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More of This World or Maybe Another



Delia has to walk past A. J. Higginbotham and his crowd to get to the gym, which is where the dance is. The boys are installed on the railing under the long breezeway like they’re at a livestock auction, cans of Skoal wearing their way through back pockets. Delia raises her right hand and shoots the bird at the lineup for the entire fifty-foot walk.

Pup-py Chow for a ful-l-l-l year—till she’s full grown! A.J. sings as the group of girls behind Delia passes him. Higginbothams. Fuckers don’t know enough to keep off each other. All eight inbred Higginbotham brothers and sisters are in high school at the same time. A.J. is in Delia’s remedial math class, his second go-round. They’ll probably pass him this time. If they don’t, there’ll be a Higginbotham logjam next year, and their teacher said she won’t put up with more than two Higginbothams at a time. Frick and Frack. One in the front and one in the back.

Delia pushes through the crowd bunched up at the door, scopes the gym for her friend, Calvin, and his twin sister, Charlene. Charlene—everyone calls her Chuck—drove Calvin to the dance an hour early so he could help set up the sound system. Chuck drives an old Valiant, paid for with her own money, Calvin said. He didn’t say how she got the money, but Delia knows it has something to do with the weed that can be bought at the caretaker’s shed behind the old Blue Moon Drive-In.

There’s no sign of Calvin, but Delia sees Chuck right away, glowing, high above the crowd in the bleachers. She’s sitting with a group of girls who are a blur of heavy eyeliner and large hoop earrings, girls who laugh really loud at just anything. Chuck, though, she’s like a bright red engine light in a dark car for how she can get your full attention without making a sound. Everyone knows she keeps a switchblade in one of her boots. Delia licks her lips, which have gone suddenly dry, and weaves her way toward the bleachers.

She’s not sure what the arrangement for tonight is, but she hopes that she and Calvin are not supposed to be on some kind of date. There are plenty of girls who would love to date Calvin Lafleur. He got left back when they were in junior high, so he’s a year older than the other boys in the junior class. The baby fat in his face is gone, but there’s still plenty of it in his head. He’s always bragging about how often he has to shave, like it’s some kind of accomplishment. The other girls fall for it, but Delia could give a damn. She wants other things. Things she doesn’t even know the name of. And anyway, she’d hate to ruin her and Calvin’s friendship with a bunch of dating rigamarole. Since her best friend, Renée, has gone all boy-crazy, Calvin is about the only one who’ll go with Delia to the pasture out on the highway and sneak rides on the Higginbothams’ horses. Sometimes Calvin’s friends come. And, lately, Chuck.

“Seen the meat?” Delia calls up from the bottom riser when Chuck finally looks away from the group of girls. Chuck’s eyes are black-black, and looking into them gives Delia a feeling like driving without headlights at night, like speeding down one of the mile roads that separate the rice fields at the edge of town where she lives.

Chuck flicks a sheet of hair, dark and liquid, over her shoulder. “The meat’s in the dressing room smoking a doobie,” she says. “Why? You looking to dance?”

“Might be,” Delia says and stares through the gaps in the bleachers.

Chuck scoots away from the other girls. “Wouldn’t be a date without some dancing,” she says. “Or maybe you’re after a kiss?”

Delia looks in the direction of the locker room. Looks at Chuck. “Maybe,” she says.

Chuck waves Delia up. Her hands are muscular and look like they’re built to do something very specific. The top half of her right index finger is missing, and this makes Delia think of the switchblade in Chuck’s boot. She wonders if it came before the stumpy finger or after. She studies the fleshy nub the way she’s caught people studying the hot-grease scar on her own forehead. Behind Delia’s bangs, there’s a medallion of skin from her upper thigh that was laid over a grease burn she got when she was five. It’s the same size and color as a Ritz cracker now. Her head has grown, but the skin graft has only stretched. It looks like a shiny, wrinkled eyelid up there.

The band starts an out-of-tune version of “Crimson and Clover,” and a strobe light flashes above the stage. Very psychedelic. Chuck’s friends scatter like buckshot, snagging boys to dance with. My, my such a sweet thing…Delia holds her breath. I want to do ev-er-y-thing…She imagines herself singing this to someone. Could she? She wonders if other girls wonder these things. When the band gets to the song’s stuttering refrain, Delia sings along, batting an index finger against her throat: O-O-O-Over and O-O-O-Over…Chuck looks at Delia and laughs, a sound that runs down Delia’s spine like a message in code. Then Chuck works her stumpy finger against her own throat, and Delia sees that half an index finger is plenty to do what needs doing in life.

After the song is over, Calvin staggers out of the boys’ dressing room, and he and his friends shuffle in the general direction of Delia and Chuck. “Cyclops,” he says to Delia on his way up to the top of the bleachers.

“Meat,” Delia returns, pushing her bangs up and flashing the third eye of scar at him.

Calvin and his crowd settle in on the top row of the bleachers, several levels above Delia and Chuck. Delia’s mother made her wear a dress to the dance, and in between songs, Delia overhears Calvin and his friends discussing the ease of access created by this fact. She makes a noise like a pig, a sound so realistic that farm animals have been fooled by it. Calvin and his pals start up barking. There’s a pretty big difference between how Calvin acts when it’s just him and Delia, and how he gets when he’s around his friends. A couple of weeks ago, when they were alone, Calvin told Delia that if he ever got drafted, he wasn’t going. “It’s just wrong, you know? The military? It’s messed up. I’m gonna dodge.” Delia’s brother has recently returned from the war, so nobody ever talks about skipping out on the military around her. “I’ll drive you to Canada myself,” she told Calvin, and that’s when he tried to kiss her, spoiling a perfectly good moment.

Delia thinks about the future when she’ll likely have to marry one of the idiots behind her, or somewhere in this room, at least. She can never imagine how it will happen, but she knows that one day she’ll wake up in a house full of Higginbothams or Lafleurs and not have one clue how she got there. Or why she hates it, which she knows she will.

In between songs, Chuck reaches over and taps Delia’s knee with her stumpy finger. “It’s okay if you want to go up there and talk with Calvin,” she says, tipping her head back toward the boys.

“Hell no,” Delia says. “Bunch of idiots.” She can feel the place where Chuck touched her leg, as though she’s been stamped with the heated coil of a car’s cigarette lighter instead of the wrinkled tip of Chuck’s stubby finger.

A few songs later, Calvin comes down from the top of the bleachers and squeezes in between Chuck and Delia. “You want to dance?” he yells to Delia over the music.

“Nah,” Delia hollers back, not taking her eyes off the dance floor, “I’m stag.” When Chuck was trying to convince Delia to come to the dance a while back, she said, “I’m going stag.” Delia has no idea what stag means. It seems like maybe it’s a category. Like there are girls who want to be on a date. And girls who don’t. Saying “stag” lets people know which kind of girl you are. “Besides,” Delia tells Calvin now, giving him a pig snort, “I don’t dance with livestock.”

“Suit yourself,” Calvin says, turning and climbing back up the bleachers to his pals. Delia knows it doesn’t matter to him one way or the other whether they dance together. He’s probably only asked her on a dare. Recently, it seems as though Delia’s whole class has turned into a bunch of cattle for how they only do what everyone else is doing or daring them to do.

After Calvin leaves, Chuck taps Delia’s knee again and points to the dance floor. Delia’s soon-to-be-ex-best friend, Renée, is dancing with a boy she began seeing a few weeks ago, which is exactly how long it’s been since Delia’s seen Renée anywhere but at the bus stop or on the bus.

“I let him go all the way,” Renée wrote in the back of her notebook one morning last week. She held the page between them on the bus seat so Delia could read it. When Delia didn’t say anything back, Renée leaned in closer. “I finally lost my virginity,” she whispered, cupping one hand around Delia’s ear. “Can you believe it?” Why wouldn’t Delia believe it? It’s cause and effect. If you have sex, you lose your virginity. “It’s really beautiful,” Renée went on in her new prissy-wise voice. “You’ll see.” All the way to school, Delia thought about that phrase, about “letting” someone go all the way. It made sex sound like something Renée had to put up with instead of enjoy. Like how Delia dressed in three heavy coats one Christmas and “let” Pooky Langlois shoot at her with his new BB gun. Pooky gave her five dollars, so it was worth it. She wonders what Renée got.

Right this minute, Renée’s draped over the boyfriend out on the dance floor, swaying off-beat to the music. The boyfriend, Renée has explained, is her best friend. She can tell him anything. Delia imagines this is probably the end of the line for her and Renée, and she turns her head away from the dancers.

When Chuck goes off to the bathroom, Delia goes to get some punch for both of them. While she’s ladling the fruit and liquid into the cups, A. J. Higginbotham asks her to dance.

“I’m stag,” Delia tells him.

“The hell you are,” A.J. says and starts barking, which starts the other boys barking. Barking is the new thing this year. It’s like there was a meeting this past summer, and the boys all agreed that the girls would enjoy a full year of dog talk.


When Delia gets back to the bleachers, she hands over one of the cups of punch to Chuck, who has moved closer to the dance floor. Chuck frowns at the delicate paper cup and downs the whole drink in a few gulps. Delia settles in next to her and turns her attention to where A.J. and another boy are poking their scrawny chests out at each other. A crowd gathers around them in hopes of seeing a fight. Idiots. When Delia looks at Chuck again, she’s carved her initials into the side of the empty punch cup, which means she’s pulled the switchblade from her boot and done the carving without Delia ever seeing it. Delia wonders what else she’s missed.

After a while, Chuck leans over and says, “You want to go have a smoke in the car?” Her voice is close, and her breath is moist against Delia’s ear. Delia pretends she doesn’t understand, waits to see if Chuck is going to invite others along because Delia’s not about to be trapped in a car with the hoop-earring-and-eyeliner catpack.

Delia goes back to watching Renée on the dance floor. Chuck gives her a nudge and points again in the direction of the parking lot with a question on her face. Another girl might favor her good hand, might keep that stump out of sight. Does Chuck use that finger to dial the phone, Delia wonders, staring at the wriggling stub, or has she learned to get the phone dialed some other way?

When they get to the gravel lot behind the gym, Chuck’s rusty Valiant is backed up to the edge where matches flash and die like fireflies, and all the loud talk defeats the purpose of hiding out behind the building.

The car’s dashboard is swollen and split, its stuffing exposed. Below the dash, on the ledge in front of the speedometer, is about half a tightly rolled fatty. Right out in the open.

“Roll up your window, would you?” Chuck asks. “We don’t need to listen to all that jackassness going on out there.”


Delia tries to think of a question she can ask to get the conversation going. She picks at a brittle flap of dashboard skin just over the radio. “Radio work?” she asks. Music is a way to be with someone but not.

Chuck looks at the radio, clicks the knob on and off, on and off. When the clicking stops, there’s just quiet again.

Delia sneaks a look across the front seat to see whether the silence is bothering Chuck or whether she likes it. Chuck seems fine, and Delia turns to watch people from the dance stumbling out the back door of the gym. Rich kids in their designer clothes—Mr. and Miss Everything. A few hippies. Ten or so goat ropers in their dress cowboy hats, pearl-snap shirts, tight jeans and boots. The stream of ropers pools around the car parked next to Chuck and Delia. Boys in one group. Girls in another. Even goat-roper girls aren’t interested in watching their dates spit tobacco juice. Instead, they start up a high-pitched debate about barrel racing.

Slowly, the windshield of Chuck’s car fogs up, and Delia slouches in her seat, low, then lower, so she can watch through a small clear patch.

“I guess we better put the windows down,” Chuck says when there’s no clear space left. “People are going to think we’re in here making out.”

Delia’s face heats up, and she turns it toward her open window in case Chuck can tell. Over against the gym, a couple of hippies have begun making out. How do you know when to close your eyes for a kiss, Delia wonders. What if both people close their eyes, but no one leans in? What if you lean in, and the other person turns away?

While she’s watching the hippies, Delia hears the flink of Chuck opening her lighter and the scritching of the spark wheel against the flint. She turns back expecting to see Chuck lighting the joint, but just as a flame appears, Chuck flips the cap shut. She does it again and then again so that the sound of it is like a conversation. Like Chuck’s saying something and Delia’s listening.

A ship’s horn sounds out on the river a couple of miles away. Two blasts: something big passing something small. The big ship, a freighter probably, will dock downriver from Delia’s house, and all night big blue cranes will load rice or soybeans or oil into its hold. Food and petroleum are forever on the way to parts of the world Delia is afraid she will never see.

“You ’bout done?” Chuck asks. Out of the blue, it seems to Delia, and way too soon. Done with the dance, Delia supposes Chuck means. Or maybe done sitting in the car? Everything Chuck says could be this thing or that thing, or even a thing Delia has never heard of.

While Delia’s still trying to figure out the question, Chuck lights the joint. She leans over to shotgun it for Delia, and Delia pulls back. She rubs at her eye like the smoke got in it until Chuck backs off the shotgun pose and hands over the joint. Delia inhales and holds the smoke until her lungs burn so she can be sure the high will take hold. Eventually, whatever was snagged, turned sideways in her, settles to the bottom like an anchor. She can hear A.J. and the boys around the corner of the gym. Puppy Chow for a ful-l-l year…they’re singing to some girl. To any girl. It’s like A.J. doesn’t know he’s a buck-toothed, inbred bastard. He acts like the whole world is his to comment on.

They pass the joint back and forth without talking, Delia, then Chuck. Each time they let smoke out of their lungs, it hangs between them for a second like something solid that’s been said, that needs thinking about before it goes back to being just air.


This might be it, Delia thinks when they finish the joint. This might be all. “You want to go to Emerald City?” she blurts out, turning toward the open window quick like she’s caught sight of something interesting. The pot has made time all screwy, and Delia makes herself count to ten before she says anything else. “I know where there’s an empty tank,” she says. Empty tanks are the best. No mucky oil. No killer stink of petroleum.

Chuck runs her fingers through her hair. “Emerald City,” she says, then reaches over the seat and pulls a set of amber-colored Clackers up by a single string. She hands them to Delia. An answer.

Emerald City is what they call the tank farms across the river where miles of oil-storage tanks, like thirty-foot-tall cans of tuna, are laid out in a petrochemical subdivision. Anyone can climb the stairs up the side of one, open the door, and go on in. It’s best to bring along flashlights and Clackers and mushrooms pinched from beneath cow pies. An old sheet if you have it. Turn the flashlight off and smack the Clackers together—click-clack, click-clack—until the high, sharp echo shakes you loose from yourself and lifts you up out of this world and into another.

Holding the Clackers up, Delia asks, “Who’d you get these from?” They’re chipped, a telltale sign that they’ve been smacked together too hard and too long. In whose hands, Delia wonders. When?

“Oh, I’ve had those quite a while,” Chuck says.

There’s the sound of a key sliding in the ignition. Delia can hear each tooth shoving the pins of the lock aside. She watches Chuck’s hand turn the starter, and the Valiant’s busted muffler roars to the crowd behind the gym. The goat ropers jump a mile high and yell something at the car. Words she can’t hear. Barnyard words probably.

The sharp, bright curves of Chuck’s movie star profile cut into the dark outside the window. She gets dimples at the corners of her mouth when she smiles, which is not all that often. Though she’s smiling at Delia now. She lets up on the gas, and the muffler quiets to a low rumble. “You ready?” she asks.

Emerald City. Anything could be out there. Things Delia doesn’t want. Or the things she does want but isn’t sure she’ll recognize if she sees them. “What about the meat?” she says, hedging.

“What about him?” Chuck yells over the monster truck sound of the broken muffler as they peel out onto the highway.

 

About a month ago, they’d all been riding horses in the Higginbothams’ pasture. Calvin and his friends and Chuck and Delia and Renée. There’s a sweet mare they call Pollyanna, and a little monkey-see-monkey-do broke out when Calvin vaulted neatly onto the animal’s bare back. And then Chuck and then everyone else except Delia and Renée.

“Oh, I could never do that,” Renée said in the pouty, dumb-girl voice she’d recently started using. Delia hated how Renée flirted with boys by going all wiggly and dense.

The horses didn’t belong to them, so they’d given them whatever names seemed to fit. One, Jack the Ripper, a stallion who none of them had ever been able to ride, sneered at the group from the edge of the activity. While everyone else was busy with Polyanna, Delia crept around the edge of the pasture until she was standing behind Jack. Closing her mind to the many reasons not to, she took off running straight at his hindquarters. Miraculously, she landed on his back, a brief victory before he tore out into the middle of the pasture and tried to scrape her off with a low tree branch. When that didn’t work, he sprinted straight at the barbed-wire fence and stopped short of it, pitching Delia over into the blackberry bushes on the other side.

Renée got to her first, but Chuck was right behind.

“You’re just showing off for Calvin,” Renée said, hand turned backward on her hip. Hip jutting out. A rich-girl pose she copied from the Miss Everythings at school. “Why can’t you flirt like a normal girl?”

Something about that made Chuck smile. And there were the dimples.

As soon as Renée was sure that Delia wasn’t actually hurt, she turned toward the barbed-wire fence and made a big production of getting not one, but two, of the boys to help her back over into the pasture.

Chuck sat down next to Delia, who really was hurt but wasn’t about to give Renée the satisfaction of seeing it. They picked blackberries right where they sat and ate them, the ka-thunk of nearby oil wells giving a rhythm to their conversation.

“If you asked Calvin to the Sadie Hawkins dance,” Chuck said, popping a berry into her mouth and licking her purpled fingers, “we could all ride together.”

The other girls in Delia’s class were excited because a Sadie Hawkins dance, their teacher explained, meant that the girls got to do the inviting instead of the boys. Like everything else about this school year, Delia couldn’t understand what the big deal was. She wasn’t going.

“I’m going stag,” Chuck added.

Delia picked a few blackberries and ate them. “I’ll go stag, too,” she said, deciding she wanted more of the feeling she had sitting there with Chuck among the stickers and the berries. “But I’m going to take my daddy’s truck,” she added, “in case it’s boring.” In case the feeling she was having couldn’t be had anywhere but there among the blackberries, where everything boring had gone back to the other side of the barbed-wire fence.

 

When Chuck steers the Valiant out onto the dark highway, Delia stares into the nothingness. She thinks of cities where there must be stoplights at least. Buildings lit up at night with people in them making the city go. She dreams of roads that aren’t bordered by ditches, by the segmented crescents of dead armadillos. Places where the night doesn’t press down on you the way it’s pressing down on her now, like it’s water she might drown in if she doesn’t pay attention. Up ahead, a blue light marks the location of a firebox. It’s hitched to the pole where the highway turns onto the parish road. They fishtail around the corner, swimming through the faint blue glow, and drive all the way to the bridge with the lights off.

Except for the flashing red beacon at the top, the steep, two-lane bridge is unlit, its downside all but invisible, a matter of faith. As a child, Delia used to hide in the car’s foot well when her family drove to visit her cousins who live on the other side of the river. “There’re two sides to a bridge, Delia,” her mother used to tell her when Delia scrambled for the foot well. “That’s what a bridge is.”

Maybe so, Delia thought, but things can change with no warning and still look exactly the same. Delia’s oldest brother went off to fight in the war. A crazy man who screams and cries when you drop a pot in the kitchen came back in his place. He looks like Delia’s brother, but he’s not. It looks like a bridge, but maybe it isn’t.

From the top of the bridge, Delia can see the tanks of Emerald City lined up like a marching band behind the drum major of the natural gas refinery whose signal baton is a forty-foot torch that burns off the flare emissions. The flame goes up and then shrinks, all the while bending with the wind. Delia slouches in her seat and closes one eye. It looks like the flame is coming out of the stump of Chuck’s index finger, which is resting against the steering wheel. When Delia switches eyes, the flame jumps out of the car’s window. If it ever goes out, Delia’s been told, the whole town will be blown sky high. It could go out. It could go out right this minute with her and Chuck in the car at the top of the bridge. It could go out now. Or now. There’s no way to know ahead of time.

When they get to the tank farm, they slip through a loose corner of the chain-link fence that surrounds it. Everyone knows about the loose spot except the refinery people. The tank farm is the closest Delia’s ever been to a city with big buildings. Walking in the shadows of the giant tanks makes Delia’s heart squeeze too much blood up to her head, so that it feels like her brain is going to come blasting out of her ears.

She and Chuck are both stoned, and Chuck keeps tripping and grabbing Delia’s shoulder as they make their way down the rough oyster-shell lane. Delia fakes a near fall to see what it feels like to touch Chuck back. When she does, her hand lands on Chuck’s wrist, which feels solid but much smaller than Delia imagined.

It’s windy there among the tanks and quiet, except for the sound of the refineries, a clanking, hissing sound, a sound like a big brain working. In the sky, a yellow cloud of sulfur is backlit and hangs in the air like a ghost above the bridge, whose massive underside is straight out of a nightmare. Delia cannot begin to guess what it is that’s keeping that bridge from collapsing under its own weight.

“How can you tell which tank’s empty?” Chuck asks. She’s stopped in the middle of the shell lane, and Delia stops beside her. Like all of Chuck’s questions, this one could mean a lot of things. Maybe she’s giving Delia the chance to show off. Or she might be trying to catch Delia in a lie.

Delia has lied. She has no idea how to tell which tank is empty. She thought that saying she did would make her seem more experienced than she is, would make the plan sound more exciting to Chuck. Delia jerks her head in the direction of the tank to their left. “Watch this,” she says. Plucking the Clackers from around Chuck’s neck, she uses them to give the tank a few knocks. “Hear that? That’s how they sound when they’re full.” Delia’s not ready to stop yet. It’s like she and Chuck are in some magic world that might actually have a perfect tank in it. One they won’t find if they stop too soon. “The empty one’s farther down the road.”

After passing twenty or so of the giant round tanks, Delia stops in front of one whose seams are smooth, new enough not to have grown any rust. Fresh shells around the base. Maybe full, maybe empty. It’s not like she can really tell the difference. She wants to confess the stupid lie. But a lie is just words, she guesses, and so is a confession. “This is it,” Delia says, and just saying it makes it so.

Chuck gives the tank a drum roll with the Clackers, pulls her hair over one shoulder and braids it. “Hold this a minute,” she says, and hands Delia the braid while she secures the end with a twist tie, the kind that comes on a bread wrapper. Something about the feel of the silky plait embarrasses Delia, and she looks back down the road. Shifts nervously from side to side.

“What?” Chuck asks about the shifting.

Delia flips the fastened braid over Chuck’s shoulder. “What what?” Delia asks and it sounds funny, the way everything does when she’s stoned. “What what,” she says again, and it’s even funnier.


Chuck shrugs and starts up the metal stairs that curve around the huge tank. Delia falls in behind her. Halfway up, there’s the crunch of tires on oyster shells. Theron Higginbotham—A.J.’s uncle—works security for the refinery. “There’s just no getting away from those peckers,” Delia says.

Chuck keeps climbing. “Which peckers?”

Delia presses her back against the tank, grabs the hem of Chuck’s skirt to stop her. “Hold up.” The sight of Chuck’s bare thighs gives Delia a feeling like lying, a blast of adrenaline that dissolves in a pool of guilt.

Theron’s headlights bounce along the shell road. “Lights on,” Chuck says, “but nobody’s home.”

Delia looks down, and already that world seems small and strange. The world of the tank is the real world now. She’s queasy with excitement.

“We’re up here, igmo!” Chuck hollers at the back of Theron’s truck as it disappears around a corner. “Come on up and let’s make out!”

“If that idiot comes back,” Delia warns, “I’m leaving your ass right here and taking your car.”

“They made Theron register at the post office, Delia. That old boy’s not allowed anywhere near minors.”

“Oh, yeah,” Delia says, like she’s remembering this detail, though she has no idea what Chuck is talking about. She lets go of Chuck’s hem, which she may have been holding on to longer than necessary.

When they reach the top of the stairs, three stories up, they stand on a small platform, their shoulders nearly touching. Delia squints at the view. Everything’s out of proportion, and it makes her feel big and small at the same time. Chuck starts the Clackers going, click-clack, click-clack, click-clack, a noise like a train coming or an idea.

A red light flashes on the top of each storage tank to keep the crop dusters from running into them, long strings of red marking some higher road. Delia imagines stepping out onto it, following it to see where it goes.

Across the river a scatter of lights. The high school’s over there, and beyond that, Delia’s house, which, if she could see it, would be in a dark field, surrounded by other dark fields, lit only by the pale fruit of egrets sleeping in the trees along the bayou. Everything is so small and far away. If she went into her house right now, she imagines it would be like when she tried to put a regular-sized doll in the dollhouse her father made for her. If she went in her house right now, she couldn’t tuck her own long legs under the dinner table without flipping the thing over, the tiny plates spilling the food that will never be enough again. She imagines the clothes in her closet and sees doll clothes, her bed, a shoebox that would collapse beneath her.

In the other direction, night is rolled out as far as Delia can see. There’s a swamp out there, she knows, and the Gulf of Mexico. Beyond that, there could be anything. More of this world or maybe another.

When the Clackers go quiet, Delia turns and faces Chuck. She reaches over and wraps her fingers around the brass handle of the tank’s door, composes an explanation in case the tank isn’t empty. In case that matters to Chuck. But then she thinks about the darkness and the echo behind the door, a door to a place she’s already been, and lets go of the handle. Like a small bird flying into the wind, Delia’s hand migrates toward Chuck, skittering to a stop on the slope of Chuck’s waist, shaky from the trip.


Seconds unwind in slow motion while Delia’s heart does a bangity-bang against her ribs, Clackers going too fast, too hard.

Chuck lifts her right hand with its half finger and moves it toward her own waist, toward Delia’s hand there. Chuck will hold it, or she will move it aside.

Delia will lean in for a kiss or turn away.

Now.

Or now.






End of sample
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