
  You Got Me


  "I almost went the whole day."


  Jerry looked up from his book. Tabitha's face was slack; her eyes lost in the middle distance.


  "What?"


  She focused with a start. "I… nothing."


  He closed the book and put it on the coffee table. "It doesn't look like nothing."


  She shook her head. "Really." She stood and stretched. "You want some tea?"


  Jerry thought it looked like a performance. "No. Thanks."


  She crossed the living room and disappeared into the kitchen. "Well, I'm going to make some tea. You sure?"


  "Yeah. But you never drink tea."


  After a moment, her reply came from the kitchen.


  "I just want some."


  He heard her open the cupboard, remove the crinkle wrap from the box, and fill the kettle. There was the stony slide of a mug from the cupboard shelf, and there, the mild knock it made when she set it on the counter.


  He happened to look at his hands, and was startled to find they were white on the knees of his slacks. He sighed and unlocked his fingers.


  He crossed his legs.


  Uncrossed his legs.


  He picked up the book again, leaned back in his chair, and sought his place in the pages.


  Tabitha returned.


  Jerry put the book down. "What did you mean?"


  She cocked her head. "About what?"


  "You said you almost went the whole day."


  She sat down on the couch and bounced. She crossed her arms; a hug across her breasts. "I don't know. I don't remember."


  Jerry leaned forward. "Well, what were you thinking about?"


  She shrugged. "I don't know. I don't remember. I was just thinking out loud."


  She looked toward the kitchen. The kettle barely hissed; wet static.


  Jerry sat back, not relaxing. "Oh. Okay."


  Tabitha got back on her feet and darted to the kitchen.


  Jerry stood up, alarmed. "What's wrong now?" He followed her.


  She spun to face him. The kettle rattled on the stove.


  "Jesus Christ! Does something have to be wrong?"


  He put up his hands. "No, but…"


  "I was just thinking!"


  The kettle bawled.


  Tabitha turned off the burner with a snap of her wrist, pulled a potholder off its hook, and picked up the kettle. A tea bag waited in her mug.


  Jerry reached for the box of tea next to the mug. Tabitha tilted the kettle; hot water splashed.


  "Shit!" Jerry jerked back his hand.


  Tabitha set the kettle back on the stove, where it shook until she carefully centered it on the burner.


  "I didn't get you," she said. "You're fine."


  Jerry scowled and rubbed his hand. "No, you did." He made a face at the sight of bright red spots across his knuckles. "Not too bad. Just surprised me."


  She picked up the box of tea and turned to the cupboard.


  He pointed at the box.


  "I remember now."


  His hand throbbed.


  Her back was to him as she put the box on the shelf and closed the cupboard door.


  "There was only one time you really drank any tea." Jerry found it difficult to draw air into his lungs. "That tea."


  She picked up the mug and left the kitchen. Jerry stared at the cupboard door until he heard the screen door open. He found her on the front step of their home.


  Television sounds leaked from the apartment building across the street. Farther away, a dog barked in sets of five: three short, a break, two more.


  Repeatedly.


  Jerry sat down next to her. She moved just enough to put air between their shoulders.


  He looked past her, up the street.


  "It was all you could keep down."


  She sipped. Steam rose around her face and drew the water from her eyes.


  "I had a great day today," she said. "Nothing happened, not even a little irritating." She sniffed.


  "Huh."


  "I almost went the whole day," she whispered. "And then I remembered, and it wrecked me, and I've been thinking about this awful tea since four o'clock."


  The dog went on barking. Three short, a break, two more. Jerry couldn't take it. He stood up and yelled down the street.


  "Shut up!"


  He sat back down. "Damn dog."


  Tabitha shook her head.


  "I didn't make it through the day."


  She stood up and opened the screen door.


  He looked up at her.


  She said, "But you did."


  She went inside.


  The screen door creaked, paused, and closed.


  The dog went on barking.


  The End


  Notes on "You Got Me"


  If I had a stronger sense of my own importance and ranking as a writer, I might say "You Got Me" is my version of "For Sale: Baby Shoes, Never Worn," the subtext-soaked six-word short apocryphally attributed to Ernest Hemingway.


  If I wanted to make a reference that might paint me in a slightly more with-it light, maybe I could call "You Got Me" a sequel to the 1997 Ben Folds Five song, "Brick."


  If I wanted to be honest, and I do, I would tell you that I didn't know what "You Got Me" was about until I was two thirds of the way through the first draft. All I had up to that point was a wife / girlfriend irritated that her husband / boyfriend hadn't remembered something important.


  Once I realized the important thing was the anniversary of a pregnancy that didn't come to term, and the tea was a craving the woman experienced back then, I was able to layer in all sorts of stuff.


  Including… symbolism!


  The "wet static" could sound something like the whisper of a baby monitor.


  The kettle rattled like, well, like a rattle.


  Maybe describing the sound of the boiling kettle as "bawling" was too on the nose, but there it is.


  I know it's a reach, but I had the kettle "act" uncomfortable when it was put back on the burner until the woman adjusts it, or "tucks it in," if you will (and you probably won't).


  Finally, the rhythmic barking of the dog hopefully called to mind a Lamanze-like breathing pattern for readers who understood the other cues.


  Of course, I can't know if anyone reading "You Got Me" actually picked up on those little Easter eggs. I didn't put them in for you, dear reader. I added them because it was a fun game.


  Trickier was figuring out if the husband / boyfriend had truly forgotten what day it was, or just didn't want to remember… or worse: forgot, and couldn't man up to forgetting once he got a clue.


  I like the last one. Because that's just shitty, and that makes for bigger conflict and deeper characterization.


  ~


  Like all of the stories in this little collection, "You Got Me," while not a record of actual events, is informed by my personal experiences.


  I had a girlfriend, we got pregnant, we had an abortion. The experience was horrible.


  I'm not sure if Tabitha's pregnancy in "You Got Me" was aborted or miscarried.


  Doesn't matter, much, for the purposes of the story. The event has an impact either way, and how one deals with that is one of those things that defines character. Character in the fictional sense, and character in the what-makes-you-you sense.


  Jerry, whether out of pain or simply because he's insensitive, forgot it was the anniversary of that day because that makes a good story.


  Me?


  P and I had our abortion over twenty three years ago as I write this, and I still think about that might-have-been kid. Not every day, or even every week or month, but certainly more often than usual as I prepared this story for publication.


  It's one of those interesting mathematical coincidences that the child would be just about the same age right now as I was when my girlfriend and I made the decision to not have her (yes, I think of her as a girl, or, now, a young woman).


  So for that reason, this collection—stories full of people going through challenging, character-defining moments in their early twenties—is for her.


  June 10, 2014
 Long Beach, California


  Gig Number Two


  The car, the rain, the ride.


  It was a long one, that ride, right down through the center of California, with the ocean far, far to the left, and the desert, the mountains, the rest of the country much too far off to the right.


  Just farms, and flat, and the rain, all around.


  We made a little convoy: me and Dan in his Volkswagen Bug; Andy in his Econoline van with Stan (the kid), and Ava, who made sure she and I did the three hundred mile trip with a hundred feet of freeway between us.


  Dan and I didn't have much to talk about. He never did, with anyone. Even on stage, he kept his guitar playing out of the way of my bass and Ava's voice. Whatever else happened, we never had to worry about the guitarist's ego breaking up the band.


  In the car, after the radio stations ran out and the cassette tapes had all been played twice, and then three times, over, I wished Dan had something to say about… anything.


  The beat of the wipers across the windshield was putting me to sleep. I tried again.


  "So, what do you think we should start the set with?"


  Dan shrugged. "Doesn't matter. I guess it should be something fun, 'cause we won't get more than a couple songs in before we're shut down."


  I nodded. "Not much chance these friends of Andy's got a noise permit, is there?"


  "Nope."


  Dan drifted away.


  I reeled him back.


  "What's the deal with this thing, again? Some ex-girlfriend, or something?"


  "Of Andy's," Dan said. "Not mine. He met her at the river, and they'd screw around when he went out there to work."


  "Long way to go for a gig."


  "I think Andy's expecting compensation," Dan said.


  This would be our second gig as a band. The first had been in Andy's cousin's garage. Two months later, and we're driving to the middle of California mostly so he could screw an old girlfriend.


  I made an effort to keep the pout out of my voice. "More than the rest of us."


  I glanced in the rear-view mirror. Andy was flashing his brights: the signal to get off at the next exit.


  We pulled into a truck stop. Tractor trailers lined up like metal sauropods at a greasy watering hole. The rain didn't seem as heavy once we were off the freeway. I unfolded myself from the Bug and walked back to the van while Dan pumped gas.


  Ava got out of the van and stomped her feet. I shoved my hands into my pockets and stood near her.


  "Shit! My legs are asleep." It was a perfect example of one of her go-to omni-directional comments: a simple declaration, neither soliciting, nor requiring, a response.


  I had one anyway. "Not as bad as having no feeling in your ass." I smiled. "Think of a name for the band yet?"


  Andy and Stan came out of the van. Ava turned toward them, away from me. "Are we eating?"


  Stan slapped his own shoulders. "Yeah!"


  Andy rolled his eyes and smiled. "The kid's growing up so fast. C'mon."


  Ava went. I watched their backs.


  Dan said, "Go 'head. I'll catch up."


  "I'm not hungry." I did have to pee, though. I went for the bathrooms.


  On the way out, I almost collided with Stan going in.


  "Dude! Sorry!"


  "It's all right."


  Stan was all crowded grin and long limbs. He flailed his arms like semaphore flags when he got excited.


  "Dude, Ava is like, totally hot! Do think she'd go for me, even though I'm like, what, five years younger?"


  I blinked rain. The feeling in my ass was starting to come back, no doubt thanks to the rising pressure of my blood. Stan knew no better, so I smiled at him.


  "I don't know! Good luck, dude!"


  ~


  Back on the freeway, with an hour or so to go before Davis, Dan finally got all talky.


  "So how come you're not riding with Ava? I was all set to be stuck with the kid."


  "Ava's rule. She made it when we started the band, or, I guess when she and I first talked about starting a band. In public, we're not together."


  "Why not?"


  "She's worried about being seen as the bassist's girlfriend."


  Dan laughed. "She is the bassist's girlfriend. And you're the singer's boyfriend."


  "Bite your tongue."


  Dan shook his head. "That's fucked up. It's only a bunch of
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