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A Note from the Bleachers
MARC PARENT
EVERY SEPTEMBER, THICK CLOUDS of blue smoke rise from a lit-up field on the outskirts of a small, northeastern Pennsylvania town. I’m told by those who would know that the smoke is most likely the result of a full-impact, lateral hit from the back end of a Chevy Impala, Cadillac Fleetwood, Olds Cutlass, or other circa 1970s brick shit-house on wheels, which cracks the block of the intended target—Pontiac Grandville, Chevy El Camino, Plymouth Hemi ’Cuda—spraying oil over a manifold that’s cooking at a comfortable five to six hundred degrees Fahrenheit. White clouds indicate a radiator hit—hoses bursting with an explosion of steam that instantly fills the interior of the car and sends the driver scrambling through the side window.
Smoke is what we all come here to see. Steep metal bleachers on the south side of the field are filled to capacity with people of all ages chewing fat, dark cubes of fudge and washing them down with gulps of orange soda. We have all paid to see smoke. The local volunteer firemen want smoke as well. Tricked out in enough gear to take down a towering inferno, they sit with bored faces over the wheel wells of their rigs as they wait to shuffle across the field with a water hose toward the gas line rupture and subsequent rash of fire that would make momentary heroes of them. Their girlfriends stroke the backs of their necks as backhoe operators on the other side of the field are at the ready to hoist crumpled cars into the air and haul them away. High up in the announcer’s booth, a row of men with their caps drawn low over their eyeglasses sit hunched over microphones, ready to narrate the destruction.
This is the GDS Demolition Derby; five heats of ten cars per round—two rows of five cars lined up on either side of the field, which after a countdown from three, commence to smashing the hell out of each other until there is only one left with its motor running. At the end of the night, the winners from each heat drive their nearly decommissioned vehicles into the ring for a final battle. The winner of this round takes the night—he stands on top of his smashed-up car, beats his helmet against the roof, and lets out a victory howl that the crowd in the bleachers echoes back. Then he hops off the car and walks over the muddy field like a stiff-legged rodeo rider, to pick up a trophy and a kitty worth around a thousand dollars.
Over the years, the ritual of this night has signaled the last gasp of summer for my family. My wife and I cover our kids’ ears with headphones to deaden the roar of engines and fill their pockets with candy so they will last the night. We meet up with two other families and huddle together with blankets across our laps as we point to the hand-painted taunts on the cars and shout them out to one another—“Outlaw Crusher,” “The Jugulator,” “Eat Me,” “Yo’ Momma.” Then the heats begin and we fall silent to watch the skill and finesse of the drivers, the reckless stupidity, the cheap shots, determination, and even bravery.
By the conclusion of the contest, after the roaring engines, flying mud, sparks, fire, and twisting metal have all come to an end, something incredible happens every year: the same guy wins. His name is Pete Hansen. You really need to see a demolition derby from the front row to fully appreciate the impossibility of this. There are simply too many variables in the random, unpredictable chaos of the competition for the same person to win every year. Yet every year, that’s exactly what Pete Hansen does.
I developed a simmering obsession with the man after I saw his third win. The following year, before his fourth win, I was sure his streak would break and then watched as he reduced his competitors to smoking heaps of debris. By the fifth year I knew that if he entered he would win—decisively. The men in the announcer’s booth ran down the roster for the first heat, Pete Hansen’s name was called, he rolled unceremoniously into the ring, the flag dropped, and I watched as he systematically tore the insides out of every car within reach of his back bumper. He went on to do the same in the final battle and own the night. Instead of doubting him or shaking my head with astonishment as I had in previous years, I watched him closely this last time and I saw the thing that made him unbeatable. In a word: fearlessness. In a sentence: Pete Hansen drives like he’s got nothing to lose.
I went home that evening thinking about the strength of that mind-set and because of what I do at my desk for hours on end, I thought about what that mind-set could do to writing. What would it be like to write like I had nothing to lose—write like Pete Hansen drives, so to speak? Then one afternoon, I asked a friend of mine who is also a writer, “What story would you tell if no one knew it was you?” We grinned deviously at each other, and The Secret Society of Demolition Writers was born.
Over the next several months, I went out to other writers whose work I have admired for all variety of reasons and asked them the same question—what would you write if I could all but guarantee your anonymity? Under the cover of a dark helmet, how hard would you drive? Where would you take it? Released from the constraints of your reputation and the expectations that come with it, how far would you go? Those exact questions are answered twelve different times, twelve different ways, in the twelve different stories that make up the pages of this collection.
It’s hard to believe this has never been done like this before. Hasn’t everything been done before? Anonymous short stories from well-known writers make too much sense not to have been put together in a collection long ago. Nearly everyone who has written more than one book can tell you that there is a great deal of difference between writing with the knowledge of what will happen once the book is published and writing without that knowledge (if for no other reason than the moment you take after the second book to think about choosing a title that will be easy to explain to every other person who asks you on the tour). God help the writer who finds success and can finally buy the lake house but is conscripted for the remainder of his career by publishers and readers alike to the one mineshaft that hit pay dirt. Wouldn’t it be nice if an author like this could somehow chuck everything their reputation stands on in order to see what else might be out there? Wouldn’t it be liberating and in turn, wouldn’t that be good for storytelling? While we’re at it, wouldn’t it be nice if well-known authors had the courage to throw out a totally new story without the support of their celebrity to influence us as we read—if they had a way to let the story stand on its own, told a story for the story’s sake, so to speak?
In a sense every first book is written anonymously. The person who writes their first book can’t imagine it will eventually be published, much less read by anyone. They take what is just a stack of paper and hand it to their agent, who hands it to a publisher, who finally turns it into a book, and the name printed neatly across the cover doesn’t change the fact that they’d written every page anonymously. When I dare to look back through some of my first pages, there tucked in between passages that scrape mercilessly against my better senses, are occasional flashes of uncalculated, spontaneous freshness born directly out of the quiet, private room of anonymity. No subsequent book is ever written with the unknowing sparkle of the first—when the writer undertakes the enormous task of laying down a hundred thousand or so words with no track record to stand on, no road map to follow, nothing but a voice inside that says, hell, maybe I can do this. . . . The deficit is somewhat compensated for (hopefully) by skill and the maturity of experience, but still, there is only one time that a published author writes anonymously and enjoys within that state the unbridled freedom to do something truly outrageous: try something new.
In the stories that make up this collection, we have all tried with fits and starts (believe me) and with varying degrees of success (  you’d never believe who wrote . . . !! ) to step away from the constraints of our past and current works, our names and the assumptions built around them, as well as the small tics and quirks within our sentences and paragraphs that we have become fond of or even at times secretly depended on. Some have told me who in the group they’d like to be mistaken for. Some have tried to write in the vein of X, then given in to the sound of Y, only to turn in a perfect Z. There was high-seas drama in the creation of many of these stories. Each one in almost every case represents only the tip of the iceberg. If only I could tell you—if only I could tell  anyone. But I have given my word to the writers that I will hold fast to the secret of our society. I will tell no one who wrote what—not agents, not family or friends, not even the publisher. No slip of paper exists that would identify the authorship of these twelve stories. The secrets in this collection are safe from everyone except the readers who accept our invitation to play the detective’s game. Knowing what I do, I believe the code can be cracked, but be warned, many of the writers have gone to great lengths to steer you from the path to their discovery—there is no such thing, after all, as a clean fight in a demo derby. So watch for flying metal as you go, because at its heart, a demolition derby is all this really is.
In that vein, I would like to dedicate this book to the drivers of tonight’s heat: to Aimee, Ben, Mike, Sebastian, Elizabeth, Ro, Chris, Anna, John, Alice, and Lauren—bad-to-the-bone outlaw crushers every last one of you—yo’ momma. Whose momma?—Yo’ momma! A box of fudge and a bottle of orange soda to the winner—here’s mud in your eye. Pedal to the metal all—get on your boots and ride. . . .
The cars are lined up and ready. Everybody—count it down! In—
Three . . .
Two . . .
One . . .

Eggs
IT SEEMED THE SUN NEVER SANK that summer. All day long the air was thick and the river running through our town was just a dead gray snake with a sulfurous smell. Without wind, the tops of the trees drooped and when you fanned your face, the air was like a wall of water barely moving over you. People complained. Air-conditioning units banged, and the ice from a Slurpee was cool blue heaven before it melted on the pad of your tongue.
I didn’t want to get a job selling Slurpees, the way so many others my age did. I certainly didn’t want to be a lifeguard, hoisted high in one of those chairs with an emergency cross blazing at my back. I look eh in a bathing suit. I’m twenty-one, sun sensitive, my skin as white as milk in a blue china cup. I am the kind of person who seeks shady places and books; I like any book that has to do with houses and their insides. I like the old books about Boston houses—Edith Wharton and a man named James write about those—and I like the new books you get in the paperback rack in the drugstore, books where living rooms have velvet drapes and people are in love for two seconds tops. I’ve been in love a few times, but nothing worth noting here.
I live with my mother. In our town, most of us do. We go to the high school, a big industrial brick building with rows and rows of slick red lockers, and then we graduate up to the community college where huge elms shade the campus and there’s an archway you have to drive through that says something important and Latin on it. At the community college, most of us major in physician’s assistant training programs, which means you learn to draw a lot of blood and read pressure. Others do something with software architecture. I knew right from the start these career paths were not for me. I knew, and always have, that I wanted to do interior design, to make homes as beautiful as they possibly could be, to understand the subtle but serious distinction between mauve and merlot, or how to bring light to a row of wavy glass windows, to choose a carpet that complements the color of wood that soaks up the shine from the beaded chandelier, the one I chose, swinging from its root in the freshly spackled ceiling.
The summer of heat, the summer before my junior college year, my mother’s cancer returned, after ten years’ remission. My father left us a long time ago, for Florida. At first my mother felt just a small ache in her bones and then the ache turned into a limp and she finally had to admit the pain grinding and grinding at her hip was not arthritis. The doctor confirmed it with a CAT scan. He showed us the recurrence, there on films so gray they looked covered with cobwebs, there on the furniture of my mother’s bones, her architecture all wrong, chips and calcifications, black stains where the malignancy was. The body is a house. Make no mistake about it. The body is a house and the organs are the plush parts and the bones are the scaffolding and bed frames and bookshelves on which you hold your memories, your disappointments.
We came out of the doctor’s office, into a blast of heat. My mother waved a rolled-up patient information sheet in front of her face, perspiration lining her lip. “I’ll do the chemo,” she said. I wanted to put my arm around her, draw her in close, oh mom, but it’s not that way between us. We get along, but if you were to give us a personality test, you’d get opposite results. She’s loopy and eccentric and has little sense of style. She wears bedroom slippers a lot. I shop at all the outlets for Joan and David shoes and Talbot’s clothes. My mother has a knot in her hair, and instead of combing it, she just lets it get bigger and bigger until at last the lady at the salon just has to cut it out. She lives off my father’s alimony and spends her days reading horoscope charts and smoking cigarettes until the ash gets so long it drops off onto the carpet. Frankly, I have higher aspirations. A woman should. I’d like, for instance, to accumulate some wealth. I say to my mother, “Don’t you need a retirement plan?” and she takes a deep suck off her cigarette, her cheeks collapsing inward and says, “Whoop de doo, I’ll be gone before then.” I say to my mother, “Don’t you want to dye that gray in your hair?” and she says, “Gray tells the truth, Cynthia.” Standing close to her, I can smell decay, the same way I can smell that river that runs through our town, odiferous vapors rising up, singing tunes of sinking things and wretched things and houses taken by torpedoes.
I don’t remember ever being close to my mother. I don’t remember ever holding her hand or sitting in her lap. She invited me, over and over again, and I refused. I can be distant and scared. In our high school class there was once a girl named Leah Kowalski. Leah had a bad lisp and a gimp leg that ended in a prosthesis. Sometimes she’d take the prosthesis off, unbuckling the leather-and-steel contraption, removing it from where it nestled on the knee, and I’d see what was beneath. I’d see the sheen of amputation, the skin and spoke of bone, and I’d want to touch her there. Right there. Of course I never dared.
IN THE SUMMERS, in my town, most of us flip burgers or bag groceries or work in the hospital gift shop, but these things aren’t for me. I wanted to make some money. My mother’s cancer had returned, a boy was abducted while he walked home from the mall, his murdered body found in the weedy woods, and I dreamt of Leah Kowalski; she was saying operator, operator and coming towards me in an old-fashioned black dress with gorgeous buttons of pure pearl. I’d wake up shaking, the tree shadows fingering out across my bedroom wall, the occasional car swooshing by in the street outside, the heat just building like a bomb. I was in Gerry’s one day, ordering a low-cal soda, when I saw the sign. It was pinned on the community bulletin board, right next to the sectional sofa for sale. EGG DONORS NEEDED the sign said. GENEROUS COMPENSATION. 21–34. Call . . . and it gave a toll free number. Now, first off, I have always loved dialing toll free numbers. Sometimes I do it just for the thrill of reaching all the way across the country, to a voice in Texas, or Louisiana, or maybe even France, for free. But it was more than that. Generous compensation. I thought here might be a way to get wealthy. Here might be a way to stockpile some cash, start a serious savings plan, and move my way up and out of this tiny town of two-room houses and poor cable reception. I’d like to live in a place with just a bit of panache. I’d like to live in a house that has a foyer. I’d like a bathroom where the tiles are white floor to ceiling, except for the thin floral band that belts the midsection, beaded with water when I shower.
So I called. We are talking, here, the difference between a $5.61 summer wage, and a GENEROUS COMPENSATION. Who knew what it would be. I was thinking, maybe a couple of hundred? I had no idea. When I say that I mean that absolutely. I had no idea at all.
HE WAS A LAWYER. He said to come on in. We made an appointment for the next day. While I was waiting for the next day, I sat on my mother’s porch swing and sipped some soda. My friend Alice called and said she’d kissed a trumpet player; he had an incredible lip. My friend Marie called and said mud was good for your face. These girls I am close to, but not by much. I have always been dreamy and inward. I am always building places inside my head, rooms where quilts hang on antique racks, hallways with ceramic hands cupping candles on the walls. This world, that world, my world, where it is perfect and lonely both.
The next day, I went in to see him. He had a 1-800 number but an office just two bus rides away. I live in Troy, a tiny town; he was in Albany, big city, far but not far, if you see what I mean. His office was in a high-rise with one thousand windows. The elevator doors parted soundlessly, and I whooshed upwards, stepping into a silent hall, and then a waiting room of utter white, a carmine couch, a sleek telephone on the glass side table. He called me in. He was handsome as hell, or heaven. He said his name was Ike. Ike Devin. He had one of those faces that descend like ledges, and bead blue eyes. He wore chinos, perfectly pressed, and an excellent Oxford shirt that showed the little trigger of his Adam’s apple. “Sit down,” he said, and I did. “I have hundreds upon hundreds of couples,” he said, and he told me the tale, the women too old to make good eggs, the couples late thirtyish, always in love. They were looking for donors “like you,” Ike said, “healthy and smart,” and I could feel myself beginning to beam. Of course, like me. “A young woman like you,” Ike said, “has probably thousands upon thousands of genetically sound egg cells,” and when he said that I thought of my mother, her genetically unsound cells, and then I thought of my stomach, its flat pale plane, the little wink where the belly button was, the way Ike looked at me, approving, a small smile on his face. “You think I’d be a candidate?” I said.
“Quite possibly,” he said.
“Which couple would get my egg?” I said.
“It’s what we call a reciprocal process,” Ike said. “You choose them and they choose you, a partnership.” Then Ike pulled out a file drawer and riffled through it. “Here are all the profiles,” he said. “Here are all the couples who might want your genetic material.”
“How much?” I said.
“Five thousand,” Ike said.
I felt my eyes pop out like a pug dog’s. “Five thousand?” I said.
“Per retrieval,” Ike said. “If you do it more than once, then of course you get five thousand again. It can be lucrative,” Ike said. “And for a girl your age, you have a lot to give.”
I HAD TO sign on many dotted lines. I had to sign away my rights to the future child, which was not a problem, because in my mind I was not giving away a child, just an egg, and there’s a difference. I had to prove who I was, birth certificate, doctor checkups, health histories, school report cards, where I’ve always been straight A. Three weeks later, Ike called. “You’re approved,” he said. I went back to his office and he fanned out the files before me. It was like picking parents. Each couple had their history, their likes and dislikes, their golfing styles, their pet status, their gardens and careers. I knew I wanted my egg to go to a certain sort of woman, one who had, say, a circular lawn, and underground sprinklers, the kind that work on an automatic timer and rain upwards just as the summer sun sinks, giving the air a lavender smell. I wanted the woman to have a lawn and a walk-in California closet and most definitely a career; she should have earned these things herself, and she should like dogs. I picked her, Janice. We would never meet, but then again, we would. I would be buried in her. She would grow me all over again. I would be born from her, born into her house, which she described as contemporary colonial, with two staircases and a shag carpet the color of cream. In the kitchen, I pictured fresh peppers hung in copper baskets; I pictured a small room painted a beautiful pale green, where the crib would be. I pictured the baby opening its eyes to see the lacquered blond spindles and the walls and a face bending over it, all shadow and jasmine scent. Janice. In her house, I would sleep in Neiman Marcus sheets. In her house, touch would be safe, mouth to cheek, finger to wrist, the skin always moist and fresh.
I THOUGHT THE procedure would be relatively easy, my mistake. They can’t, it turns out, just go in there with lobster tongs and pick out an egg or two. I had to take a lot of drugs and this did not appeal to me, given that, unlike my mother, who eats meat, I am a vegetarian with insides as bright as sunny corridors. So I wasn’t happy about the drug part, but the fertility doctor at the clinic, where Ike referred me, said it was absolutely necessary. The goal was to ramp up my ovaries so they spit out eggs like silver pinballs, so doctors could harvest as many as ten at a time, all for Janice. I went in for ultrasounds. The technician squirted warmed goop on my belly and said, “There they are,” but when I looked on the screen all I saw were shadows and clouds. Now, at night, I dreamt of Janice. She was my mother, my sister, my friend. I could be close to her; we could be like blood relations with none of the liabilities this usually imposed. We did not share disease or death or even difference. We were just a pure blood-bond, and she came to me in my dreams, this Janice did, her skirt a spiral of color. She held my hand. I felt I had come home.
MEANWHILE, MY MOTHER’S cancer was doing the cancer thing. Once a recurrence happens, and once that recurrence goes to the bone, well, you can imagine. If you have a cancer in your breast, which is where hers started, you have it limited, because there are only two breasts on the body. But when cancer gets to the bone it has a whole sewer system to work through because bones are everywhere, and they are not durable. My mother was in pain. She knocked on a door one day and shattered her porous knuckle. She drank her chemo down. The chemo was red as Batman’s cape, and left a stain on her lip. Ten years ago, when my father left her for a woman in high high heels, my mother’s already graying hair finished its transformation. Her veins are very purple in her high thighs, a little like mashed grape. “I’m my own woman Cynthia,” my mother tells me, has always told me. “I don’t care what anyone thinks of how I look or live and it’s a shame you do.” She says this to me in her bedroom slippers, as she sucks on her mentholated sticks. The smoke is snarled and yarnlike. I can’t believe I came out of her vagina. Sometimes I have a weird belief that the doctors never completely washed me off, so I still smell like her and what is this smell, my mother’s oils, the substance beneath the stone, where the worms are?
SO, SHE DRANK her cherry red chemo and I took my fertility shots; we sort of did this side by side. “Five thousand dollars Mom,” I’d say, holding the syringe in the air, plunging it down fast into my backside, feeling the Fertinex do its work, seep into my tubes, nourish my eggs, which were turning gold and perfect. Day after day I plumped out and became an Easter basket. Day after day she did the opposite, like a bad compare/contrast English assignment we were, the basket of her body frayed and unstable. “I disapprove of this job, Cynthia,” she’d say, and then her hair would fall out, a big clump on the rug.
IN COLLEGE, WHERE I was going to be a junior, I liked literature. It’s not my major, but I am bookish and also, of course, interested in decorating magazines. That summer of unusual heat I could sit for a long time on the porch swing, one bare foot scraping against the floor, and read stories about fortune-tellers who saw strange things in the crosshatched lines, stories of men on sailing ships and old Bostonian streets lit by gas lamps while women in hooped skirts walked poodles. I read Bed+Bath and then this writer named Colette, who described melon very well, and then Anne Rice with her vampires. Once, in school, in my freshman year, we read a very conceptual book called Purity and Danger. It was all about why some cultures find some things unclean. For instance, did you know that Jewish people don’t mix milk with meat because it is unclean, and the reason why is that dairy comes from a certain sphere, and meat from another, and some spheres should not touch. The same way some planets should not touch, the collision of worlds. Incest is unclean because a child is in one sphere, a parent in another, and it would be like a comet coming down, sex would. When I gave my egg, sphere shaped and wet, to Janice, would we be in purity or danger? Would we be one world, somehow separated, finally coming together, two women cut from the same cloth, separated by accident and neighborhood, or were we really two different worlds that had no business being in contact? I wondered about this, a little. I went to the library one day and looked for that book Purity and Danger, but the librarian said, “There’s no such book, my dear.” But there is. I remembered reading about the danger of pollution, but I also remembered reading about the danger of purity, how realms kept strictly separate, rigid realms where the goal is perfection unto itself, are also abominations. The craving for symmetry, the rejection of the dented world. That’s possibly some sort of sin.
I WENT FOR my first egg retrieval. The clinic was chic, the waiting room filled with pained and wealthy-looking women. I enjoyed their jewelry, the tennis bracelet, the stop-sign–shaped ruby on the ring. The nurse called me in. They did a quick ultrasound and then proceeded to sedation. “Just to calm you down,” they said, and I felt the pinch of the needle and an immediate coolness fill my veins, like some blue Slurpee, some sleep and relief from the heat. I saw the doctor in a dream or in reality, I don’t know which. My legs were hoisted high, into stirrups, and a warm sun shone into my cleaved body. I saw a silver-sharp instrument hovering in his gloved hand, and then it went in me. Up, up, the needle nosed, up into my uterus, feeling for the stuffed sac of the ovary, there, the gentlest pierce possible, the tiny sweet eggs spilling down the straw and into a clean bowl, where they were then whisked away. Afterwards, I sat up. Someone brought me water. “Good job,” they said. I sipped. I moved off the table, and where I lay, just a little dab of bright red paint, my body’s color.
ALL IN ALL, a very trustworthy operation. One week later, a check for five K in the mail. I took my mother and said “c’mon,” and we went downtown. I bought accessories. I bought glass door-knobs and ribbons. We went to the makeup counter at the mall. My mother said, “Cynthia, I’m tired.” I pushed her forward. I had just the slightest soreness in my side. I said, “Can you give her some foundation, some sparkle eye shadow?” I went through one procedure, she now through another. Five thousand, four thousand four hundred and fifty.
The makeup lady, who looked like a doctor herself in a white coat, poured a promising mixture onto a cotton ball, wiped at my mother’s face. Somewhere, Janice was taking my egg, they were inserting it into her; it was petaling open, a little leg cracking its fragile shell. Here we go. I felt giddy, rich, full. I felt pregnant myself, my egg there in the lining, there in the lavender-scented sprinklers, the blond lacquered crib, shushhh a woman says, and she holds me against a body that does not break. “I’m tired,” my mother said, and the makeup doctor swabbed her and waxed her with pink lipstick and then, it was all of a sudden, my mother swiped her hand sideways so bottles went scurrying like people in a sniper attack, rattling sideways, falling onto the floor, seeking shelter under the counters.
The whole store got quiet, looking. “Leave-me-alone,” my mother said into the silence. The makeup lady froze, a cotton swab in mid-descent. “You,” my mother turned to me, “you are entirely without empathy.” And I felt myself flush with shame, for it was true, my sin was flounce and flourish, and had it ever been any different? Once, a long time ago, I had liked to draw simple things, a star, an elephant without tusks. Return me there. “And you,” my mother said now to the Lancôme lady; my mother struggled to stand up, she backed away. “And you,” she said to that lady, who was holding her healing cottons and her pressed powders that in the end would do no good. That’s what my mother said next: “No good.”
CERTAIN THINGS BECOME compulsions. Some people drink. Some people smoke. Some people donate their eggs. Another cycle. Another five K, another chance at another woman’s womb. Ike said sure. My mother got weaker. Summer finally passed, and when the fall arrived it was a godsend, cooler air from Canada, birds in a V. I went back to school, hauling myself up off my mother’s porch swing, out of our smoke-stained house where the wallpaper curled, and into the classroom, where I’m straight A. Because I was a junior now, I took almost all interior design courses, to prepare me for the world. I took a course in perspective, where we studied vanishing points, and a course in textiles, where we compared cotton to twill, and I took a course in color management, where we learned what went together and what didn’t. I was bad at color management. I put things together I should not have; I collided separate spheres and thought it looked wonderful. I took pale orange and put it next to a wash of violet in a virtual room; I made one wall hunter green, the floor wine red, and I thought—I still do—that this was lovely. The instructor said, “All your homes look nervous,” but I couldn’t tell. Color, I think, is God’s way of laughing. I envision places inside me where the spectrum spreads out so every hue and tone meshes in a subtle burst of light. I picture a terra-cotta sill, a pot of pressed sea glass. Give me my floors in deep blues, my ceilings in marbleized pink. The instructor said, “Less is more, Cynthia.” My instructor said, “Neutrals like coffee work well,” but I couldn’t see that, couldn’t stand that, and so I found my flaw; it had to do with color. I got my first bad grade ever in that course. B. Minus. Look at it. B–. Like a pair of sideways breasts with a slash at the skin. My mother’s cancer went to the brain. I did yet another egg retrieval and picked a couple in a farmhouse in Nyack, New York, where there was, so said the profile, a salmon-colored living room, a woman with strawberry blond hair. I began to worry that something was seriously wrong with me. Never had I been anything but good at what I did. B. Minus. My instructor said I had a bad eye.
THERE ARE THEORIES, there are stories, and there are facts. Color is all three of these things. Eggs are just facts. The fact is that a baby girl is born with over fifty thousand tiny fresh eggs in her ovaries and she loses them month by month, so by the time she’s ready to have her own baby, she’s diminished; she’s down. I didn’t know this ahead of time, but I read it in the waiting-room literature. There are other ovoid facts. For instance, every egg has a tiny little X inside it, a perfectly shaped letter, a crossroads, two fine lines jointed just right. The most amazing fact, says Ike, is none of these things. The most amazing fact is that every single one of us, thieves and terrorists and adulterers and greedy ones, every single one of us is truly a good egg. Otherwise we would have miscarried. If this is true, and it so obviously is, then why did my mother’s cancer spread to the brain? Why can’t I manage my color wheel? Why did I get a B minus and why was there a boy murdered in the weedy woods, where the mall parking lot stops and the crow-darkness begins?
MY LAST EGG retrieval happened on a Thursday. I didn’t know it would be my last one, because I was getting rich, cash piling up as my storehouse diminished. My mother was babbling on and on at night now about angels in her tapioca pudding. I wanted them to move her to a hospice. I sometimes came to her and put quarters under her pillow, like I remember she used to do for me when a tooth fell out, and I’d sleep all night on silver. Oh  mom, what can I give you? I couldn’t kiss her, couldn’t stand the feel of her skin on my lips, or maybe it was my lips I couldn’t stand, the way I started to see them as earthworm pink, segmented and ominously plump.
I went for my last egg retrieval. I had two moments that are of note. That they happened almost side by side is important. Sometimes I get what I call these “flashes of notice.” They can happen anytime and they never come with warnings. Sometimes it seems to me that the world steps out of its skin and shows me its original beauty, or its ugliness. On the way to the clinic that late fall afternoon, doused on drugs that were maybe making my own mind a little whacked, I saw light swimming in the top of a tree, light fractured by leaves and swimming like little fish up there in the treetop sky, and I thought, “I am looking at a mass of light.” That was a moment of notice. Then I got to the clinic. I stepped in and sat down. Next to me was a woman too old to be there. She had a map of lines on her face and sunken eyes. She was, I’d say, fifty. She was wearing tasteless black-velvet leggings and a long tunic top and all in all, she had a beaten-up, trashy look. And I had a flash of notice then. I saw her ugliness absolutely, same as I’d seen the light’s beauty. I saw the cells spilling down her aging face and teeth, each one a tombstone. I felt, then, a pure and rising fury. I felt a tightness in my throat, like I’d swallowed a red rubber ball. I was going to cry soon, even though, come on, come on, we’re all good eggs. I sat down. Women whooshed in and out, hands placed protectively on their lower bellies. “What are you here for?” I said to the woman, really brazen, I didn’t care. I figured she was waiting for a daughter, and that, it turned out, was right, in a way. “I’m here to receive my first donor egg,” she said, and I felt punched in the gut, for it had not occurred to me, anyone can get a donor egg, you can be eighty years old and get one implanted, it is never too late to harbor life, and that seemed awful and wrong to me. It seemed polluted to put a young fresh egg in an ancient vessel. It was like a taboo. I had the thought that maybe one of the women I had picked was really like this woman, looks good on paper, but dying; of course. Color is God’s way of laughing. I thought of that myself. Here’s something else I thought of. Every moment you are with a person, you are with a dying person. There’s no way around that.
I stared at this woman. “Aren’t you a little old?” I said, my voice high and frantic. The woman blinked. She had so much mascara on that her blink left little black dots on the belly-bags beneath her eyes. Everyone in the waiting room turned to listen.
“Old for what?” the woman said snippily.
“Old to be getting a donor egg?” I said. “I mean,” and the rage kept rising, “I mean, at some point you just have to admit, it might be too late.”
The woman didn’t say anything, just looked away, fiddled with the gold clasp on her purse.
“Well,” I said, laughing, and I’d like to add here that months and months of fertility drugs can make you crazy, although I know it’s more than that, there are many facts, theories, stories that underlie a mind, “well,” I said, “I’m a veteran at this and let me tell you it sucks. It sucks,” I said. “They put you on a table, spread you wide, and then blow the eggs up you like they’re bubbles.”
“Would you shut up,” the woman said to me.
“Would I shut up?” I said. I thought of my mother then. She kept talking tapioca, angels with wet wings. Why wouldn’t she shut up? Would I shut up? “Fuck you,” I said. “You’re too old to have a baby.”
“Please,” the woman said, holding up her hand, “please, stop.”
“I’m just trying to tell you the truth,” I said. “They spread your legs wide and stuff things inside. Like a flaxidermist.”
“You mean taxidermist,” she said.
“That’s what I said,” I said.
“Tiffany,” a nurse called, coming to the door, and the woman looked up.
“Your turn,” I said. Outside the plate glass windows, the trees were glorious, but I did not have a flash of notice; the glory stayed
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