became the youngest living inductee admitted into the Country Music Hall of Fame. As similar accolades poured in, some musicians might have given up the fight, especially if their new songs received as little airplay as Cash’s in that decade. Everyone recognized his historical significance, but felt that his best days were also in the past. Cash stumbled through the ’80s, musically adrift and beginning to suffer physical setbacks, including double bypass surgery and relapses into painkiller addiction. Cash never gave up, despite not quite finding his place in the “me” decade. He could have quit at any time while remaining a legend for the rest of his life and beyond, but Cash still had stories to tell.

Cash’s resurrection began in the early ’90s as he took chances with his music that would have seemed foolish when he was younger, like singing on U2’s 1993 Zooropa album and working with rap and hard-rock producer Rick Rubin at American Recordings. Rubin saw Cash’s voice as his primary gift, which called for little more than some interesting lyrics and a lonely guitar. Together, they recorded Cash’s first album for the label, American Recordings, in a stripped-down style that focused on the singer’s powerful voice. The album received critical acclaim and reintroduced the legend to a new generation of music lovers. Two years later, Cash and Rubin released a sequel, Unchained, backed by Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers. Ironically, although country music stations would not play his songs, Cash won a Grammy for Best Country Album.

Cash suffered several additional physical ailments as the new century began, including a misdiagnosed disease that nearly crippled him. At the same time, however, his work achieved new levels of dignity and emotion. Cash’s physical pain came forth in his voice on the discs American III: Solitary Man (2000) and American IV: The Man Comes Around (2002).

The defining moment of Cash’s later career was his recording of the Nine Inch Nails song “Hurt.” Cash turned Trent Reznor’s song about heroin addiction into an appeal to God for redemption and a retrospective on his deep love for June Carter Cash. Cash’s voice is pleading, replete with wisdom, but also filled with knowledge that the end is near.

The “Hurt” video gives viewers a powerful image of Cash not giving in to fate, even as the walls crumble down on the lithe, powerful man he had been. His hands shake as he pours wine from a goblet. Cash’s mottled skin and white hair stand in stark contrast to his “Man in Black” persona. He looks frail for the first time, but does not hide from the shocking image.

The video also shows glimpses of June Carter Cash, who died of complications following heart surgery on May 15, 2003, at the age of seventy-three. Cash would follow four months later, officially from diabetes complications, but more likely from a broken heart and the yearning desire to see June Carter Cash at Heaven’s Gates. Posthumously, Cash won best video of the year at the Grammy Awards and the Country Music Awards.

Over the years, Cash aged, mellowed, then raged some more, but ultimately became, at various times, the nation’s conscience, critic, patriot, and elder statesman. Successive generations “found” Cash, keeping his legacy alive from the birth of rock music to the iPod age.

Johnny Cash and Bob Dylan shared a special friendship that lasted across the decades. In 1999, at an all-star tribute to Cash, Dylan’s respect resonated in his voice as he launched into “Train of Love.” Lightly strumming his guitar and bouncing from one foot to the other, Dylan told Cash, “I used to sing this song before I ever wrote a song and I wanna thank you for standing up for me way back when.”

Over the years, Cash often discussed their unique friendship and points where their careers intersected. In his 1996 autobiography, Cash talked about singing on Dylan’s Nashville Skyline album and having the young folk singer on his popular variety TV show. Music bonded the two legends, but they also found common ground based on a healthy respect for history, religion, and ideas.

Ironically, the birth of Literary Cash: Unauthorized Writings Inspired by the Legendary Johnny Cash, came about as I read Dylan’s 2004 memoir, Chronicles. For the first time, fans got a glimpse into Dylan’s private life and influences. For the reclusive, elusive star, writing such a book seemed about as improbable as singing on an underwear commercial, but yet there it was. The book sparked yet another resurgence in Dylan’s popularity and only increased his iconic aura.

Immediately, Dylan’s lengthy discussions about songwriting touched me. As a person who takes on the solitary task of writing books and then putting thoughts out into the world, I could relate to Dylan’s feelings of anguish about writing his own material, particularly early in his career. “It’s not like you see songs approaching and invite them in. It’s not that easy,” he explained. “You want to write songs that are bigger than life. You have to know and understand something and then go past the vernacular” (Dylan 51).

Chronicles is littered with references to writers that motivated Dylan: Faulkner, Kerouac, Chekhov, Poe, and many more. When I read about how much literature and poetry influenced Dylan, I began to think about my writer friends who draw inspiration from music when and while they write. Talk to any group of writers about music and the examples seem endless, from simply listening to music while creating to using songs to evoke feelings or set a scene. Writers drawing inspiration from music and musicians seems like standard operating procedure.

The light bulb went off. What if we threw a twist into that common equation? I thought it would be great to assemble a group of authors and have them write essays and stories “inspired by” a musician or group. Providing a new spin on the musician’s themes and ideas would open the door to a fresh way of looking at the musician’s lasting influence. Although I was reading Dylan’s memoir, Johnny Cash served as the ideal choice for this kind of book, based not only on his broad range of material, but the wide-ranging influence his music continues to have on so many listeners. Thus, Literary Cash was born.

Dylan’s remarks and performance were not the only amazing events that night in New York City. One of the most touching moments transpired when June Carter Cash took the stage and sang “Ring of Fire,” the song she wrote about Johnny so long ago. Sharing with the audience her personal recollection of Cash in those days, saying that he was “scary,” her performance paid tribute to her husband in front of thousands of fans and supporters, but in so intimate a way that it could have been just the two of them at home in Tennessee. The power of her voice and spirit rocked the auditorium.

I can barely sing and only know a few guitar chords. I’m a writer, as are the twenty others who contributed to the book. Literary Cash is our way of paying tribute to Johnny Cash, just like the performers that night in 1999 and countless others in a variety of tribute CDs before and since his death. The difference is that our words are set to the page, and theirs were set to music.

There are seven nonfiction essays in Literary Cash and thirteen short stories. The former are new and interesting examinations of Cash’s life and body of work, ranging from his status as a popular culture icon to his influence on crime narrative and similarities with literary superstar C. S. Lewis. Two of the essays are creative nonfiction, narratives of how Cash’s music provided inspiration, changed lives, and gave people from all walks of life the ability to share a common ground.

Since the songs of Johnny Cash inspired the short stories in the collection, we thought it would be fascinating to also present the author’s “backstory.” Each backstory provides readers a glimpse inside the creative efforts of the writers and the specific songs or feelings that brought the story to life. We liken the backstory to the kind of explanation one hears on VH1’s Storytellers or reads about in music magazines. We see the backstory deepening the reader’s connection to the writer’s inspiration and revealing Cash’s lasting influence.

Each short story in the book is a new interpretation inspired by Cash and his music. We hope to invoke the spirit of Cash through our words and leave readers saying, “Hey, that story could have been a Johnny Cash song.”

At its heart, Literary Cash is a labor of love and our way of paying homage to one of the world’s towering figures. His music and spirit live on.

—Bob Batchelor

Works Cited
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Lauren Baratz-Logsted & Greg Logsted

FRED

BACKSTORY: “Fred” is, of course, inspired by “A Boy Named Sue,” and we consider it to be our Critter & Cash story because it owes as much to the Little Critter books we were reading to our young daughter at the time we wrote it as it does to the Man in Black.

BUS STOP. NEW SCHOOL. NEW YEAR. I figure I’ll arrive there early, check out the lay of the land. I stand there smoking. I look totally cool.

I try leaning against a tree. I’d have preferred a building or a wall, but lush green lawns surround me. Looking cool in the country takes work.

Other kids arrive. Some look cooler than me, some not so much. They all know each other. I know no one.

It’s the same every year. My mom keeps moving us to wherever she can find work. Four years ago it was Texas. Eight years ago it was Arkansas. This year it’s Connecticut. I guess I’m now a Connecticut Yankee. Lucky me.

The other kids huddle together in two separate circles: the cool and the not-so-much. I know what they’re doing. They’re trying to decide whether they should talk to me, include me. I smoke my cigarette, look off to the side, pretend I don’t care.

I’m thinking style over substance.

I’m doing my best James Dean, working the retro-sexual look. I’m getting a headache. Also, my shoulders are starting to get sore from leaning against this damn tree.

Finally, one guy, who seems to lack both style and substance, asks me if I have an extra smoke. I reach into my pocket, still leaning against the tree. It’s a difficult move. I pull it off nicely, maintaining my cool façade. I give him one and he asks my name. This is my big moment, the one I’ve been waiting for. The spotlight suddenly burns brightly. I imagine a large hushed audience eagerly awaiting my response.

Yes, this is my chance to reinvent myself yet again.

Each year, each new school, I try out a new name, ride that sucker as long as I can. It usually isn’t very long, but I’m determined this year will be different. It’s my last year of high school. I want to make it count. After this, I’ll be out in the real world and it won’t matter any more. I’ll be able to be who I want to be. But I still just want this one year, to be like everybody else.

I look him in the eye as if this is some kind of contest, as if the first one who blinks loses. Cigarette smoke drifts into my face. I give him my best Clint Eastwood squint. My eyes start to water.

“Jack,” I say. “My name’s Jack.”

I’ve given this one more thought than usual, since every four years I tend to go all presidential.

Eight years ago, when I was ten, I went with Bill because I didn’t want to be Bob, because, you know, Bob’s your uncle. But then Bill turned out to be a horndog. Then, four years later, I went with George, because Al was a weird yanker. We all know how that turned out: shocked and awful. Now I sure as shit don’t want to be George again, and I’ve never wanted to be Ralph, but John? There are Johns all over the place. It’s such a common name. It’s what you piss in. It’s also the name given to those pathetic souls that pick up prostitutes. So I’ve decided to go all retro and sexual, only not as one word this time, back to someone who was a horndog and never lost any respect over it. I’m going to be Jack. If I was five years old this would be a problem, there would be Jacks all over the place because of that stupid movie where that ship went down, like some guy letting some girl he’s only known for a couple of days live in his place is such a smart thing to do. Although, maybe that’s the way to go, meet a beautiful girl, fall in love, get laid, and die in the middle of a frigid ocean. Hell, I’d rather do that then spend the rest of my life slowly dying in an office cubical or selling life insurance.

“Cool,” the guy who bummed one of my smokes says. “I’m John. Why don’t you come over here?”

And just like that, I’m in and what did I tell you about there being Johns all over the place.

I have so planned this out. I’ve covered every damn base. It isn’t so much a deception as it is an act of protection or even desperation. Either way, just consider it a condom for the soul. I’m hoping my actions will silence their words.

The week before school started, I showed up for orientation, made sure to introduce myself to every teacher for every class I was going to have. It was like I was running for office, shaking hands to beat the fucking band.

“Hi, I’m Jack. I’m going to be in your calculus class.”

“Hi, I’m Jack. I’ve got you for poli sci.”

“Hi, I’m Jack. French is my favorite subject. Now if I could just talk to you for a moment about un peu de side issue?”

And they all understood. Of course they understood. Who wouldn’t? After all, they’re not sadists. They get Jack.

I look at my schedule, find my way to home room. I have my foot in the door, I’m almost in, and that’s when I see the fucking fly in my own ointment. Shit. I tell myself it’ll be okay. I tell myself all I have to do is step back out again, wait for the teacher to come along, get her alone, and talk to her in private for one little minute about my little issue.

There is always one thing you miss, I think, no matter how carefully you plan. You don’t take DNA into consideration. You ignore the fact there might be a resistance movement on the ground. You forget fucking Florida.

And you talk to every goddamn teacher you’re going to have in advance, but you never talk to the home room teacher, BECAUSE THE GODDAMN HOME ROOM TEACHER WASN’T ASSIGNED YET!

But it’ll be cool, I tell myself, it’ll be fine. I’ll just stop the teacher before she goes inside and she’ll totally understand. And here she comes now, and she’s kind of pretty in her turquoise paisley dress, red hair flaming down her shoulders. I smile my most seductive smile, the one I’ve practiced in the mirror, hoping I look hot as opposed to terrified.

“Hi, I’m. . . .” I start but I get no further.

“Just get in there,” she says. “If I’m late, you’re late.”

I sit there in home room, slouched in my chair, waiting for the fucking world to open up and swallow me whole.

But then I hear Red calling out the names, and I start to think, Hmm. Maybe today will be different; maybe today someone else will be sucked into that humiliating vortex.

There’s a Chin from China.

There’s a Pepe from France.

One name follows another. Each name is like stepping out further across a frozen lake of thin ice. Each step brings me closer to that fateful fall.

Fuck! There’s an Armpit from India. Who does that to their kid?

Doesn’t anyone else think this is funny? But Chin they all think is cool. And sure, they razz Pepe a little, but he smiles so wide and takes it all so well, you can tell people are gonna wind up liking him. But come on now, Armpit?

I snigger a little bit but then I realize I’m the only one laughing.

“What an incredibly cool name,” says John from the bus stop. “Armpit. It’s like your whole name is just one big fuck-you.”

Yeah, John, fuck you, too. I suppress an overwhelming compulsion to just turn around and poke him in the eye. Perhaps I should. Maybe his howls of pain would end this roll call of impending doom.

Unfortunately I don’t and here it comes, because Armpit’s last name is Gandhi, or something like that, so I know it’s coming, the ice is popping and snapping around me. . . .

“Sue Garland?” Red says, looking up with that questioning look she’s already used like fifteen times. The first several times she used it, I liked the way it made her look. It made me want to fill it, like Bill would’ve done. Or Jack. Hell, George might’ve even gone for it, only to pray for forgiveness afterwards. Or maybe he’d just say he did it because God wanted him to. But now I hate that open mouth.

I slouch lower in my seat, thinking that if I can just slouch low enough, maybe I’ll become invisible or turn to dust or something and just blow away.

But there’s not low enough I can go in this world to hide, thanks to my fucking dad.

Finally, while everyone else is still looking all around the room, trying to figure out which of the girls is Sue Garland, I raise one single finger. I own it.

And that’s when everyone starts laughing. Fuckers wouldn’t laugh at fucking Armpit, but now they’re laughing at me. The ice buckles beneath my feet, then breaks and plunges me into the frozen murky depth below.

“Jack,” John laughs, scornfully. “Fucking Jack,” he laughs again before turning away.

I really should have poked that asshole in the eye.

And that’s it, you know. That’s the way it’s going to go until fucking June. Guys won’t hang out with me because I’m a boy named Sue. Girls won’t go out with me because I’m a boy named Sue. It’s the way it’s always been. Why did I ever think any of that’d change now?

I’ll probably die jacking off. Alone.

And so it goes on.

I spend my time at home playing the guitar my dad left behind. I suck at it, but there’s nothing else to do, so I play anyway. I also drink a lot of Jack Daniels. Fucking Jack.

At school I spend my time alone, counting. There are 262 days until graduation. I, as the teachers always tell us, do the math. If my calculations are correct, there are 22,636,800 seconds remaining until graduation. I spend my classes counting that number down. One day I get caught up on a new concern: Is there a leap year day coming in February? It throws me off until I can find the answer and when I do, I’m lost and have to recalculate all over again. I don’t do so well in my classes. Nobody talks to me, except for teachers and my physics lab partner, and he only talks to me when he absolutely has to. Of course it goes without saying that I’m constantly mocked, mainly in the halls, but sometimes in class. Gym’s the worst. I’ve considered coming to school with a baseball bat. Have myself a little “call me Sue and see what I’ll do” hit parade. But that’s just my fantasy. I know I’ll never do anything remotely like that. It seems that I’ve got the baseball bat but I lack the balls. Besides, if I can just count down the seconds—how many more seconds are left?—I’ll be able to finally graduate. I’ll move on with my life. I really will be able to finally reinvent myself.

I spend my time, when I’m not playing guitar, fantasizing about my special baseball league, or counting the seconds, coming up with a list of new possible names.

Autumn in New England. The sky is a hard blue crystal, the clouds are puffy, the leaves are changing on the trees, and the temperature is ninety degrees because, you know, there is no global warming.

I stand outside in cutoff shorts and no shirt, because I can. I can go with no shirt because it’s ninety degrees and I can wear cutoffs because, no longer having to worry about looking cool, I can just wear whatever’s comfortable, rather than wearing those too-long baggy shorts everyone else wears that just have always looked dorky to me anyway and only wind up making my thighs sweat. There are definitely membership privileges in being the only person no one wants to talk to.

I stand on the cement porch, looking at the day, and that’s when I spot the moving van next door.

The moving guy is carrying a red cushiony chair, with a teapot balanced on it, toward the house. He looks so big, his nose almost like a giant horn, it’s like he’s a big rhinoceros or something there in his overalls. I stand next to the bushes and watch, wondering who’s moving in. Piano, Victorian floor lamp, end table that looks like it’s made of brown plastic instead of wood, a rolled-up carpet—everything comes down the ramp of the van, across the sidewalk, and into the house. The sun is on the other side of the sky now, the ramp is flipped back up into the van, the van is pulling away.

It’s then I finally notice the girl.

She has on striped overalls with a yellow tank top underneath, her breasts straining against the fabric. Her hair is blond, long, straight, with nothing done to it like she doesn’t even have to worry about fashion. Her eyes are blue, but real warm like and not the cold you sometimes get, and if she’s wearing any makeup I sure can’t see it from where I’m standing. She’s barefoot, too, just like me.

She looks to be my age and, you know, way better than the old guy who lived there before.

Her smile is open, wide, and she lifts her hand in a friendly wave.

“Hey!” she says.

I think about waving back, even get my hand halfway up. But then my mind jumps ahead to Monday. I see that, no matter whom I introduce myself as now, Monday will come, the bus stop will come, and she’ll find out who I really am. Maybe she’ll even join the others and mock me too. It seems to be the only sport my school excels at.

I can’t take this anymore.

So, instead of waving back, I do what anyone else would do in similar circumstances. Well, I guess anyone else who’s become the joke of this town and every other town he’s ever lived in; anyone who has to put up with the daily putdowns and snickers behind his back. I do what now comes natural: I turn my back on her and walk away. I try to pretend she’s not even there.

I can hear her calling out, “Hey, wait a sec! Where ya goin’?”

This is just getting too damn embarrassing. I really should have just talked to her. I wanted to. I’m such a fucking loser. Loser, loser, loser! I keep walking and she keeps calling out to me. I start walking faster. All I want to do is get around the side of my house and out of sight. She keeps calling out to me. I pretend not to hear her. Finally, mercifully, I manage to walk around the side of my house. My heart is pounding. I’m dizzy. I just want this all to end. My eyes tear up. I take off running. I’m not even sure why or where I’m going. I just want to be gone.

I sprint across my yard, all the way to the picket fence that borders our property with the neighbors on the other side. I hit the fence hard, pull myself up, clear it, crash into the garbage cans on the other side. I’m halfway across the neighbors’ yard when I turn around. There’s no way, I think, she’ll clear that fence, but she does, no problem, doesn’t even have the problems I did with the garbage cans. Now I see a dog clear the fence, too. I don’t know this dog, but now he’s running with us, too, as I take off again.

For fun, let’s just call this dog Blue.

Why the fuck is she chasing me? If I’m lucky I’ll come across a hole I can crawl inside of . . . and die. I’m definitely keeping my eyes open.

I get to the briar patch on the other side of my neighbors’ yard and crawl through. I hate the roots digging at my knees, the branches scratching at my back, that stupid blackbird cawing away on top. And I really hate all the bugs that I’m sure must be all around me, even if I can’t see or feel any of them.

I’m sure the briar patch will stop her. No way will she struggle through all this.

But I’m on the other side and now I hear a rustling and there’s Blue and there’s the damn girl, too, wearing a determined expression on her face.

Fucking girl.

Across from the briar patch, there’s an apple orchard and, even though I’m beginning to suspect I may be the weirdest guy who ever lived, I climb it. When I look down, far below me, I see the girl struggling to keep up. The dog’s not even attempting this one, just goes straight over to the flat roof of the cider house and scrambles up onto it, like he knows that’s where I’m going to land next.

Fucking Blue.

I lower myself from the slender trembling branch onto that flat roof and I’m on the far side when I hear the girl land with a thud.

This is it. It’s time to play for all the marbles.

I jump from the roof, hit the ground, and there she is right behind me. I grab onto a long rope, dangling down from one of the trees, and ride it across the rocky stream, Blue dangling off the end, almost pulling me down.

Girls suck at climbing ropes. I know this from twelve years of gym class, twelve years of guys saying, “Sue’s the only girl who can climb to the ceiling.” I’ve always figured the reason girls suck at climbing ropes is cause of their breasts. Their breasts get in the way, weigh them down, make their bodies unevenly distributed. Even when they’re younger, before they have real breasts, it’s like they have shadow breasts, sabotaging their ability to climb.

The girl with the breasts straining against her yellow tank is not slowed down in the slightest.

Blue and I tumble down the grassy hill, landing, my back getting bruised by the rocks, in the rocky stream that snakes around the hill from the other side.

Just as I’m coming up for air, the girl comes tumbling down the hill, landing right on top of me.

There’s nowhere for me to go now.

“I like your shorts,” she says, breathing hard. “What’s your name?”

Why, oh, why, I think, couldn’t this be 22,636,800 seconds from now? She’s the perfect girl and if this were only 22,636,800 seconds later, I’d be beyond graduation, I’d be free, and this could all work out.

But this isn’t 22,636,800 seconds from now. It is now, as in right now, and there is nothing else to do but to tell the truth. Hell, she’d find out on Monday anyway.

“My name is Sue!” I blurt, a touch maniacally.

She looks at me, startled.

“Well, go on now,” I say, “laugh. That’s what everybody else does.”

And there she is now, she’s doing it, just laughing in my face. I’m so used to that, though. Why should life disappoint me now?

Then she does the strangest thing. She leans over and, her hair brushing against the damp sides of my face, kisses me smack on the nose.

“Hey,” she says. “My name is Fred.”
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Gayle Brandeis

TUMBLING

BACKSTORY: Johnny Cash’s “I Still Miss Someone” inspired this story. While the song explores missing someone after a relationship ends, the story explores missing someone (in this case, the main character’s husband) after his untimely death.

THE ROCK TUMBLER CLATTERED INSIDE THE linen closet. Celia put her pillow over her head to drown it out; it sounded like a blender trying to make daiquiris out of marbles. When she bought the rock tumbler for her son, she thought it would have to run for a couple of hours, maybe a full day. She had no idea she was in for weeks of tumbling, weeks of constant abrasive clank.

Her sleeping son dug his toes into her sweatpants. Brian had no trouble with the sound; he slept through her crying jags, he slept through this incessant grind. She pulled her leg away. Some threads, snagged in his sharp toenails, snapped, but he didn’t stir.

Celia slipped out of bed and plodded over to the linen closet. When she opened the door, the decibel increase sent goosebumps up her arms. She threw a mattress pad over the tumbler and carried it over to the coat closet. It felt alive in her hands, a snarling, breathing animal. The bright orange extension cord, still tethered to the outlet near the coffee machine, thumped behind it like a tail.

In the span of a week, Celia had moved the rock tumbler from the kitchen counter to the kitchen cupboard to the bathroom counter to the cabinet under the bathroom sink to the linen closet in the hopes of lessening the noise. She was beginning to run out of hiding places; their one-bedroom apartment was far too small for this kind of racket.

She jammed the tumbler into the closet, fortified it with a ring of galoshes and snow boots. Rubber won’t burn, she told herself. If the engine caught on fire—and how could it not? How could such a crappy little engine withstand such work?—it would just melt the rubber. She stumbled back off to bed, half convinced. The noise wasn’t any better. If anything, it had grown more fierce. She buried her head under her pillow, dragged the pillow under the covers. She felt like she was full of ants, full of bees, like she was going to burst out of her skin. When Brian shoved his feet between her legs again, she let him keep them there.

In the morning, Celia dragged herself to her dentist appointment. Dr. Haverford’s gloved fingers brushed her lips on their way into her mouth, and tears sprang to her eyes. She wished Dr. Haverford would take off his gloves. How long since she had felt adult skin on adult skin? She pressed the tip of her tongue to the latex. The surface was powdery, surprisingly bitter. Saliva pooled inside her cheeks. Dr. Haverford suctioned it out. He was always so gentle with his instruments.

“When did you start grinding your teeth?” Dr. Haverford stretched the corner of her mouth with the stem of a mirror.

“I didn’t know I had,” she said.

“They’re wearing down.” He ran his fingers along the ridges of her molars. She half expected them to bend and vibrate in the wake of his touch, like sea anemones, or the teeth of a comb.

“You’ve been under a lot of stress,” he said. “It’s understandable.”

His glasses made his eyes look three times larger than they were. They made him look like a Keane painting. A Keane painting of a paunchy middle-aged dentist. She wanted to kiss his eyeballs, dig her hands in his curly hair. So strange and unsettling, these flashes of desire.

“Have you been experiencing any headaches?” he asked her. “Any jaw aches?”

“Headaches,” she said. She could hear the rock tumbler rasp under her skull.

“I’ll make some impressions,” he said. “I’ll fit you with a bite guard so you won’t grind these beauties down.” He touched her shoulder before he left the room. She felt the heat of his hand linger in the weave of her shirt, then dissolve.

Celia wondered what her teeth would look like all ground down. She imagined her mouth full of pointy quartz nubs.

Brian had wanted a rock tumbler because he wanted to know what the inside of his rocks looked like. He had amassed an impressive collection of rocks. He found them everywhere—parking lots, the schoolyard, the soccer field, and the courtyard of their apartment building. His pockets were always full of gravel; Celia’s purse was, too.

Brian liked to bring the rocks home, hold them under the kitchen tap cupped in his palms. He liked to watch their hidden colors emerge. Some were banded with red; others had hidden brown blotches, greenish speckles, pearly swirls. Then they dried and looked dull again. He wanted to polish them up, take that dullness away for good.

Celia found a tumbler on clearance after the holidays. She was a bit disappointed with the quality of it—the base, which looked like solid metal on the box, was just molded plastic, painted silver; the red plastic barrel seemed too flimsy to hold stones. Brian was thrilled until he found the bag of dusty rocks inside.

“Do I have to use these, Mama?” he asked.

They flipped through the instruction booklet together. “Looks that way,” she read. “‘These stones have been specially selected for tumbling. Do not mix with different materials.’ Sorry, honey.”

“But I want to use my rocks,” he said. He had specially selected a number of rocks himself, had arranged them in an old Frango Mints carton. The rest of his rocks were in shoeboxes under the bed, marked igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic. Whenever Celia saw the words, she misread them as ingenious, sedentary, and metaphoric.

“Tell you what,” said Celia. “We’ll do these rocks first, just to make sure it all works out, and when they’re done we’ll do your rocks. Deal?”

“I guess so,” he slumped against her.

The instructions called for petroleum jelly, which Celia didn’t have. She had an old bottle of Astroglide in her cosmetic case, but the thought of it depressed her; she was sure it would be welded shut by now. Plus, she didn’t want to have to answer Brian’s questions about the name. Is it for astronauts? Is it for meteorites? Questions like the ones Brian’s dad asked when Celia first came home with it, excited and shy. Her OB/GYN had told her the dryness she had been experiencing was normal, part of perimenopause; she handed Celia the Astroglide and said, “Have fun.” Celia was slightly freaked out by the diagnosis, but she followed her doctor’s orders well. She and David were silly together that night, giddy with the slipperiness, saying things like “3-2-1, blast off!” and “Houston, we have no problem. No problem here at all.” Brian was four then, sound asleep on the couch.

Four seemed so much younger to Celia than six. Four was still a baby. Six was a real boy. A real reading, thinking boy. She and Brian had both grown up a lot in the last two years. The last year, in particular.

Celia found a tube of cherry-scented Chapstick in her purse, the rim of the cap lightly encrusted with sand. She dragged the waxy cylinder around the axle on each end of the barrel, swept it inside the rim of the lid. It left a clotty fragrant smear.

“Now the thing won’t get chapped,” she told Brian, hoping she hadn’t just gummed everything up. She wondered if there was another cherry-scented rock tumbler anywhere in the world.

Dr. Haverford carried two small trays of pink goo into the room.

“Open,” he whispered, and her entire body softened on cue. He slid one tray into her mouth, pressed it against her top teeth, her palate. The goo tasted of plastic and mint. It felt pleasantly heavy, like amnesia. She remembered having impressions taken as a teenager at the orthodontist’s. She had gagged during the process, had almost thrown up. Since then, she had grown accustomed to having large things in her mouth. She thought of David, the heft and funk of him. She felt a stirring between her legs, a wetness. So her body remembered how to do this after all.

Dr. Haverford gently tugged the tray from her mouth. His fingers on her lips. His breath in her hair. Her teeth felt suddenly naked, exposed. She could see the edges of them etched into the pink, a severe half circle. She pictured plaster being drizzled inside, filling the crevasse, hardening.

Dr. Haverford eased the lower tray into her mouth, wrapping her teeth in a humid clinch. He suctioned more moisture from under her tongue.

“The bite guard will be ready in a couple of weeks,” he said. “But there are some things you can do in the meanwhile to stop the grinding. You can put a warm washcloth on your face before bed. You can take a nice bath, cut down on the caffeine. Drink a glass of wine. If you relax yourself before you sleep, your teeth should relax while you sleep.”

“I don’t sleep,” she said. The tray made her sound like she had a major speech impediment. His magnified eyes filled with such sadness, she had to look away. She could hear the rock tumbler turning miles away, never stopping, like a heart.

Celia and Brian rinsed the dust off the bag of stones and put them in the barrel. They emptied the bag of coarse black grit over the stones. They covered it all with water. They set the barrel on the base and turned on the tumbler. It started to turn and clank. Water began leaking out of the lid immediately.

“Oh no!” yelled Brian. “It’s broken, Mama! It’s not going to work!”

“It’s okay,” said Celia. She remembered reading that leaking was normal. Leaking was part of the process. She felt her own self leaking. Always leaking. A normal part of the process, people told her. “It will seal itself in about half an hour. The grit and water have to form a bond.”

Brian curled into her lap. With each turn of the tumbler, a hint of candy and medicine tinged the air.

The first grit cycle was supposed to take two to four days, but when they opened the barrel and took a look on the third day, the rocks were still rough and pitted. They let the tumbler grind for a few extra days before they poured the contents into a bucket, scooped out the rocks, poured the gritty gray water down the toilet. Some of the rocks were smooth, bits of pink and green shining through. Others still looked brown, dull, even after all that tumbling.

The second grit cycle was supposed to take twelve to fourteen days. Celia didn’t know how she was going to handle it. “Remember,” the instruction book said, “in mere days you are doing what nature takes thousands of years to accomplish.” Her jaw tightened and clenched. She could feel her mouth fill with dust, the edges of her teeth eroding.

“Would you like to see your impressions?” Dr. Haverford asked at her next appointment, a couple of weeks later.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Did I make a good one?”

“You always make a good impression, Mrs. Nurenberger.” Dr. Haverford smiled before he walked over to the closet, and, to her surprise, every warm feeling she felt toward him vanished. She didn’t want her love to be requited.

“I have a surprise for you,” he said when he returned. She was worried—what did he have for her? Candy? Flowers? A ring? What would she say?

He placed two plaster sets of teeth on the little tray by the chair. She recognized her own teeth, the ones that overlapped a little on the bottom that had drifted back as soon as she had stopped wearing her retainers.

“Whose are these?” she asked, pointing to the strange mouth beside hers.

“Those are Mr. Nurenberger’s,” he said softly.

And there they were, David’s teeth, the span of David’s gums. How could she not have known? The little chip on his front tooth. The slight protrusion of his eyeteeth. The filling on the side of his molar. The teeth her teeth had clinked against. The gums her tongue had run across. The teeth that had cradled his tongue, sheltered by his lips. She picked up the plaster and held it to her chest. She kissed every canine, every incisor. She pressed the impressions of his mouth against the impressions of her mouth. The feel of plaster on plaster was an insult. She hurled both mouths against the wall and watched them explode.

Celia had been avoiding going to Evergreen. She hadn’t gone since the funeral. Brian, who was sick that day, had never been there. She thought it was time. It was time to visit David’s real set of teeth, his teeth and bones surviving underground while the rest of him rotted away, his lips, his tongue, all the parts of him she had touched. Celia felt nauseous. In the parking lot, a couple walked by, leaning into each other, eyes red and teary. He had his arm around her waist; she had both arms slung around his neck. Celia felt a tidal wave of jealousy. The couple was obviously grieving, but at least they were grieving together.

It took Celia a while to find David’s site. She plowed forward, Brian trudging behind. A cold, wild wind swept leaves into the air around them, but Celia didn’t shiver until they finally found his name chipped into gray granite. The thought of a chisel against stone made her teeth hurt.

Brian reached toward the rocks on the gravestone. Celia wrapped her hand around his wrist and pulled it back.

“Those are Daddy’s rocks,” she said. Her voice felt insubstantial in the wind. “You need to leave them there.”

“Why?”

“To show that people have been here to see him. To show that we remember him.” She wondered who had been there. His parents, probably. His sister. Cousins. Friends. Not his wife. Not his son.

Brian nodded. He started to pull rocks from his pockets, dozens of rocks, and set them on the gravestone. Rock after rock after rock. So many rocks. David’s skin used to be so soft. . . .

“Where did you get all those?” Celia asked him.

He didn’t say anything. He just kept unloading more rocks, laying them on top of the granite. She didn’t know how he could fit so many into his small pockets.

“Did you get those from other people’s graves, Brian?”

“I didn’t know,” he said. “I didn’t know you were supposed to keep them there.”

Celia imagined she should tell him to put them back where he found them, to spread them back over other people’s markers, but as she watched him lay down one stone after another on top of his father’s gravestone, she thought, David, these are all for you.

When they got home, Brian asked, “Where’s Daddy’s rock?”

“We left the rocks at the cemetery, honey,” Celia said. She felt drained. The rock tumbler growled and rattled in the closet, jangled and clacked.

“No, the rock that was in him.”

“The gallstone?” She had almost forgotten about the gallstone, had pushed it to the back of her mind the way she had pushed the baby-food jar holding it to the back of the kitchen cupboard.

It was supposed to be an easy operation. Laparoscopic—one day in the hospital, minimal recovery time, and minimal scarring. But there was a problem with the anesthesia and David never woke up. The dark jade stone was the only part of him she was able to bring home. That first night, she put the stone in her mouth, hoping for a last taste of his body. The stone tasted chemical, as if it had been soaked in formaldehyde. She spit it out and shunted it as far away as she could. Her tongue felt numb for days.

“Can we put it in the tumbler?” asked Brian.

They were going to start the polish cycle soon. They had to scrub out the barrel, rinse off the stones, and prepare them for their final week-long fling.

“I don’t see why not,” she said.

Before David’s operation, they had looked up the word “gall” in the dictionary. It meant many things. “Something bitter to endure,” for one. “Bitterness of spirit,” for another. “A cause or state of exasperation.” Also, “to wear away by friction, to become worn by rubbing.”

“I am getting rid of my bitterness,” said David. When Celia kissed him, his mouth tasted like soup—salty, savory, not bitter in the least.

The bite guard was not easy to get used to. At Dr. Haverford’s office, it felt smooth, simple between her teeth, but at home it felt like she was biting down on an airplane wing. She couldn’t sleep—not only because of the noise, but because she was sure she was going to choke on the plastic.

When it was time to start the polishing process, Celia could barely keep her eyes open. She asked Brian to tell her about the different kinds of rocks as she poured the contents of the tumbler into a bucket. She hoped his voice would keep her awake.

“Ingenious,” she said. “Tell me about ingenious rocks.”

“Igneous,” he corrected. “Igneous rocks are rocks that were made from lava. Lava that cooled off.”

“And sedentary?” She ran her hands through the wet stones.

“Sedimentary. Those are rocks that are made from pieces of other rocks.”

“What about metaphoric?”

“Metamorphic, Mama,” he sighed. “Those are ones that change. Like they end up in a different place and it makes them change. Like they’re buried underground and they get hot and they melt and change.”

“Sounds metaphoric to me,” said Celia. She tried not to think of David underground, melting, changing. She felt like she was melting, herself, she was so tired. She scooped the stones from the bucket, the stones that had grown smoother, more colorful, during all the tumult—marbled shades of magenta and cobalt and amber and emerald. She poured the dirty water down the toilet. She rinsed the bits of grit off the stones. She washed the inside of the barrel with soap and a brush. She climbed up onto the step stool, and pulled the baby-food jar down from the kitchen cupboard, knocking down a box of corn meal, a bag of split peas in the process. She left the spill, a spray of sand and pebbles on the counter, alone.

The gallstone, released from its jar, was a much deeper green than any of the stones from the tumbler. How could a body produce such a beautiful thing—a beautiful thing that could cause such pain? She rinsed the stone off, pressed it quickly to her lips, and handed it to Brian. He solemnly placed it in the barrel on top of the other stones. He poured a cup of clean water over them, then the bag of polish. He closed the lid and turned the tumbler on.

The familiar clanking filled the room. Celia’s lips tingled. This time she didn’t find the noise so jarring. It sounded rowdy, robust, alive. This time David was there inside it, after a long, long silence, making himself heard once again.
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Gretchen Moran Laskas

THINGS MIGHT HAPPEN

BACKSTORY: The story of a liberating divorce has become something of a staple in short story collections. Being contrary by nature (a family failing?) I wondered what a “stay together” story might be like. Country music in particular offers several excellent examples of such works, but there was one in particular men seemed drawn to: Johnny Cash’s “I Walk the Line.” Since the male character in this particular story exists completely off the page; since he is a man without a voice amidst all the rapid-fire female ones (another family failing?), letting Johnny speak for him evens the playing field a bit.

RITA WAS NINE YEARS OLD WHEN her parents finally divorced. As far back as she could remember they had been fighting over every little thing—the light bill, the new shower curtain, the dogs Daddy bought and tried to train (but they only messed in the house the more he used the whistle). What Rita remembered after he left was how quiet everything was, how peaceful. When she would come home from school, the only sounds in the house were gentle, feminine ones: the whirl of her mother’s sewing machine in the upstairs bedroom, or the clicking of the crock-pot turning on and off.

When Rita was fourteen, her father came back and her parents remarried. The fights were the same (although there weren’t any more dogs) and Rita began to avoid the house altogether, taking a job at the mall and staying out late with friends. All of them had parents who had either stayed together or fallen apart, not the stop and start of Rita’s life. She would sit on the bleachers outside the school, moaning about the latest round of vicious name-calling in the kitchen. What she didn’t mention was how most mornings, her mother smiled as she fixed breakfast, and her father had taken to whistling.

Perhaps he missed the dogs?

Rita found the whole thing humiliating.

When Rita married John two years ago, she told him that she would never put her kids through all that. And she won’t, or at least, she wouldn’t, because she and John never had kids. Good thing, too, because their marriage is all over. Rita plans to get divorced and stay that way.

“I don’t see his truck,” Rita says as she pulls the car into the driveway of the doublewide where she had lived since they were married. She shuts off the engine and sits a moment, looking at the house, with the door closed up tight and all the curtains pulled. When she left, a week ago, everything had been wide open; she had nothing to hide, after all.

“During the day is always the best time to come,” Traci tells her. Traci is her best friend from high school and has offered to let Rita stay with her for a few weeks. Traci has been divorced twice, and has an apartment in Morgantown with big patio doors that look out over a ravine and a washer and dryer that stack one on top of the other. Everything in the apartment is beige: the walls, the carpet, the sofa and chair. Only the end tables are shiny black plastic.

“Men don’t just miss work on account of a little marriage going sour,” Traci says. Her eyes are angry and narrow. Traci was off today, and Rita called in to the veterinary clinic where she works as a receptionist and said that she was sick with a migraine. So it is obvious to both of them that they care more. They are here and John is not.

Rita pulls out her keys, and has a moment of pure panic. What if John changed the locks? What if she can’t get inside, where all of her things are, everything she owns but the few mismatched items she threw into the suitcase before she left? She’d packed clothes for work, for instance, but not her comfortable shoes. Toothpaste, but no mouthwash. For three days now Rita has been stealing Traci’s mouthwash, just a little at a time so Traci won’t notice, and wearing her Reeboks with skirts and trying to hide her feet behind the front desk at work.

But Rita’s key works just fine, and the air inside is cool. After the soothing beige of Traci’s apartment, the doublewide almost blinds her with its color. The bright gold couch and the green chair are right where she left them. The curtains are red and gold striped, and the wallpaper is green with red flowers. Rita is embarrassed to have Traci see the place, although it is spotlessly clean, which Traci’s apartment is not. Rita is not surprised to note that the room is actually cleaner than when she left it—John is probably pleased that he can run the house the way he likes. The brass lamps gleam when she turns them on. When Traci pushes the tape player (John doesn’t like CDs and spends hours scouring stores for tapes and even vinyl records), Rita hears Johnny Cash.

“Turn that off,” she snaps at Traci, who looks up, surprised. Usually Traci is the angry one. But Traci can’t know that John used to sing the song “I Walk the Line” when they were dating, how much Rita had loved it then. He seemed so confident, so sure of himself. So unlike her father. What she hadn’t known was that he would want her to walk the line, too. Being married to John was like joining the army, she’d told Traci last week.

Rita can see Traci looking around, and knows that Traci doesn’t think much of the doublewide. To Traci, doublewide will always mean trailer, which is true, but isn’t true at the same time, because the rooms are bigger, more like a house. They walk down the hall to the master bedroom. The bed is made, the covers pulled tightly, and Rita finds it hard to believe that the bed is soft or that she ever slept in it.

“So what did John do to you?” Traci asks, sitting in a chair and watching Rita open drawers and drop clothes into a laundry basket she took from the closet. Rita thinks that Traci should offer to help, or at least give advice, having gone through this twice before. What does one pack for a divorce that fits inside a laundry basket?

“Do to me?” Rita asks.

Traci is looking at the bed. “What was the straw that broke the camel’s back?”

“Oh,” Rita says, wondering what to say. “Nothing shocking. I mean, it’s not like he ran off with another woman or something.”

Traci leans forward in the chair. “Did he ever, you know, do anything to you?” she asks. Her voice is lower, as though there is someone else in the house listening besides Rita.

“Do to me?” Rita says, and realizes that she just said this a few seconds ago. But it is like Traci knows a language other than English, which she expects Rita to understand, now that she is getting divorced, too.

“Did he ever, you know, hurt you in any way? Hit you?”

“Of course not!” Rita says, her voice loud. Traci falls back against the chair, as though Rita’s denial has pushed her there. “John isn’t like that,” Rita tells her in a softer voice. “I mean, with John, he just gets quieter when he’s upset.” Rita realizes that Traci, her best friend, doesn’t know John at all.

“Sometimes those are the worst ones,” Traci says. She nods her head as though she and Rita are agreeing on something, and maybe they are, Rita thinks. After she folds her jeans and underwear and puts them in the basket, she’s dismayed by how full it is. She hasn’t yet packed the clock that had been her grandmother’s, or the quilt her great-aunt Mary had made. Her closet is still filled with clothes.

Traci is looking over her fingernails, and Rita worries that she might be bored. “I don’t think it was any one thing,” she says, trying to get Traci interested again. “But lots of little things. You know, like one night we were sitting in the kitchen and I noticed that John seemed to be listening for something.” Her voice wavers a little, and Rita fights it for control. “And it made me upset that he wasn’t listening for me, because obviously, I was sitting right there.”

When Rita has said this, Traci is still looking at her fingernails, although she nods and sighs. Rita goes into the bathroom, knowing that she has let Traci down in some way, but unsure of how to fix it. She opens the medicine cabinet and stares at the tiny bottles of mouthwash that John uses. He has this idea that things will keep longer in smaller packages. Everything in the cabinet is arranged by height. “Look at this,” Rita wants to show Traci. “This is what my life is like.” But she admits that the order makes everything easy to find, and the tiny bottles will be easier to pack.

Rita takes a few bottles and some more toothpaste. She takes the Advil, too, because John never takes anything when he gets a headache. All this in hand, she stares at the pink plastic container holding her diaphragm and the half-used tube of KY Jelly. She can’t imagine having sex with anyone right now, but it seems strange to leave it here for John. Maybe if she takes it, he’ll think that she is having sex with someone else, and Rita is surprised how excited this idea makes her. Maybe then he will call and yell and scream and make a fuss.

She sits down on the toilet, glad to have a minute alone to think. What would it take, she wonders, to make John kick up a fuss? It just isn’t his way. John doesn’t worry about something so much as he does something about it. He’s always trying to keep things from breaking down. Like the Y2K crisis, when the news started reporting about that, he went every week to Wal-Mart and stocked up on gun shells, dried fruit, and kerosene. When Rita asked him about this, he didn’t say much, just that he wanted to be ready, just in case.

“In case of what?” she asked him.

“Things might happen,” he answered. “We need to be prepared.” After that he started buying canned goods, stacking them under the kitchen sink when he ran out of room in the cupboards. Rita teased him about eating canned baked beans until the next millennium. John didn’t think that was very funny.

Just when Rita thought he might be calming down, there came the terrorist attacks. After 9/11, John began again. Rita watched the piles of sheeting plastic grow, and the mounds of duct tape. Bottled water filled one closet. He talked about buying a generator. “I promised I would take care of you. I just want to do my best.”

“How is putting me in a plastic bubble going to take care of me?” she’d demanded.

“I’m just following the list,” he replied, holding it up. The words DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY ran across the top.

My home was certainly secure, Rita thinks. Still, she’d managed to get in easily enough with her own key.

She goes back into the bedroom, where Traci is standing up, looking down at the bed with its pillows set so neatly. “When I was married to Dave,” Traci says, still staring at the bed, “he held me down and raped me over and over until I told him that I loved him.” Her voice is low and flat, as though someone has taken it out of her mouth and stepped on it.

Rita feels a wave of sympathy and puts her arms around Traci. When Traci pulls away, she is calm again. She tosses her head over in the direction of the laundry basket. “Are you ready? I want to go home.”

“I’m ready,” Rita answers. And even though she isn’t, she feels she ought to be.

Back in Morgantown, Rita and Traci stop for a cup of coffee. Coffee is one of those things that Traci takes very seriously, and both she and the clerk look disappointed when Rita asks for a plain cup, black. Traci orders a double latte with hazelnut cream.

“You don’t have to prove anything to me,” Traci tells her. They are sitting in the booth at the coffee house, which seems to be filled with students from WVU. Rita is startled by how young they look, how intense.

“I’m not proving anything,” she says, sipping her coffee. It is not as strong as she normally drinks it.

“You’ve been doing it all week,” Traci tells her. “Like the button you sewed on last night, on that blouse. It was like you had to sew on that button or else your whole life was going to come apart.”

“That’s my favorite blouse,” Rita protests.

Traci shakes her head. “I know what it’s like, you know, going through all this. And I know when someone is ordering a plain cup of coffee just to punish herself.” She puts her hand over Rita’s and gives it a quick squeeze. “It’s all right, that’s what I’m telling you.”

Rita looks down at her mug of coffee and can see her own face wavering back at her. It’s true that she used to drink her coffee full of cream and with two sugars, back when she was in high school and working with Traci at Montgomery Ward, standing outside the store giving away toasters and baking dishes to anyone who opened a charge account. She isn’t sure of the exact moment she switched to black coffee. John always took his black and sometimes, when she didn’t want a whole cup of her own, she would take just a taste of his. But Rita can’t remember when she decided that his was better.

“Look at that,” Traci whispers, and points to their left.

Coming into the coffee shop is a tall man wearing a worn flannel shirt and the sandals you wear with socks—something that Rita can’t imagine doing. With him is a young girl, and Rita first thinks that it’s his daughter until she sees them sit down and open up some books. She guesses it’s a professor and a student.

“You can bet he’s sleeping with her,” Traci says, her voice low, but not quite a whisper this time.

The man is wearing a wedding ring, and the girl is not, Rita notices. Still, she is unsure. The girl’s eyes are bright and watch the man carefully, but all of the students in the bar seem to have that look, as though they are waiting for something big to happen to them. As though a package is coming for them in the mail.

“How do you know?” she asks Traci. Rita watches them in small glances, trying not to be obvious about it. She is waiting to see if they touch, but they don’t.

“You forget that I was married to one of them,” Traci says, and that tone is back in her voice, that tone she used at the doublewide, in Rita’s bedroom. She glares at them without even pretending that she isn’t.

“Was that Dave?” Rita asks. Was it a professor that tried to rape you? Was he dressed like that? These are the things she really wants to ask, but doesn’t because she’s embarrassed that she can’t remember. Traci has a life that such stories seem to run together instead of sticking in your mind.

“Morrie,” Traci says, dropping her eyes now. “You’d think that I would have known better, seeing as he was married when he started seeing me.”

“Oh,” says Rita. She has not known this.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” Traci is quick to point out. “Morrie had already left his wife.” She looks back at the couple. “He wasn’t wearing a wedding band, for heaven’s sake, and his divorce was almost final.”

“I see,” Rita says, although she doesn’t. For the first time, she thinks about John taking off his wedding band. He could see other women, like Morrie dated Traci. Now that she’s gone, he’s a free man.

Another student comes in, a boy this time, and sits down next to the girl. The professor smiles and says something and they all laugh.

Two weeks later, Rita is still living in Traci’s apartment. Traci hasn’t said anything, but Rita knows she will have to find her own place soon. Nothing as nice as the doublewide, or even like this, but something. Maybe John will give her part of the furniture. She’d like the kitchen table and chairs, which are painted blue with gingham seat cushions on them.

Traci is dating a new boyfriend, an assistant buyer at Ward’s, where Traci still works as a floor manager. Twice they have come back to the apartment and had sex in Traci’s bedroom, which is right beside Rita’s. Rita can hear everything, and judging from the sounds, the sex must be pretty good. They are in there right now, and Rita is trying to talk to her mother on the phone while standing on the little balcony. She hopes that her mother can’t hear them.

“He hasn’t even called or written or anything,” Rita says. Rain is falling and she has to keep a finger pressed against her left ear as she talks in order to hear what her mother is saying.

“Well, what can you expect? I blame myself, your marriage going bad,” her mother says.

Rita was a bit surprised, at first, that her mother wasn’t more upset about the divorce. Instead, her mother seems to feel guilty, as though she is the one getting the divorce instead of Rita.

“It’s not your fault,” Rita tells her, and there is a snuffle on the other line, as though her mother is crying.

“Your Dad and me, well, we weren’t the best example,” her mother says. There is the sound of a nose being blown and a slight cough. “But I do hate the thought of you being there in West Virginia without any of us to help you.” Rita’s parents now live in Florida, in a trailer that is a real trailer and not a doublewide.

“I’m fine, really,” Rita assures her.

“When I think of how humiliated you must have been, your parents getting divorced and all. Why didn’t you tell us, sweetie?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Rita says again. “You and Dad did a great job. I’m not upset with you.”

She isn’t upset, not about the divorce. When her parents remarried again when she was fourteen, well, that was embarrassing. Her mother wore white and her father bought them all enormous bouquets of flowers. After the wedding, there was a reception in the church basement with a cake two feet tall, with a pale blue fountain inside.

“This is the wedding I always wanted,” her mother said over and over. “This is much more real than the first time, driving over the mountain into Oakland.”

Her mother is still talking, but Rita has removed her finger from her ear and can no longer hear her. The rain is falling harder now, and the storm drain at the bottom of the ravine is filling up with water, brown water, the color of the latte with hazelnut cream.

She goes back inside, telling her mother good-bye. When she closes the patio door, she listens in the direction of the bedroom, but all is quiet now. Rita walks around the living room, straightening the pictures on the end tables. All of the pictures are of Traci. Traci sitting on the beach with a string bikini on, her long legs blending into the sand. Another of Traci wearing a baseball cap, smiling shyly at the camera, as though it had surprised her. Traci sitting on the steps of the state Capitol building down in Charleston.

Rita wonders who took all these pictures. Who stood on the other side of the camera, telling Traci to smile? She notices that some of the pictures have been cut, so only Traci remains, happy, waving to the person looking at the picture.

The sounds start again in the bedroom, and Rita is restless. She looks around the living room, but the beige color makes everything run together and there is nowhere to focus her eyes except on the pictures, and Rita is tired of looking at Traci looking at her. She goes back out to the balcony.

The rain is gushing now, washing like curtains down from the roof. Down in the ravine, the creek has become a raging river. Rita watches it rise, sees the water cascading down the steep slopes of the ravine, making the river bigger and bigger.

With this rain, flooding is a possibility, although it is hard to believe that the water could reach this far up. Still, it could happen, that roaring coffee-colored water, pouring in here, making the beige couch a darker brown and swirling away the pictures.

As Rita watches the water, she thinks about the water coming up and up and up, not only into this apartment, but spreading throughout the whole valley like a great, ancient river. Everything would vanish. People would drown.

But John has a boat. They’ve never used it, but Rita knows that it would be in tip-top condition, because that’s just the way John is. And the Homeland Security supplies don’t sound so silly now—after all, they could put the dried fruit and the bottled water into the boat. They could take the cans and some matches and a gun with shells. A fishing pole, a tent—John will know where everything is. She would even pack some of the tiny bottles of mouthwash. It is antiseptic; it could help keep things clean, and John would like that. No matter what happened, they would be prepared.

Rita picks up her purse and scribbles a note for Traci. She does not bother to pack her suitcase. What good would her suitcase be in a boat? Outside, she gets into her car, and drives as quickly as she can for the doublewide. She hopes she is not too late. Rita hopes there is still time to launch the boat and set it floating down the river before the water covers the world.
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