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  On the day and night of her fortieth birthday, Charlotte Tobias couldn’t stop dreaming about love.


  Waking and sleeping and floating in a curiously altered state that was neither waking nor sleeping, Charlotte dreamed dozens of dreams: some no more than snippets, brilliant images and hazy songs, impressions of textures and tastes. Others, well-plotted, took a long time to play themselves out.


  Charlotte’s lover in the dreams took hundreds of forms, different faces and bodies. Sometimes there was only one clear feature—an eye, maybe, or the back of a thigh. Sometimes, faces or bodies were fully developed the instant they appeared; more often, they spun into intricate detail as Charlotte became aware of dreaming them.


  A few of her dream lovers were absolute strangers. Most were suggestions of people she’d known all her life, or were entirely those people but transported to a place and time that Charlotte dreamed.


  Together, Charlotte and her lover-of-many-forms did things she would have thought unimaginable. In fact, she imagined them over and over, in countless variations:


  They kissed. In the nondreaming world, Charlotte’s few dates rarely ended in kisses, and those were of a fumbling, hasty, clumsy variety. But in this day and night of dreams, at what might be the midpoint of her life, she knew how. Her lover’s lips parted under hers. Her lover’s mouth nestled into the soft places of her body—the crooks of her elbows and knees, the hollows behind her ears and at the base of her throat where her pulse ran wild. Her lover’s teeth circled her nipples, which were hard as buttons. Her lover’s tongue slid between her legs.


  They stroked each other. Charlotte had never caressed a lover, hadn’t known she could even imagine it. But now her hands swept knowingly over her lover’s body and it changed under her hands. Male or female, either or both. Taller or shorter, hard or soft, smooth or furred on chest and cheek and small of the back.


  Her lover’s caressing hands altered her, too; she dreamed she had the body of a snake, a mountain lion, a bird. She dreamed, as her dream lover touched her, that she was much older, a frail, ancient woman with lovely crêpey skin and bones as delicate and brittle as glass; then, that she was a baby with an open skull.


  They talked together. For much of her life Charlotte had spoken to people she only imagined. Her closet was full of journals; of letters she’d never mailed because there were no real addresses; of tapes nobody had ever listened to, even she herself, once they’d been recorded. At night, in the dark, she typed messages to strangers on her computer on-line service, but she lied about everything: her name, her life, her hopes. So no one talked to her, not to her.


  Now, in her sleeping and waking dreams, she and her lover conversed with each other. They wrote poetry. They told each other’s story. They said, “I love you,” and “I am what you want me to be.”


  They made love. Created love as they went along, fashioned it with their kisses and caresses and words where there had not been love before. Her lover’s penis, fingers, tongue entered her and stayed there, pushed deep, spread her open and then teased her muscles and her thoughts to contract and hold.


  Charlotte cried out. She had never had an orgasm, but she knew what it was when she came. During the day and night of her fortieth birthday, she climaxed countless times. Each time, each climax, the form of her lover changed, and so did she.
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  Charlotte eyed the façade of the new art MHI supply store as she walked into the parking lot and thought, It will never last. A town this size couldn’t support such a place—people went to Erie or Pittsburgh if they needed anything—nor was this section of Pennsylvania sufficiently rustic and quaint for the tourist trade. Al Wolinski, one of her former high school students, had gone to New York City, made a small fortune, and returned home to open the store. Perhaps he was homesick for the big city. Charlotte had never been to New York. She’d also never have picked out Al as having much potential, business or artistic.


  She looked through the plate glass window as she neared the store: milling inside were a number of kids in black clothes and berets, girls with henna hair and burgundy nails. The art crowd at school, probably some of Susan’s drama students as well. Long scarves were wound around their necks, hanging loosely over fringed jackets and short coats. The kids gestured wildly as they spoke, whirled in circles when they laughed, exuding emotion and drama and the inherent tension and insecurity of adolescence.


  Charlotte saw her own silhouette in the window, like an opaque frame. She was forty. Her khaki trousers were getting tight; the bagginess of her chambray shirt was unbecoming. Unkind people called her ‘stocky’; her mother’s comment was that she came from Old-World farm folk and the square build and broad shoulders and hips were part of her legacy. If she could have seen her features, she knew there would have been crow’s feet and the beginnings of jowls. Her mother had told her that middle-aged women should wear their hair short; Charlotte’s came just to her collar line, making it easy to take care of with a minimum of bother.


  The kids laughed and talked, raised on tiptoe, dipped low to grab at art books and paintbrushes on the lower shelves. A girl with long red hair slid her hand into the back pocket of a boy. He brushed against her; his elbow rubbed her breast.


  Charlotte opened the door. Heads turned; she saw surprise, some embarrassment, on the faces of her students as they mumbled greetings and, for the most part, drifted away to another part of the small but airy store. Even in small towns, the fact that teachers lead real lives startled their students.


  “Hello, Ms. Tobias.” Al Wolinski came from behind a birch table loaded with books where he’d been placing a sign that read “SALE!! DISCOUNTED”.


  “Good morning, Al. How are you?” He was a man now, rather good-looking; she briefly wondered how he saw her. She glanced at the sale sign, wondering if that was an indication of trouble—that he was lowering prices already—or simply a way to generate interest.


  “Fine, fine. Your brother’s here, too.” His smile remained on his face, but falsely brightened as he spoke, and Charlotte felt the old unease and tensed, afraid to hear more.


  “Oh?”


  “Over there.”


  She turned. Cameron was standing with his back to her. He wore a baggy Army jacket, and khaki trousers like hers, only sizes too big for him. His pale blond hair hung unevenly over his shoulders. She watched him closely as he looped his hair over his right ear and cocked his head. Disheveled as he was, he looked like one of the students, arty and dramatic, instead of the street person he practically was. His disability checks were tiny; she didn’t know how he managed, and yet he assured her he was quite self-sufficient and needed nothing from her. His share of their mother’s estate was most welcome, she knew, and she was glad if the money provided him ease; yet as she stood observing him, praying he wasn’t talking to aliens or gods or small crystal goblets (all of which he’d held conversations with in public places before), anger and irritation rose to the surface. The old habits resurfaced every time she saw him, the necessity of watching, waiting, and, if required, intervening.


  “Is, ah, is …” She closed her mouth, humiliated that she should still have to query after Cameron’s behavior, and from a former student, who should not be privy to family matters but probably was. She changed the subject. “These are lovely books. Do you have any on the Pre-Raphaelites?”


  “You must have read my mind,” Al replied, grinning. “I just ordered three really good ones. I should have them in a week.”


  “Oh, that’s nice.” She paused, trying not to look back at Cameron. “I’ll be sure to look at them when they come in.”


  “Char! Hey!” It was Cameron; her lids flickered but she betrayed no emotion to Al as she looked at her brother. “C’mere!”


  It had been a long time since she’d seen him. He looked ghostly, pale and slight, with brown eyes the same color as hers that, from this distance, were like holes in his face. Although he was thirty-two, his features were childlike, practically unformed. She walked toward him, judging his clothes, remembering all the things Susan had said about him recently, and seethed over Susan’s stupidity.


  “Hello, Cameron,” she said. His arms were loaded with books, canvases, and tubes of paint. They hadn’t embraced, not even touched, in years. As it was, he shifted eagerly at her greeting. An X-acto knife clattered to the floor.


  “How’re you today?” he asked.


  Charlotte bent to retrieve the knife, recalling the time when he was seventeen and he had cut the insides of his eyelids with razor blades, claiming that the blood in his eyes made him “feel better.” After their return from the emergency room, their mother had wept, then sternly discussed an institution with Charlotte, rock-hard and rigid, holding it all in because there really was no logical place for the frustration and fear and anger to go. Charlotte had hoped she would do it, but had argued against it. Meanwhile, Cameron had been lost in his episode, singing nonsense songs in his bedroom at the top of his lungs, blissfully unaware of the argument over his fate.


  “Hi, hi, hi,” said a little girl in overalls who pranced over to Charlotte and Cameron. “I have a puppy dog at my house!”


  A woman said shrilly, “Janny, come away.” It was Mrs. Cantor, who worked at the post office. There was a look of fear in her eyes as she hurried up and took her child by the hand. She made a tight smile at Charlotte, flushed and chary. She was afraid of Cameron, Charlotte knew, and always had been.


  “Is Sue home?” Cameron asked Charlotte.


  “Yes, Susan is home,” Charlotte told her brother. “She said she was going to your house this afternoon.”


  “Yeah.” He smiled at her with bright and open affection. “She’s so cool, huh?”


  “I have to go, Cameron,” Charlotte said.


  He dropped a book. Huffing, she bent to retrieve that, too, certain he had done it on purpose to detain her. It was a large, coffee-table volume titled Decadent Dreamers, with a dark painting of a man smoking a hookah on the cover.


  “Uh-oh,” he murmured, taking it from her and slipping it under his arm.


  “They have baskets to put your things in,” she said.


  “That’s for your birthday present. I mean, not that it’s what I’m giving you. But I’m using it to make your birthday present.” He grinned at her; now a few small wrinkles showed around his eyes.


  “Really, you don’t need to bother.” She checked her watch. “I have to go.”


  “I want to, Char. You’re my sister. Say hi to Susan.” He took a step toward her. “Char, you have some gray hair!”


  “Yes, yes, I know.” She nodded, turned.


  “Mine will never show, me being so blond. Too bad you got Mother’s.”


  She didn’t reply. Her mother’s hair had been a beautiful auburn; hers was a rather nondescript shade of brown. And now, gray. But what could one expect? She was forty.


  Al Wolinski was observing them carefully. Her cheeks went hot; as she passed him, he said, casually, “Ah, everything all right?”


  “Right as rain,” she snapped, and made her way through the henna-haired girls and the boys with the black berets, realizing when she got outside that she’d utterly forgotten to buy the paints she needed.


  That was one of the worst things about Cameron. He made her lose track of things, too, made her confuse background with foreground, just as he did.


  She could get what she needed at Murphy’s, which no longer had much of anything for ten cents, but was still referred to by most people in town as ‘the dime store’. It was only eight miles away. Furious with Cameron, and with Al Wolinski for having such a ridiculous store, and with Janet Tobias for not having institutionalized her son while she’d had the chance, Charlotte trudged to her car.
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  “The ideal lover.” Susan sighed dramatically, looking and sounding more like one of the adolescents in her classes than the middle-aged woman who taught them drama. She had spread a magazine open on the corner of the table while she did her toenails in brilliant neon pink. Her fingernails were very long and already painted; her reddish-brown hair was permed, and flopped forward in layers as she hunched over. She wore a spandex top that showed her midriff, and tight, faded jeans. “What a concept.”


  Charlotte caught herself craning to see the picture in the magazine. It was a clothing catalog. The handsome face and muscle-bound body of some anonymous model filled both pages. His biceps and pectorals were raised and hard, veined; his smile was an unnatural white gleam. Although he wore jeans, a T-shirt, and a pair of glasses with dark, circular frames, the pose suggested a centerfold.


  Charlotte shrugged and returned her attention to the ’Home Sweet Home’ sheep plaque she was painting, number eleven for the box at her feet that had to be filled with about fifty of them for the craft show weekend after next. The clean lines of the sheep silhouette pleased her, the solidity of the plywood, the primary yellow. The plaque was her best-selling item, along with the pastel cacti cup rack. She had bought her paint where she usually did, at Murphy’s, the day after she had run into her brother. She had not seen him in the week since.


  Susan dangled her nail polish brush as she leaned forward and turned the page with the backs of her fingers. Her eyes narrowed and she said, “Yum.” Charlotte focused on the dollop of polish that was threatening to drop onto her antique coffee table, while Susan ran the brush over the nail of her left big toe. Her attention shifted back to the magazine. “Oh, sigh,” she said. “Another ideal lover.”


  “You can’t have more than one,” Charlotte said. Still, she looked.


  “Oh? And what’s he like?” Susan grinned and leaned forward on her knees. Her eyes flashed unnaturally green; emerald contacts today. Sometimes they were indigo or lavender.


  “You’re getting polish on your jeans.” Somewhat smugly adjusting her smock over her slacks and blouse, Charlotte added a small yellow-and-white daisy at the sheep’s neck.


  “Oh, damn,” Susan said breezily. She cocked her head. “C’mon, Charlie, what would your perfect lover be like?”


  “There’s no such thing.” And don’t call me Charlie, Charlotte wanted to remind her, but Susan never listened. She probably wasn’t even listening now, which bothered Charlotte not in the least.


  “But if there was. If you could just make him—or her”—she moved her brows up and down—“anything you wanted.”


  “I’ve never thought about it.”


  Susan turned the page and apparently came upon another sexy photograph, because she gasped and giggled. “Well, then, it’s high time you did think about it.”


  “Why?”


  Susan sat back, taking the magazine with her and laying it over her breasts. “Just today, when all those dear little beasts were emoting, I was … creating.” She closed her eyes. “Oh, Charlie, you don’t know.” She opened her eyes and looked at Charlotte. “If you could create an ideal lover, tell me, what would he be like? If you could create the absolutely perfect mate for yourself. A soul mate.” She grinned. “Or your body mate.”


  Charlotte’s impatience with foolishness always simmered close to the surface, more so with Susan than with almost anyone else. Probably because Susan was more foolish than almost anyone else. Now it broke through in a deliberately scornful glance and a deliberately haughty, silent turning away. The students in her English classes learned, by the first month into the school year, what that look and that silence meant: you were behaving foolishly, you were wasting everyone’s time, and Ms. Tobias was not amused. It was the technique Charlotte’s mother had used, in the classroom and at home, and both as a sender and as a receiver Charlotte almost always found it quite effective.


  But Susan, who’d been living in Charlotte’s house for a year, either didn’t understand the message or didn’t care, because she prattled on. “Blue eyes, I think. I love a man with bright blue eyes. Although brown eyes can be nice, too. A deep, dark brown flecked with gold, like Cammy’s. What do you think, Carlotta mia? Blue eyes or brown?”


  Just to shut her up, Charlotte said, “Blue. Blue eyes.” She glanced at the magazine again, found the eyes of this page’s ‘ideal lover’ shrouded in the shadow of Susan’s foot.


  Susan turned a few more pages. “And brown hair?” Her tongue touched the center of her upper lip. “So dark it’s almost black, but when you look at it in direct sunlight, it highlights in red.”


  Charlotte surprised herself by adding, “And a full beard.”


  Susan looked at her—rather smugly, Charlotte thought—and grinned. “Very good, Charlie. A full beard it is.”


  Charlotte finished the sheep’s bright blue eye and inspected the plaque at arm’s length. There was such satisfaction in the simplicity and neatness of the things she made, and in their predictability. They weren’t all exactly alike, either; some of them had feathers in their hats, and she thought she might try polka dots on the next bandana. The daisy was a nice touch. There was something appealing about all the sunny yellow, and she considered keeping this one for herself because it would go so nicely in her mother’s—her—yellow kitchen. But there were already two cacti and a sheep on the wall above the sink, and she wasn’t sure she ought to have any more.


  “How come you stopped painting?” Susan asked suddenly, as she capped her nail polish and inspected her work. Her toes wriggled as if someone were tickling them. She leaned forward and scraped at the side of her right little toe. Nodded. Looked at Charlotte, who hadn’t answered.


  Paintbrush in hand, Charlotte frowned slightly. “What do you think I’m doing?”


  “No, I mean paint. Express yourself. Cammy says you’ve got talent.”


  “I am expressing myself.” She held up the plaque with just the outline of white fleece sketched in.


  “Cammy says you used to paint wonderful portraits and still lifes and landscapes. Very impressionistic. Even wild.” She slid a glance at Charlotte. “I’d love to see them, Charlie. I’ve never seen your stuff.”


  Thinking of the dozens of canvases, framed and unframed, covered with drop cloths and stacked in a far corner of the attic, Charlotte shook her head. They were probably ruined by dust or mildewed in the wet Pennsylvania climate by now. “That was a long time ago. I have no idea what happened to any of them, and I’m certainly not interested in that sort of thing now.”


  “Your mother probably threw them out.” Susan stretched like a cat; her top strained at the bottoms of her full breasts. “Cammy says your mother didn’t approve, and that’s why you quit.”


  Charlotte felt a flash of impatience. “She said it was a waste of time, and she was right.” Susan opened her mouth to speak, and Charlotte rushed on. “I remember she’d stand there with her arms folded and stare at something I’d spent hours on, and she’d just shake her head and say, ‘Why would anybody spend their time doing something like that? Don’t you have enough to keep you busy?’” Charlotte laughed a little at how much she sounded like her mother, how much she felt like her. “Cameron, of course, never listened to her. About that or anything else. He drove her crazy.”


  She set her finished sheep on the newspapers spread across the carpet. In the past year Susan had spilled two glasses of wine and a plate of spaghetti on this fine old rug, but, Charlotte noted grimly, she was still doing her toenails without anything underneath them to catch errant drops.


  “He says she was always trying to change him into something he wasn’t, something he didn’t want to be.” Susan hesitated.


  For some perverse reason, Charlotte pressed her to say whatever it was she didn’t want to. “Yes, and? What else?”


  “Oh, well.” Susan moved her shoulders. “He says she was pretty abusive.”


  “Well, he would.” Charlotte’s anger flared again. “She was just trying to make him normal.”


  “Mmm.” Susan checked her fingernails, said idly, “He’s been painting. Magnificent stuff. Have you seen any of it? Exotic and abstract, wonderful colors, wild patterns you can’t get out of your field of vision once they come into it. Erotic, too, a lot of it.” She chuckled to herself.


  “Cameron is crazy.”


  “He thinks in ways a lot of us don’t allow ourselves to think. He’s aware of things the rest of us filter out.”


  Charlotte couldn’t tell whether Susan was agreeing with her or not.


  “He has access to another level of reality than the one most people choose to live in.” Susan’s eyes shone. “Like seeing the individual molecules when he looks at a tree, or the trails left by electrons. Even being able to rearrange them.”


  “My brother,” Charlotte said firmly, leaning toward Susan in her desire to make a point, “is not some romantic artist with a vision. If there even is such a thing. My brother is chronically mentally ill.” And the fact that Susan was apparently sleeping with him didn’t make him any less so.


  “Oh, he’s—”


  “Susan, he was diagnosed schizophrenic when he was eleven years old. Do you know how rare that is? Usually they don’t even have their first episode until the late teens or early twenties. Over the years there have been other diagnoses—borderline personality, multiple personalities, dissociative disorder—but he’s never gotten better, and we all knew he was crazy a long time before anybody told us so.”


  It surprised her to see that Susan was not surprised at this. “I know. He told me. It was one of the first things he told me.”


  Charlotte sat back. “Well, then, how can you let yourself believe anything he says?” How can you have an affair with him? How can you even enjoy his company?


  “How can you not believe anything he says?” Susan shook her head in obvious wonderment. “His perceptions, bizarre as they sometimes are, are so vivid they make perfect sense.” She waved her hands like a magician. “He’s mesmerizing, Charlie. Fascinating! I want to write a play about him.”


  Charlotte only looked at her.


  “I’m ready to believe that everything he imagines can become real. Cammy says that’s true, and it could be true of everybody.”


  Charlotte snickered. “Cameron said that?” She disliked having to consider her brother’s perceptions. She allowed herself only the vaguest notion of how his mind might work, a dim impression of shapes emerging from chaos and then merging into brilliant chaos again, out of control. Even this oblique understanding repulsed her.


  Eight years older, she’d watched Cameron all his life with increasing wariness and contempt. She could not imagine how she or their mother—or for opposite reasons, their weak-willed and not-very-bright father—could be related to someone so strange. How she herself had descended from their mother was obvious, how Janet Tobias’s personal strength and mastery of the world had molded her. But Cameron had always been something apart and alien, not at all like anyone else in the family.


  He was, of course, the reason their father had left. Cameron had been only five years old then, but by that time they all knew something was terribly wrong with him, although Janet, the consummate mother, wouldn’t admit it yet, wouldn’t give up trying to push him into a chance for a normal life. She never did give up until, one night when he was fourteen, Charlotte had had to put herself between them and take the belt away before Cameron overpowered their mother and used it on her.


  “He’s just like every other man,” Janet had panted, standing with fists balled, facing her raging son across the kitchen table and talking about him as if he weren’t there, as if he were nothing but her own hallucination that she could banish at will. “He’s turning out to be just like your father, and there’s nothing I can do about it!”


  It was not true that Cameron was just like Alex Tobias, Charlotte thought, except in one crucial way: Once Janet understood that she couldn’t control them, she stopped loving them. Charlotte had never allowed that to happen to her.


  Charlotte was thirteen when her father left. She supposed now that there had been warning signs, but she’d missed them all because she and he were warring by then: after the first few pitched battles, when he’d yelled back words every bit as vitriolic as she’d screamed at him in her adolescent fury and pain, they’d stopped talking. And she hadn’t spoken to him in the twenty-seven years since, although she made it a point to know where he was and what was happening in his life.


  Her father lived in Greenville with his second wife, Francine, whom Charlotte had never met. They had two daughters, whom Charlotte didn’t know either, both grown and gone now. Paula to California, and Renée to upstate New York. Paula was married and had three children. Charlotte’s father’s grandchildren, but no relation, of course, to her. Francine had cancer. Alex was old now and somewhat frail; he had a bad heart. He liked reading westerns and tending his roses. He was retired from the plant where he’d always worked; Charlotte still carried a deceptive memory of how he’d smelled when he’d left for work in the mornings, strong and competent and kind, her daddy. She’d been too young to believe what her mother had already been trying to tell her.


  Her father hadn’t made any contact with her in all those years. Never a birthday card or a Christmas present. Not a penny toward her education; his help might have made it possible for her to go out of state to school. Never a phone call. No acknowledgment at all of Janet Tobias’s death last summer.


  Cameron said their father was afraid of her. He said that their father knew she had created some monster of him in her mind, and he couldn’t face that. Such weakness made her hate him even more.


  One time years before, she’d driven the thirty miles southeast and gone past his house. Once. It was June and his roses were beautiful, pink and yellow and red. There were no flowers at her house; her mother barely had enough time and energy to keep the family together.


  However, Charlotte’s mother had been right about that as she was right about everything: Alex’s abandonment of the family was the best thing that ever happened to them. It made them self-reliant. What good was it to let yourself depend on somebody who was undependable? As all men were.


  Secretly, though, young Charlotte thought about him every day and wrote him countless letters. Which she never mailed. And over the years he became, in some ways, more real to her than if he’d never left.


  Susan had left the room. Charlotte hoped they were finished discussing Cameron for the evening. She hoped they were finished discussing everything. Her mother wouldn’t have liked Susan.


  Her mother had died in her sleep, with no warning and no good-bye, no instructions to Charlotte about how to carry on. The doctor said her heart had just worn out and stopped beating. Though she was ashamed of herself for thinking such a thing, Charlotte had come to believe that if she had wanted to live, Janet Tobias surely could have controlled the beating of her own heart.


  From the moment Charlotte had, for the first time in her life, come home to a house where her mother did not live, she had been plunged into loneliness and disorientation so terrifying that she’d thought them unbearable. She’d thought she had no shape anymore, no way of knowing who she was or what she might possibly become.


  Less than a month later, Susan Dempsey came to school talking giddily about needing a place to live, and wasn’t it amazing what twists and turns life could put in your path? Charlotte never asked the exact circumstances of Susan’s abrupt homelessness, but she’d taught with her for years and knew her as well as she knew anyone, now that her mother was gone. She thought about it for a day, going through the motions of being careful, and then, when the two of them were alone in the teachers’ lounge, offered her Cameron’s old bedroom … now an irony, she supposed. Characteristically, Susan had accepted without a second thought, and hugged her effusively.


  But on hindsight, it had been a foolish mistake. Loneliness and terror and formlessness would have been preferable to living with someone like Susan, who, with her gypsy clothes and gypsy ways, was not like her at all.


  Charlotte’s back ached from hunching over the sheep plaques. She got up to make herself a cup of tea. From Susan’s bedroom, some silly New Age music pulsed. Susan began to sing along, high-pitched, off-key. It had been better before the singing lessons.


  Charlotte made her way through the living room into the kitchen. Half-opened boxes of herbal teas, a dusting of whole wheat flour on the counter—Susan again. Most of the time she managed to keep up with her share of the common housekeeping, but whenever Charlotte checked her room it was a disaster—clothes piled two feet high on the floor and on top of the dresser; dirty dishes everywhere; notes and books and scripts for her drama classes scattered without apparent system or care. Even with the door shut, it upset Charlotte to know that such a mess existed and was steadily worsening inside her mother’s house.


  Charlotte put the kettle on to boil and rubbed her temples. She was getting a headache. She rolled her neck in a circle; all the muscles were tight.


  Susan’s attraction to Cameron was nothing but another reckless attempt to put adventure into her life. Susan was always taking risks, needless ones. Susan was obviously more afraid of boredom and sameness than of getting hurt.


  The New Age music stopped abruptly. On came the classical music. Susan’s ballet lessons. Charlotte stared unhappily at the kettle. Susan had no aptitude for dance at all, but she trekked into town two nights a week to some studio where one of her drama kids took classes. Susan said she liked the stretch it gave her, mentally as well as physically. But how could you enjoy doing something you knew you would never excel in?


  Skydiving, iceboating, white-water rafting—Charlotte had endured Susan’s passions throughout their year as roommates. Charlotte worried until she came home safely, was furious when she did. Susan studied Russian, which she would never use, just for the feel of the words in her mouth (“those Chekhov l’s!”) and the look of the Cyrillic alphabet on the page. Sometimes she ate nothing for a week but peanut butter, or bananas, just to see how it would make her body feel.


  And now, Cameron. Quite obviously, and quite stupidly, she was falling in love with him.


  “God,” Charlotte said. The kettle shrieked. She moved some of Susan’s debris out of the way, took out one of her mother’s white cups with a circle of cobalt blue around the rim, and plopped a bag of Constant Comment into the water.


  She carried the tea into the living room, set it down on a coaster on the coffee table, and picked the sheep back up. Dipping the tip of her brush in white, she set to scalloping the edge of the fleece.


  “Here we go. Would you look at this? The stuff dreams are made of.”


  Charlotte started. Susan’s hands came around from behind and laid before her, in front of the sheep plaque, another magazine. The man sprawled seductively across the two-page spread was rugged and handsome, with deep-set eyes and the grainy suggestion of a five o’clock shadow. But what Charlotte noticed most—what anyone would have noticed most—was his erect penis.


  “Susan, for heav—”


  “Not bad, huh? And look, there’s more.” Susan’s hands turned the slick pages. Knowing she should simply extricate herself, tell Susan to shut that pornographic piece of trash, Charlotte instead sat still in Susan’s embrace and looked.


  Here was a man with gray at his temples and elegant laugh lines from the wings of his nose to the corners of his mouth. His penis lay across his thigh.


  Here was a dark-skinned man with a heavy gold chain around his neck. Because of the arty lighting, it was hard to tell whether his penis was lighter than the rest of him, like his palms and the soles of his feet. It had never before occurred to Charlotte to wonder that, and now her cheeks were hot.


  And here was a boy no older than her students, face somehow both innocent and knowing, dimple in his cheek. Actually, he looked quite a bit like David Carmichael, who struggled this year in her senior remedial class; like Joel Pendergrast from the honors class of ’84; like Wayne Barnes from her first year teaching high school. He held his penis in both hands, with just a hint of roughness; his nails very slightly pinched the head.


  Like Al Wolinski.


  “See anything you’d include in your ideal lover?” Susan said, her breath hot against Charlotte’s ear. “Or should I say, on?”


  Charlotte cleared her throat and answered too quickly. “I don’t think … physical appearance is very important to me.”


  “Oh, lighten up, Charlie.” Susan shifted as she turned another page. Charlotte swallowed her embarrassment as the other woman’s breasts moved up and down against her shoulder blades. “Can’t you let yourself play?”


  “This … what matters is personality. Character.”


  Too close behind her, Susan sighed. “Oh, come on. You’re talking like a little virgin.” Then, “Oh, shit. Are you?”


  “It’s nothing like that.” Charlotte leaned forward and dipped her brush in the white paint again. “My mother taught me to have high standards.” She meant to shrug, but Susan’s arms around her prevented it. “It’s awfully risky.”


  “You just make him wear a condom.”


  “I don’t mean that.” She frowned, irritated. Her head really hurt. Her tea was getting cold. She wished she lived alone. “It’s always seemed like a lot more trouble than it’s worth.”


  “Then you haven’t been with the right guys.”


  “Maybe.”


  “God, Charlie, you must be lonely.”


  Charlotte hesitated, then said, “Well, I’d rather be lonely than lower my standards.”


  “Ah, and now we’re back to the ideal man.”


  “We are?”


  “And making our own. If we don’t like the ready-made kind, we … craft some.” Charlotte could feel her looking down at the sheep plaque. “Wouldn’t it be a gas? If you could create your own? Roll your own?” She giggled.


  Not for the first time, Charlotte wondered if she’d been doing some kind of drugs in her bedroom.


  “Then he’d be everything you want him to be. You’d be in complete control. No surprises and no disappointments.”


  Charlotte laughed briefly, even though she didn’t feel like laughing. It sounded so crazy. It sounded so Cameron. “Actually,” she said, against her will, “I’ve been thinking lately that that’s the only way love would be worth it to me. Not the … things. Just no surprises. I saw what loving my father did to my mother.”


  After a moment, Susan sighed again, tightened her arms around Charlotte in a quick hug, and went back to the sofa, taking the magazine with her. “Love had better be worth it,” Susan said with uncharacteristic softness, “because relationships are so hard. So much damn work. You have to be so patient, and so persistent, and so creative.”


  No longer constrained by Susan’s embrace, Charlotte carefully worked her way with her paintbrush around the curved upper edge of the plaque. “My ideal lover,” she said, with equal care, “would be strong and kind, reliable and responsible, very intelligent, interested in making something of himself. Not afraid of strong women.” She shook her head. “I don’t ask for much, do I? Talk about fantasy.”


  “Yeah,” Susan said, watching her. “Let’s.”


  Charlotte hesitated. She glanced at the box of completed plaques, decided she was making sufficient progress to waste a little time if it meant getting along, and said, “Okay. He’d be taller than I am.”


  “And stronger,” Susan said challengingly.


  Charlotte took a
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