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 Walking Off
Heaven's Shore

Ginny Mae's wide feet were crammed into new white
shoes with pointed toes. She walked towards the river in the heavy,
white robe, waiting her turn to have her soul washed clean
forever.

If heaven's like this, I'd
ruther not go...

She stopped herself; she couldn't let the bad
thoughts in. But they sneaked in anyway like she and Billy Wayne
sneaked out at night. Billy Wayne was bad, Momma said, but talking
to him made her feel so good, so happy. That was bad, what he
wanted; it made babies. Thinking of him brought the deep, red pain
in her belly, but Jesus would wash it away inside like she washed
it off outside every month.

She looked up from her aching feet to the
congregation gathered on the shore, listening to the preacher
standing waist deep in the muddy river. Everybody else's feet must
hurt too, and they couldn't doze off standing in the sun, not
resting as usual on the hard pews in the shade of the church. Being
saved was very serious; she could tell from how they looked: eyes
squinted, mouths set, lines of care etched in their faces even as
they sang the hymns. Salvation was forever; it took away the evil
that made them lighthearted and carefree. She knew she needed that
washing because she wanted Billy Wayne so much. The Holy Spirit
would quench the fire that burned within her, that consumed her
soul.

The baptisms began. First Crystal waded in, pushing
her robe down into the brown water, then Sue Ellen, then Jamey.
Each one came back up on shore, quiet and shivering, not like
themselves, but like the angel figures in the manger scene, molded
in white and a little dirty in the creases.

Ginny Mae slipped off her shoes to go next. The clay
was cold, relieving the pain in her toes. She waded in, the water
rising slowly like Billy's eyes from her ankles to her hips, to her
waist, to her breasts, chilling her, smothering her fire. The water
felt so good, so cold.

The preacher laid on his hands and blessed her. He
held her and leaned her back under the water for a second, under
the blood of Jesus, to wash her clean in the muddy, beautiful
river, to be born again.

He raised her up, and she gasped, a new soul waking
into an old world. Her robe swaddled her cold against the sun's
heat. She swayed, light-headed from the blinding noonday sun, as
she looked up at her sisters in the blood.

Her sister rocked her new baby on her shoulder,
swaying and humming to keep him quiet. She'd been saved two years
ago and married a year later. She looked so much older than
eighteen except when she rocked that baby.

Way in the back of the congregation, Billy Wayne
watched her body molded of white cloth and muddy water. He made a
little kiss with his lips and smiled. She felt that hot stab in her
belly again, still. It began to warm her like new life.

All the old Christians smiled, watching her, the
baby Christian, coming ashore with her muddy feet. They had all
done it, even Momma, and they almost all had children of their own,
too, to show for it. Her soul was clean forever. She wouldn't have
to go to Hell be to be with Billy Wayne.

She picked up the too tight shoes, ready to throw
them away the first chance she got.

The End


 Intervention

I didn't hear the helicopter over the
lawnmower and my iPod—just a big truck rumbling by. Two women in
pink fatigues tackled me, rolled me in spandex, and hauled me to
the tiny pink whirlybird on my front lawn.

"You've just won the Lifetime Makeover
Sweepstakes, Honey," a sweet voice drawled in my ear as she heaved
me in, "clearly just in the nick of time."

Wedged in the tiny space, I could hardly
breathe. I yelled, "Let me out of here." I struggled against the
bonds, managing only to twist my back.

"It's a long way down, Sweetheart, just like
your former life."

The soft notes of Pachelbel's Canon drilled
in my ears. Something pressed against my neck, and I faded into
pink-tinged darkness.

* * *

Through the pink came pain. It smelled like
beauty parlor and disinfectant. I couldn't move a muscle, but every
one of them hurt. My hair was wet with chemicals that dripped
maddeningly down my temples and into my ears. Swaddled in plastic
wrap, with something crusty on my face and bandages over my eyes, I
felt someone grinding at my toenails. A machine beeped behind
me.

"She's awake." Soft footsteps padded away on
carpet, not nurse shoes on linoleum.

My bed levered up, and the bandages lifted
from my eyes. Struggling to focus, I saw a woman in white add a
syringe to the drip that went into my arm. Serenity flowed through
my veins.

"Hi, Mom." Rose, my daughter, stood before
me, only distinguishable from the pink walls by the deeper shade
she wore. I'd never known the depths of her career as an
esthetician.

"Don't worry about a thing." She patted my
arm, just a tender touch that sent electricity up my arm. "The
wedding's next week. Daddy will be there with her, and I just know
you want to look your best."

Next week? I'd been knocked out a month. My
job? My pets? My life? The beeping behind me sped up.

"People think you had a heart attack, and
you've been in rehab." Rose's arms spread out to encompass the
world. "Everything's been taken care of."

She pulled in a manikin into my line of
sight. It wore a pencil skirt and cropped jacket over a simple
shell, with a pillbox hat and heels: all pink—size 8.

I shook my head. I couldn't wear that, even
if I could get in it. The drugs had kicked in and I was out again.
The last thing I heard was "It'll be perfect."

* * *

Hours or days later, the pink fog lifted.
Physical therapists forced me to my feet to learn to walk in heels,
controlling the painkillers I was addicted to. I searched my
memories to find a reason for this torture, and could only remember
that with Rose, everything always had to be perfect—no matter what
the cost. That's where I'd gone wrong. I'd tried to give her what
she wanted.

Now after surgery, liposuction, and every
procedure known to science, I was perfect.

I let the usher bring me down the aisle on
the bride's side, smiling and nodding to everyone there, mostly
people I'd never met. It was just as well.

I decided to wait until the reception to
tell her she was adopted.

The End


 Turning
Point

8:15. Forty-five minutes to Friday
morning.

At the kitchen table, I stared into black
coffee. Lasers exploded in my head. The deadly morning sun
ricocheted off the white kitchen walls and zinged through my skull.
The more I woke up, the worse it was.

Not a hangover. I hadn’t drunk anything. Too
stupid to go to bed, I’d channel surfed old movies. She starred in
every one, on every channel. I drank more coffee, dark and hot,
like her eyes. The smell reminded me of her too, rich, bittersweet.
The ache in my heart eased the rage in my head, but only for a
second.

I rolled my head—my neck grated like a
Harley on a gravel road. No release. If I could just twist my head
up and to the left another 3/16s of an inch…I’d probably just break
my neck. With my luck it wouldn’t kill me. Wet from my shower, my
ponytail soaked my shirt. Cold sweat.

A whole week. Her answering machine wasn’t
taking any more messages. Maybe it had been coming for a long time.
But today she might relent. If I went back to bed, maybe I could
face her later. But if I didn’t go to work, I knew I’d be at her
place, on my knees, waiting for her to come home.

Did she think of me as a puppy she couldn’t
paper train?

I covered one eye, my thumb against my
temple pressure point. My brain created its own flares and jabbed
back. I ate a handful of aspirin and washed them down with
caffeine—any stronger, and it would slap me. No sugar. I’d changed
my ways. She wanted me to be healthy.

8: 25. I could call in sick. For the first
time in my life, I had a real job with sick days. Hadn’t missed a
day in over a year. Responsible, that’s me.

I peered at the morning’s headlines. Suicide
bombers. The idea of being blown up was appealing. Did terrorists
get migraines? Were they drunk when they strapped on the backpack
and climbed on the bus? I could have been talked into that when I
was a kid…if I was drunk.

I didn’t drink in the mornings any more.
Hair of the dog was worse, if torture could be quantified. I’d quit
smoking too. I didn’t miss smoking all that much except when the
network went down at work, or when she went off on one of her
rages.

I wanted a cigarette now.

If she were here, she would try to rub my
neck and that wouldn’t help. A blowjob wouldn’t help. I cradled my
head in my hand, stretching my neck against my shoulders like a dog
pulling against his chain.

I’d made changes, for myself, I thought, not
for her. I took a deep breath and pulled my legs under me in a
lotus. I
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