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INTRODUCTION

 


 


 


You might say that San Francisco, the city around
which all of these stories take place, lives only in the mind and
not be too far off the mark.

Exiles and ex-pats like myself that foolishly put
down roots far from the peninsula would agree and might even try to
convince you that the city doesn't exist at all - even for the
citizens that live, work, and love there. We would say - yes, The
City certainly is a mirage. It is a massively multiplayer shared
delusion. An exquisitely tormenting dream, an unwanted blessing, a
carefully cultivated curse.

San Francisco. This is a city that floats and bobs in
the brain and once there doesn't easily get dislodged, if ever. I
say this because I know. I speak from experience. In fact, all of
us, residents and exiles, speak from experience, loudly and often.
The not-so-short short stories and the novella that follow this
introduction are voices speaking. Listen to them. Hear their pain.
Heed their warnings.

And then, like everyone else, start scanning Craig's
List for flat-mate openings close to a Bart or Muni line, ship all
your worldly possessions to an ancient apartment on the slope of a
nearly vertical street, start figuring out how many dogs you have
to walk each day to pay for your 1/8th share of the rent while you
surf the never-ending waves of nightlife thundering over you every
time the fog rolls in and the sun goes down and you rapidly go
through three intense personal-growth-filled relationships that
come out of nowhere, fly off into the sunset and leave you changed.
You'll find yourself smiling through your tears, crying while you
grin. Welcome to San Francisco.

So.

The City is a city of immigrants. And usually, except
for those favored few who are natives, The City generates amazing
personal histories (well, amazing to San Franciscans) for every new
arrival - how they made the trip, what they did to settle in, how
they found a place to stay, where they find cheap food, how they
got their first decent-paying job, etc. etc. Most importantly, they
babble on and on about what they do 24-7 when they're not working,
sleeping, or eating. The City's a very busy, very rowdy, raucous
place to live in, even if it exists only in the space between your
ears.

San Francisco promises, pleads, pulls, propels, and
punishes. It instills an abiding, not-unpleasant state of mental
anguish. It is an inchoate yearning. Sometimes it feels like a skin
rash that just won't go away, no matter what you rub onto it, no
matter how hard you try not to scratch at it.

It's usually about at this point that the sad tales
are told of why we were all compelled to leave The City - but that
wisdom comes much, much too late. It comes long after San Francisco
has been bolted permanently into place among all the rest of your
mental furniture, partially blocking your previously unobstructed
view of the Universe for the rest of your natural life.

But it's not all that bad. Really. It was probably
all worth it, right? No one's complaining. At least not so you'd
notice.

Especially not the Texas women finding each other the
hard way, the haunted homeless and the lonely, lucky Chinese
computer programmers, the circuit party boys gone bad, the evil
twins, and the fortunately unfortunate terminally ill. All of them,
to the last woman and man of them would say the same thing, if you
took the time to ask.

Yes, it's a mental thing, and yes, it sticks with you
and on you like the results of a diet of pancakes and sugar cookies
- but come on, think about it, if you have San Francisco as your
own personal, private mirage, who really needs reality?

 


 


 



PART IN THE MIDDLE

 


 



Alice has always been better with the inanimate.

It’s just how she is. So she doesn’t question why the
perky home-care nurse Kerri (with an “i”) makes her skin suddenly
feel two sizes too tight on her, why her admittedly capacious flesh
and big bones won’t settle for just her own body, why they want
more. More of what and where, she doesn’t know. All she does know
is she can’t keep still around Kerri. Kerri is a lot to handle.
Kerri makes her want to be up and busy, busy doing something,
anything, preferably somewhere else. There seems to be a lot of
talking going on around Kerri.

The steam iron feels good in her hand. A simple tool
that’s solidly three-dimensional and performs a necessary task.
Cant’ say enough good things about something like that. No you
can't. Not these days. The floor creaks complainingly as she shifts
her weight from one foot to the other. She wonders if she can get
to changing the oil tomorrow in the red Ford truck, but is not sure
if she has the tools at hand. Alice likes her tools. She mentally
tries to track backwards in her day and tease out where she saw her
toolbox last. Alice likes to do two things at once. Even three. Or
four. Hank, her husband, and a bookkeeper, does one thing at a
time, carefully and well. Hank calls Alice a “multi-tasker.” Alice
calls herself a worker.

She has a pile of laundry to get through and no time
to do it in. Of course, just then the cell phone vibrates
throbbingly on her waist. She fumbles for it, attacking her waist
with both hands repeatedly until she throttles it to silence with
jabs from her fingers. What if it’s Billy, Hank’s brother? What
should she tell him? This time Hank is swollen up and the steroids
aren’t working like they used to. She can see an Emergency Room
visit on the horizon. Those are always a lot of fun. Alice doesn’t
want to think about it. No point. He always gets better. Always. No
point in thinking about it.

Hank is mercifully dozing for the moment so Alice
gets to do laundry. Of course, she’s still bouncing back and forth
from the front room to the back every five minutes, a basketball
being dribbled upcourt, downcourt. She doesn’t like leaving Hank by
himself with his breathing so rough and all. And she has to admit
it, she hates doing the laundry. She takes breaks. Hank’s usually
the one who does it. The laundry that is. He does a much better
job. He’s fast. Detail-oriented. That’s what Hank is. He’ll be
better. Soon. Just don’t think about it.

The tinny voice that bubbles up from her waist is
feminine and concerned and business-like and it is Kerri. Her
forearms and hands immediately start itching. She finds herself
dancing nervously from foot to foot doing that quick two-step you
do when you discover your stepping on an anthill.

“Ally” comes floating weakly back from Hank’s
bedroom. “We have any ice water?” Alice guesses Hank’s off and
racing again. She likes he’s asking for things, doesn’t like she
can hardly hear him do the asking. He’s sounding weaker. No point
in thinking about it, though. No point at all.

“ Mrs. Cartwright? How are you holding up,
today?”

“Or lemonade. We have any of that lemonade left?”

She almost says “Second shelf” but realizes he
wouldn’t hear her, and what would he do? Jump up and get it? The
far-off Kerri-voice is rattling on, Alice’s heart feels like its
skipping beats, and her knees go weak. Alice looks back and forth
from phone to back bedroom to kitchen to laundry to phone and for a
second Alice can’t move. A frenzy of smashing gears and exploding
pistons inside her head and all of a sudden it’s all a jumble. It’s
just too much. Too much.

First, Hank. Hank. Her heart is just racing. She
munges the phone shut, misses her waist clip and doesn’t hear the
phone hit the floor under the ironing board and stumbling,
shuffling, she arcs towards the back bedroom through the tables and
barcoloungers she’s pushed aside to do her work in the living room
and their hallway seems long and endless and then she’s there.

It feels like all the strength has just drained out
of her. Like someone reached inside and pulled the plug. She leans
heavily, one hand on the bedroom door jamb above her, and presses
her clutched fist against her heart with her other hand, gasping.
Her lungs just aren’t big enough to get her breath. Then as she
goes in, she remembers the lemonade. Hank, quiet, calm Hank with
his face and limbs all swollen up, red and tight like a
Thanksgiving day parade balloon, Hank’s already dozing again in a
shallow, wheezing, uneasy unconsciousness. She feels his forehead,
checks his pulse, adjusts his sheets.

He calls himself Bullwinkle when he blows up like
this. He calls her his Rocky. Parade balloons. It’s their little
joke. Something only the two of them know about. Although anyone
can see Alice is anything but chipmunk-sized. She wanders out,
wanders back, leaves a lemonade on his nightstand with a paper
napkin wrapped over the top to keep the flies out, listens to him
struggling for breath in his sleep for a couple of minutes, feels
his forehead, checks his pulse, adjusts the fan so it blows across
him and not at him like a hurricane and backs out tiptoeing. She
half-closes the door.

The laundry is still sitting there, just where she
left it.

She rubs her lower arm where the name “Hank” is
tattooed in a clean, economical cursive across the veins on the
inside of her solid wrist. It’s funny, Alice can’t remember ever
getting that tattoo. She just doesn’t seem to herself to be the
tattoo type. And it’s doomed her to long sleeves in public her
whole adult life. But there they are - perfect letters – and Alice
has always been proud of them - letters you’d more likely see above
a 3rd-grader’s classroom chalkboard than on a person’s skin. Only
Alice knows they represent the actual way Hank writes them out –
it’s his own handwriting, truly it is - she could forge his name
now just by looking down at her own right hand, if she could twist
it upwards and write downwards all at the same time. Not that she
would for any number of reasons she can think of.

They are the both of them poor as church mice. Lord
knows there wouldn’t be much to forge for. And besides, what they
have, what little they have, lately it mostly comes from Alice.
Alice and the Humboldt “Quick and Dirty” All-Make Automotive Repair
Garage and Gas Station in Humboldt, of course. It’s her cash-only,
under-the-counter employer a few days a week, more or less.
Recently, it’s been more less than more, but Alice isn’t
complaining. Pop Grainger lets her sneak in the back. She gets good
money to do what she loves anyways – mess around on multi-ton
machines with heavy, greasy tools, sometimes run the diagnostics.
What more could a girl ask for? She gets a workout and grocery
money. Pop Grainger gets hard work for half pay. It’s simple. It
works. Alice likes it, even if Pop’s roaming fingers need to get
swatted with a swift back hand from the old hex wrench every once
in a while.

They aren’t married, she and Hank, not court-house,
licensed, blood-tested married. But Alice has been living with Hank
in conjugal union for many years now. That’s marriage as far as
Alice is concerned. Even if East Texas (or Eastex as some were
having it nowadays) might have other ideas. She’s a married woman.
Married for fifteen long and eventful years. And if Hank’s Lupus
calms down and stays put, with him getting healthier and all, she’s
fifteen going for fifty, no problemo. Hank’s her one and only. The
first and the last to capture her heart. He knows it. She knows it.
Doesn’t matter if the world doesn’t know it.

Kerri comes waltzing in, late even for her, and
announces the beginning of her second daily visit of the day with
an overly casual and neighborly yodeling “Yoohoo.” A thundercrack
of a screen door slamming into a mobile home’s metal-girt frame
completes her entrance. Except for the déjà-vu, second-time-around
part, it’s the usual. Alice is used to it.

But at exactly, precisely that same moment, Alice
thinks she hears a voice coming from the humid rooms in back of
her, she hears a voice but can’t be sure where from. Her head feels
muddled in all this heat and for a second, as she turns around
peering squinty-eyed into the green-gold twilight filling up her
trailer from the carpet upwards, she is positive she hears her duck
rifle, hanging in a glassy case on the false, pine-paneled wall in
front of her calling out, begging for help, mournful and
melancholy, plain as the day is long.

Kerri moves into her line of sight. Alice moves to
one side, staring hard at the rifle. Kerri moves in front of her
again, looks over her own shoulder at the rifle, back at Alice,
then smiles brightly, as bright as she can make it. Something’s
sneaking up on Alice’s back, something nasty and sly, she can feel
it. Something that’s been waiting there a long time. Watching her.
Tracking her. Alice finds it starting to get hard to breathe again.
She needs to tell someone. She needs to warn someone. But she knows
from experience, there’s no “someone” who’d listen to her. Nobody’s
going to listen to her. Nobody ever does. Especially, not a Kerri
with an ”i”, that’s for sure.

“I knocked, but no one came to the door.” Alice
doubts that. Kerri’s just plain snoopy. Always asking Alice about
herself. Kerri’s eyes are roaming all over Alice’s trailer now,
looking around. Alice um-hmm’s a non-committal sound in Kerri’s
direction.

Kerri sets her notebooks with all her paperwork down
on the kitchen counter and just looks at Alice, up and down, left
and right. She’s still smiling, teeth as bright as a full moon, her
blond hair flying around in the mini-tornado set off by the ceiling
fan. Alice feels her nerves rising to the surface again. Her
Kerri-nerves. She falls into ironing, a drowning man going after an
outstretched oar, not looking back, not looking up, feeling itchy,
feeling jumpy.

“Sure is hot today. Y’all have any lemonade left over
from yesterday?” Kerri drawls in Alice’s direction.

“In the refrigerator. Second shelf. On the left.”
Alice talks half to the shirt in front of her, half over her
shoulder to the kitchen. She can’t think. She hears Kerri scuffing
her black-soled shoes across her clean linoleum, the abrupt click
of a handle being pulled carelessly upward and the slow, slow
kissing sound of a refrigerator door ever so weakly being opened.
Then silence. Not even breathing. Lord give me strength. More
silence. She’s not going to find it.

Alice carefully squeezes yet another seam into place
with one massive, calloused hand, careful to balance the ironing
board’s weak pressed-iron legs with her right knee so it doesn’t
collapse as is its habit - it apparently being a delicate,
sensitive, and genteel table unused to heavy and extended exertions
such as Alice’s. Alice is not sympathetic. The table should have
been long used to it, long used to Alice’s ways after all these
years. Should have, but wasn’t.

She hovers over it with her right hand levitated by
satisfying jets of foaming steam erupting hell-bent-for-leather out
of her ancient Proctor Silex. She’s par-boiling Hank’s worn plaid
shirt to a limp, pliant submissiveness, and filling her tired face
with a wall of warm massaging cloud. It feels good. Why hadn’t she
ever done this before?

A voice from the other room – “Ally.” Did she really
hear that?

“Mrs. Cartwright, ma’am, you O.K.?” Alice can hear
ice clinking in a glass, and Kerri standing close behind her. How
long had she been standing there?

Her hand on the seam on the shirt begins to hurt from
the heat and she realizes with a jerk of her head and an
unconscious waving and wagging in the hot summer air of her
semi-burnt digits that she’s been a-steam-pumping for a couple of
minutes now. She’d whooshed herself up a wet thundercloud here in
the front room. She’d pretty much steamed the iron dry.

“You want me to take that iron for you, Mrs.
Cartwright?”

The voice again, softer this time – “Ally?”

That’s Hank, she hears him now, no rifle pining for
cattails, chord grass, blinds or decoys. Hank. What was she
thinking? She doesn’t bother calling out. He never hears over his
fan. And he’s not much for idle conversation, not recently, not
ever really. He must be needing something. Why does Kerri make her
so nervous? Just filled to overflowing with sharp edges and
unexpected corners? Why? She can feel that girl creeping up behind
her. Suddenly she needs to be somewhere else.

“Mrs. Cartwright? Alice? I can go to him.”

She doesn’t trust herself to speak. She sets the
wheezing, waterless iron down and swears she can feel its mute
indignation at almost being burnt out. Guiltily she switches it
off, and pushes aside and through various pieces of living room
furniture, making a direct line, in her determined way, for the
back bedroom and Hank. She is stopped by the body of a large,
capable woman in faded overalls coming straight at her, out of the
dining room, barreling towards her, a ballistic intercontinental
missile shot out of some unseen underground silo . It stops her
cold. It’s Alice of course. Alice and Kerri behind her wearing an
anguished, puzzled expression on her pretty face. She isn’t holding
the lemonade anymore.

Looking at her reflection in the glass in front of
the gun cabinet she doesn’t even recognize herself, although, truth
be told, Alice hardly ever looks at herself. Why bother? It’s the
same old face. She quickly traces the straight, honest lines around
the eyes – years of squinting, some laughing, a little shouting,
short, bristly blond hair with a sprig of gray here and there, same
pug nose, same round, tanned cheeks, same worried, distracted
expression hanging over it all.

She doesn’t look angry, which is what she expected.
She looks surprisingly worn. Frayed. Thinning. Unraveling even,
she's a work shirt put one too many times through the wash, hanging
almost transparent on the line, drying out quickly in the hot July
sun. That’s what she looks like – dried out. When had she started
to look that way? Thirty five isn’t all that old. Hell. She can
almost feel herself vanishing piece by piece, moment by moment. She
brushes the back of her hand shakily across her forehead.

She feels a hand on her shoulder now. She lets out a
sigh almost before she can prevent it and takes in a
long-shuddering breath. Kerri squeezes her shoulder and pushes on
past her into the bedroom opens and half closes the door.

She looks away. The gun case perches incongruously
above that old sideboard - dark intricate polished wood designed
for the eye of a Renaissance prince, a mountain of babied and
fretted-over mahogany that her mother’s mother’s mother received as
a wedding present in Mobile, Alabama from… who? a niece. A former
governor. Some personage related in some 2nd cousin-twice-removed
kind of way and living in Italy. Or France. Or something like that.
No that’s not right.

The somewhat lopsided macramé doilies spread on top
of the sideboard however, they come directly from Alice’s hand.
They are the sad fruit of last winter, this spring, and this
summer’s long days and longer nights sitting by Hank’s sickbed. She
spies her 3-5/8 oil filter pliers on a mostly clean towel draped
over the far side of the marble top. They hide shyly, nestled
behind a blizzard of spindles, curlicues and woody whatnots. She’d
been wondering where that had gotten off to. Funny, she couldn’t
remember putting it there.

“Ally.” This time there’s a lot of strength in his
call. Alice’s breath catches in her throat.

“Easy there” says Kerri from the other room, “let me
do it, Mr. Cartwright. Mr. Cartwright?”

Where is her mind? Her heart skips a few beats, and
she begins swimming down the gloom of the back hallway, paddling
forcefully with arms and legs towards the half-open door at the
back, pushing, fighting, feeling a blast from the angrily buzzing
rotating fan hit her from within just as she punches the door wide
open. She blinks her eyes closed for a second, rubbing them with
the back of her hands, drying and the rubbing the sweat out, the
stinging sweat filling in the corners of her eyes and backing up
into her lower lashes, covering her sight with an acid,
sand-scraping, undeniable curtain of pain. She stands rubbing, the
fan comes back and hits her square in the face again. She admits,
in the end to herself, finally, that it’s not sweat, it’s tears.
You would have thought she’d have given up the luxury of personal
dishonesty a long time ago.

Nothing in her life fits together anymore. To be
truthful, nothing ever had, not the way it should have, not, at
least, according to the way everyone else thought it should have.
But if you are strong enough you force things to fit and hold them
tight and guess what? It stays together. The way a ball of sand
stays together. Well, a wet ball of sand. It holds. It's
recognizably a temporary ball.

And that works, as long as you are strong, and Alice
is. As long as you keep your eyes open and watch for things
beginning to slip, and Alice does. You watch and grab, you hold and
watch. It tires a body out to do it, and work-wise, it’s pretty
much never-ending. But you do it. She notices – that is, it appears
to her, that people around her, well they aren’t working nearly as
hard as Alice, at all that watching and grabbing and holding. Not
nearly as hard as Alice works at it. But Alice keeps on. Alice
doesn’t give up.

It may feel like sometimes, you’re all alone. And
sometimes you are. She may be all alone, but what else is new?
Hell, she is always the odd extra. She is the fifth wheel. She is
the odd-shaped, different-looking piece of the jigsaw puzzle that
obviously comes from an entirely different box. She is the black
sheep that people pretend not to notice when black is not the kind
of sheep you want, not at all, when all you want is to rest your
eyes on is a sea of fluffy, brilliantly white backs from the end of
your nose to the far, distant, white and wooly horizon.

But Alice knows from experience, this kind of
thinking gets a person nowhere. Life is about love and you love
who’s in front of you. The person in front of you. And right now
Hank is in front of her. Directly in front of her. She comes in to
the back bedroom to find Kerri’s tear-stained face turning towards
hers. Alice aims herself blindly for the swivel arm chair by the
bed and plops down, leaning forward, causing the chair to go
through a rapid series of hysterical pops and squeals as it settles
down to her weight. Alice doesn’t hear anything though, nothing at
all.

Kerri backs out, biting her lip and quietly closes
the door. Alice doesn’t hear her leaving. Alice doesn’t see her
go.

She smoothes Hank’s limp, sweaty hair, brushing and
parting it in the middle that way he likes it, fussing
ineffectually over the sheets, pulling and tugging and tucking when
she glances down and notices out of the side of her eyes that his
chest isn’t moving anymore. She feels with the back of one arm,
laying the big forearm awkwardly but gently across his chest and
touching the side of his neck feeling for the pulse. Nothing. He
isn’t breathing. Isn’t moving. He isn’t. She finds herself
strangely fixed in place, rusted solid all the way through to
immobility, eyes closed, listening, every inch of her skin taut as
a drum sampling and sieving the air, straining to catch the
slightest sound, the slightest vibration. But what her arm is
resting on is as unyielding and quiet and amicably composed as any
piece of furniture in this room. Maybe more so. This goes on for
quite a while. She can’t stop. She sits and listens, sits and
waits.

Alice. Me. Stubborn as all get out. Everyone says so.
Strong and careful and... Hank says so. Said so. Says so. She
waits. Hands as big as shovels, helplessly hanging from the ends of
these arms. Nothing to do. A strong woman and she couldn’t even
keep him there in his own bed. Couldn’t even keep him safe. She
thought “I didn’t even see him leave.”

A knotted, tangled, irredeemably kinked and twisted
ball of fearfulness and anxiousness Alice has been carrying around,
an obscene charm on a uselessly large charm bracelet of pain, well
it abruptly vanishes. It surprises her. It evaporates; leaving a
hole. She feels the air and the light passing right through her
now. She’s’ made it, she’s transparent. Holding herself still,
poking around carefully inside, up and down, inside and out, her
short bristly hair, her strong reliable body, her solid thighs, her
legs and strong feet, she realizes that the hole she’s feeling
isn’t the absence of all that fear, the hole is Alice herself.
There is an Alice-sized hole in the universe now. The room is
empty. Both Alice and Hank aren’t there anymore.

 


 


It was a week before she noticed Hank’s name is
fading out on her wrist. Another name, in a much more swirly,
curl-filled, perky illegibility appears on her tanned skin – the
letters clearer and clearer, limp alphabet noodles rising wanly to
the surface of piping-hot tomato soup. She starts wearing long
sleeved shirts.

 


 


It’s a year and half later, late winter, and Alice
and Kerri are eyeing each other over their coffee cups, sipping,
glancing, resting elbows on the tiny, scratched and dented linoleum
dinette Alice has next to microwave stand, by the dead potted plant
hanging in front of her kitchen window. A radio gospel program
plays old-timey, four-part, a cappella congregation singing in the
background. Alice sometimes chimes in with a tuneless grunting,
following the alto, Kerri breaks out in a squeaky, high soprano
unexpectedly, from time to time. It always makes Alice jump.

Blowing on her coffee and shifting dangerously to one
side in her tiny chair, Alice wants to say “I wish you wouldn’t do
that” but holds her tongue, Kerri being so nice and all to keep
company with her. Kerri’s been at it at least once a week, all
during this past year. At first Alice wouldn’t open the door to
her. As it is, Alice hardly says a word. She doesn’t know why Kerri
puts up with her.

The hymn enthusiastically lurches into another verse.
Alice can almost see them. She can almost smell pine-board varnish
of pews, hear irreverent, heathen flies buzzing through bands of
Sunday Meeting sunlight, feel dozens of lungs pumping honest,
sky-thrown melody out of throats used normally for everyday
talking, eating, breathing. She listens to the miniature
congregation of singers winding up for the final soulful chorus of
Precious Memories. She hums a few of the low notes to herself, eyes
closed, grinning because she knows she’s hit, dead-on, that funny
alto harmony that always hangs below the melody with the sassiness
of a ripe, glowing strawberry, and looks up, gripping her Knob Lick
Mountain Ozarks souvenir mug with both hands (the handle broke off
long ago), enjoying the warmth on her palms, the tickling coffee
steam in her nose, the river of milk and honey flowing through her
mind to see Kerri grinning from ear to ear. She’s leaning on the
table, balancing that heart-face of hers in both fists and smiling
at her like there’s no tomorrow. Alice feels a strange shifting, a
bumping and a crashing inside her - a storage room door opening and
what was inside, packed floor to ceiling, spilling out onto the
floor in every direction.

“What?” Alice bites her lip and tries to put a frown
on her face but only succeeds in making herself look playful - not
the look she was going for - a little girl in a meadow
play-lecturing a dandelion on how to behave itself properly and
lady-like during a long summer's afternoon.

“Nothing.” Kerri sits back and smiles. And then she
smiles some more.

“Well” says Alice and sits back, a screw on the chair
somewhere pulling sharply on wood and calling out piteously. "Well,
well, what have we here?" Alice feels trapped and outwitted
someways she doesn’t quite understand completely. Trapped the way
you'd lure a dog inside on a frost-bitten winter night with loving
arms, food, water and a warm rug on the back porch. Trapped. A
lucky trapped, possibly. Maybe a safe trapped. If safe is what a
person is looking for. Is she looking?

She suddenly has an image of her freedom, wide-eyed,
mouth open, face pressed against the window of an express train,
barreling away from her forever into parts unknown, waving
frantically at Alice standing dumbfounded on the station
platform.

“So,” says Kerri “did anyone ever tell you Al, that
you have the prettiest smile?”

Alice doesn’t trust herself to answer. Her smile,
which switches up from 30 watts to 120 does it for her. The tracks
are empty now. Alice realizes, somehow, somewhere in the last few
minutes she made a decision. Why is she always running, trying to
catch up with herself? Kerri straightens up, puts both hands primly
in her lap and locks her gaze onto Alice’s. Alice looks down, and
on impulse, pulls her right wrist out of her long sleeves. She
hasn’t dared look at her tattoo since Hank’s funeral . Not even
showering. Not even in the tub. Afraid of what she might see.
Knowing what it would mean. There it is. Happy, sprawling letters –
a signature on her wrist, “Kerri” as plain as the nose on her face,
with an “I” at the end dotted with a heart. Always the last to find
out. She looks up, determined and ready, the way she looks when she
has an old engine to rebuild and weeks of work ahead of her and she
may as well get started because the sooner she starts the sooner
she’s going to be done with this whole re-building thing she’s
doing and where in the heck did all this come from and why does it
always have to happen so fast and why is life so mysterious. Alice
asks the universe but expects no answers.

“Move to California with me, Al.”

“O.K.”

 


 


It happens almost as soon as they finish
unpacking.

The (very) little they bring with them hardly fills
this mind-staggeringly expensive doll-house apartment (really a
remodeled garage) they rent in Pittsburg. Yes, Pittsburg.
Pittsburg, California that is. No “h” - Alice is reminded of this
important fact many, many times. A kind of gentler, stress-less,
mellow and centered, Zen-like Northern California spelling, as this
is the East Bay – and, after all, Berkeley’s just around the
corner.

California turns out to be beautiful. Palm trees.
Swimming pools. Movie stars. As advertised. Yes, Alice will
certainly admit to all of that. But their tiny corner isn’t exactly
a sand-filled bikini romp through blue-skied, always-summer
Nirvanas. A steady hum and whooshing in the background isn’t the
gentle sound of California surf, it’s a mega-interstate humming
with wildly-driven metal torpedoes, rubber tires whining
continuously, pushing across eight lanes of concrete. A maze of oil
refineries’ storage tanks peeks above trees in their backyard -
trees that look to be a forest in some Midwestern state, cornily
pretending to be next to a wheat field when actually they’re
nestled here among steep, whiter-than-white grass-covered hills.
Fingers of ocean water wiggle between the slopes, appearing oddly
and unexpectedly fifty miles from any beach. The walls in their
apartment, well Alice could put her fist through them and has, by
accident while making a dramatic point about the sarcastically high
cost of groceries here in the Bay Area.

The transition to their new life, as Kerri puts it,
alarms here. It shouldn’t be this easy. She keeps thinking she’s
missing something, something important, something that will come
back and bite her in the ankle, pull her down and devour her and
she’ll wish she’d gone running back to Texas then. She’s a little
tired of waiting for unavoidable, impending disaster, but one of
the two of them has to do it. She waits. Waits and looks over her
shoulder. But so far, nothing, nada, zip. The universe and its
habit of jealously squashing and obliterating burgeoning human
happiness hasn’t noticed Alice and Kerri. At least, not yet.

Kerri, sweet and supportive and upbeat, nests
energetically. Flowers, new brightly colored cloth prints for
curtains, a plaque with two frogs sitting on a lily, rubbing heads,
eyes shut and grinning, saying “Welcome to our pad.”

Alice sinks into a post-purchase, buyer’s remorse,
totally-new-life depression, wondering what in the world she was
thinking. But between looking for work during the day and
re-discovering her body (with much help from Kerri) at night, she
really doesn’t know whether she is coming or going anymore. She’s
on Life’s Tilt-A-Whirl now, and it’s going faster and faster and
the scary part is, it’s just getting started. It’s all blending
together into one funhouse blur of hormones, sun and sex and pure,
unadulterated terror. What really scares Alice sometimes is that
she’s actually doing all right. Somehow, someway, the two of them
are making a new home together here on the edge of the
continent.

And then she notices.

Alice’s wrist, with a mind of its own like always,
transfers its allegiance abruptly, in the space of a few hours
during a single night’s sleep , from the unsuspecting Kerri to a
mystery person who writes in gawky, lumbering block letters – the
shadowy, forceful, and somehow sexy “Deb” – Alice isn’t amused. She
somehow hides it in the morning, tells Kerri she has a sprain and
wraps it with a satisfyingly opaque springy drugstore bandage. She
never takes it off now. It only slows them down a little bit in
their nocturnal gymnastics. Sometimes, long and late into the
night, holding Kerri’s blond head against her side with her strong
right, Ace-bandaged arm, Alice lies wide-awake, staring at the foam
pebbles on the false popcorn ceiling, brushing the short hair on
her head backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards (she parts
it in the middle now just the way Hank used to part his, a way of
remembering him 24 hours a day with a part of her body, although
she doesn’t tell Kerri that’s the reason she’s doing it), and she
worries.

She is trying to imagine what the face of a Deb would
look like, piecing together shapes in the shadows on the bumpy
ceiling - shadows cast from the sodium vapor lights clicking loudly
on and off in the refinery behind the tiny bedroom of their garage
apartment. She does this often and for quite some time. Eventually
the low-tide, soft hissing of eighteen-wheelers and night owls
sailing over the bright expanses of interstate concrete a couple of
blocks behind her will buoy her up, float her gently off, out and
away, set her free sailing into the wide sea of California midnight
rising in slow swells all about her.

Released. Well, almost. She nearly, but not quite,
outruns her worries. She drifts and dozens of Deb incarnations
float by her on waves of white noise, as she bites her lip, eyes
resolutely closed, thinking of a trusting, sleeping, tenderly
snoring head nestled between her breast and bicep.

 


 


The night streets are starkly empty, its past ten,
and Alice is beginning to wonder why she and Kerri and another
nurse friend from the clinic Kerri works at are driving around in
circles in this wasteland of parking lots, homeless people pushing
marvelously full shopping carts, barred and gated repair shops,
condos snugly closed behind steel paneled, bright-riveted fronts.
Every so often there’s boiling knots of thin twenty-somethings,
decked out in various shades of black under pools of neon light.
Alice thinks they resemble nests of hungry ants investigating
fallen and undefended Jolly Ranchers. She makes yet another right
turn – never a left turn - onto yet another one-way. The city of
San Francisco hates left turns the way Nature hates a vacuum. They
have this zero-tolerance policy towards them. Alice has learned
that hard way and has the tickets to prove it.

Annette, Kerri’s friend giggles at something in the
back seat, and Kerri leans back to get in on the joke. Annette’s
always giggling. Alice says to herself “Just get through it, get
out, and get on the other side.” If they could see her face, it
would be one of those smiley faces that has the smile that’s just a
grim, straight, bare line.

“Annette says to turn down the next alley and find an
empty spot on the sidewalk” Kerri whispers beerily into Alice’s
ear, giggling. Maybe those Tecates back in Pittsburg weren’t the
best idea. Sidewalk? Alice feels someone kicking the back of her
seat. She grips the steering wheel tighter. So this is a South of
Market San Francisco bar adventure. Annette’s eyes had glowed a
hysterical baby blue when she heard Kerri and Alice hadn’t ventured
into the City yet. Hell, they hardly left Pittsburg except for runs
to Costco and that was in neighboring Antioch. The Home Depot was
only four blocks away. Coming over the Bay Bridge from Oakland,
Alice has the strange feeling she’s flying an X-wing fighter into
the canyons of the Death Star. It’s beautiful in ways her brain
doesn’t have, or maybe doesn’t want to have, the ability to
register.

Nudge. Nudge. This time the punches seem to be a
signal. Alice stops herself from whacking backwards. Instead Alice
obediently turns to the left, down a narrow wilderness of
chain-link, dumpsters, and abandoned cars left at various angles to
the roadway. She starts looking. She feels more nudging, but
doesn’t see a spot, and then the giggling around her crescendos,
twin pistons in an engine about to blow a gasket. Alice restrains
an impulse to reach over and pitch them both out the window. She
thumps the steering wheel a couple of times. Solid whacks. It feels
good. Then she has an epiphany. It gets strangely quiet in the car,
except for some muffled gasping. She finds an empty angle between
two “abandoned” cars, and expertly slides in and between them,
parallel parking, switches off the ignition, declares herself
parked, mentally braces herself, and turns around to look directly
at Kerri and Annette. Both of them are staring at her with big,
moist eyes, biting their lips, unsuccessfully trying to bottle up
their giggling and guffawing, trying to let her get on with the
very important job of getting them to a club and drunk. The attempt
at helping her softens her up some. They burst out of the car into
the cool and foggily damp San Francisco night in a cloud of girlish
laughter, some of it Alice’s. Alice thinks “Well, maybe, just
maybe.”

The streets they walk are deserted and muffled-quiet
in the fog. Alice has all her senses on red-alert, scanning the
perimeter constantly, memorizing the way back to the car, looking
ahead for roadblocks, imagining darting, skulking forms. Kerri and
Annette are huddled, whispering, weaving back and forth gently in
the stray waves of fog, black hair mingling with blond, bare
shoulder to bare shoulder (they’re both wearing flimsy string-tops
and tight, bright-colored pedal pushers – like they’re sisters -
they’d be freezing except they’re powered by Tecate tonight). Alice
is more rationally dressed in new, bright blue work jeans and a
surprisingly clean t-shirt stretched over her ample bosom. You
can’t even see where she bleached out transmission fluid around the
collar.

She feels the vibration of the club long before she
sees it. Then, suddenly they turn a corner and there are women
everywhere. Solid walls of estrogen stretching in front of them. A
line of women outside a long, low building. Tangled kinks and
bunches of them in complicated feminine inter-relationships that
apparently everyone understands but Alice. As would any
worldly-wise, alpha female elephant, Alice, the good matriarch she
is, gathers and pulls her little herd closer to her side and slows
them all down to a shuffle to reconnoiter the situation with the
proper care and caution such a predicament requires. Kerri and
Annette ignore her. They squeeze into the knots of women, rapidly
wending their way towards the front door and disappear. Alice
follows a little miffed.

The doorman (or doorwoman) sports shiny heavy black
leather pants, a leather jacket with stainless steel chains dotting
and draping the front, and a face that could face down a Panzer
Division before breakfast. She could easily wrestle Alice to the
floor, and that’s saying a lot. On top of it all, this bouncer has
obviously bounced and partied a little on her own before she got
herself together and showed up for work. Her half-lidded eyes are
ogling every girl in line, in turn. They miss nothing. They enjoy
all. And when she’s done, she starts all over again.

As they get to the front of the line, she ceases
sullenly fumbling and mumbling for ID’s and awakens grandly from
what looks a lot like sleepwalking (or sleepchecking in this case),
reaches down behind her, grabs in a kind of acrobatic, alcoholic
grace an enormous cartoon-sized bottle of Colt 45, takes a long,
slow swig, and stands up a little unsteadily, still holding the
bottle, to call out “aureole check.” The line is silent for a
millisecond, then erupts in explosive conversational exclamations.
“Oreo?” thinks Alice darkly, “no one’s checking my Oreo
tonight.”

Apparently the three girls immediately in front of
them are having difficulty with the concept too, they don’t seem to
speak English and their downturned eyebrows and prettily managed
frowns rouse the bouncer to further heights of explication. The
leather-encrusted one says in a lower, careful voice, a teacher
bringing the slow students up to the general-class speed “Nipples,
ladies. I’m here to inspect your tits.” The red-haired one in front
screams, a full-throated exclamation that could only mean yes,
scrambles to pull off her shirt, and promptly falls against her
friends in a heap. Obviously , someone else had been doing a little
alcoholic pre-loading with the cheap stuff before they went out
bar-hopping tonight. The friends of the now half-nude woman duck
behind and around her in a last spurt of exasperation and disappear
into the all-consuming throb and crash of bass beating out of the
open door of the club. The swinging doors close quickly behind them
with an unheard slam. The red-haired girl is left with one breast
cupped by one hand of the bouncer, while she is offered a turn at
the Colt 45 with the other. The red head doesn’t move, the leather
woman says “No?” then glancing down bobs the breast up a down a
couple of times and says “Honey I’ve seen bigger.”

A face slap, an explosion of re-robing and a most
severe rebuke ensues. The word bitch and what sounds like what just
might be long, elaborate insults in a foreign language (French?)
punctuated by sharp barks of laughter and pointed head wags goes on
for a minute or so until it is drowned out by another voice - a
long, drawn out wail of “Deborah!”

The door is open again. The red-head is gone. Popped
and propelled by her own invective into the club, a chic watermelon
seed that just got spit out, only an empty space remains where the
a tornado of Gallic fury once stood. The leather-bound
breast-inspector tries to slip her massive bottle unobtrusively
between her feet and sit back down on her ancient stool in
something approximating a professional, nonchalant pose, but the
approaching voice will have none of it. “I TOLD you, Deb, I TOLD
you The City’s out to get my liquor license. Give me that bottle.
In plain sight. On the street. Give it to me! Now! I said Now!“
Alice is unsurprised to find out that near naked females on public
thoroughfares do not merit even the slightest mention in this town.
“Look” says the unseen not-to-be-brooked-no-nonsense mother-voice
from beyond the door, now apparently waving a half-empty bottle of
beer around “just a fucking fifteen minutes. Barb needed a fucking
fifteen minute break, and you, you… just fifteen minutes. I fucking
swear…” The door closes, it goes quiet, the fog blows and everyone
realizes they are standing out in the cold separated from a warm
cube of music, dancing, mayhem, and forgetfulness by one slightly
drunk woman who’s way too clever for her own good. The line bunches
up towards the front and people kind of start to push a little.
Alice pushes efficiently but forcefully back and goes about
creating an adequate, workable open space in front of the leather
bouncer for the three of them.

The bouncer seems to really notice them for the first
time. “Ladies” says Deb, expertly eyeing each one in turn and
grandly disdaining to closely examine their proffered I.D’s. She
pauses for effect. She opens the swinging door with the back of one
very solid arm. She braces it open for them with a kick of her
jack-booted foot, and puts thumb and forefinger together on the
brim of her black cap (which looks suspiciously similar to a
battered and used Hollywood prop for an SS Storm Trooper’s) – a cap
she’s just put on, just for them, completely covering her spiky,
short black hair. Then with an only barely perceptible swaying, she
repeatedly waves them in, smiling graciously. Alice notices in
passing that she’s waving them in with what appears to be another
full bottle of Colt 45.

Kerri and Annette squeeze in, looking happily into
each other’s eyes, beaming the message “and this is the reason you
come into the City.” Alice pushes in sidewise right after them,
unsure whether or not she feels a leather glove grab one
denim-covered buttock as she tumbles in, rubs her arm and its Deb
tattoo, and realizes she’s just met a Deb. No. Not THE Deb.
Universe, this is not the Deb you’re thinking of. I mean, you meet
Debs all the time. They’re everywhere. Deb is a very common
name.

Alice pads in behind them, thinking too much now,
worrying, rubbing her jeans, feeling a handprint on her backside
burning through the material and marking her, a cattle brand (she's
part of the Deb herd now) - and lights, laughter, music from
speakers taller than her, the smell of a hundred close-packed women
crashing in a wave over them, it swallows them. Swallows them
whole. The door closes and the three of them and their night are
safely on their way, journeying through the wilderness to parts
unknown.

 


 


“You never ask me how I feel.”

Alice types her rapid-fire, two-fingered typing, she
doesn’t bother looking up. Gwen, the unhappy, abused voice across
the room doesn't bother noticing that Alice isn't looking.

“When are we going?”

It’s hot. Sticky, prickly hot. Unnaturally hot. A
keening, squeaky sound, motorcycle tires being wheeled at an angle
across polished concrete, hangs in the air around Alice. Her
shoulders immediately tense in readiness. She mentally cracks her
knuckles and uncrimps her neck. She’s ready for a good fight. The
air in the room crackles and spits - a violent summer night with a
big lightning storm just about to break. Alice just wants it over.
Whatever it is. Over and done with.

“Everyone’s leaving but us.”

It’s also Friday night. Alice pulls off her glasses,
arranges a smile in Gwen’s direction, leans back in a rickety
office chair, folds her hands behind her sand-and-salt, blond-grey
head, looks out the open office door. She catches Deb waving
goodbye, snapping a black helmet onto her close-shaved,
black-fuzzed head. Deb scuffs both feet across the floor, revs up
her bike, maneuvers the big Honda chopper out onto the sidewalk in
front of the garage, motors out and is lost into her weekend. Alice
leans forward, listens to the bike’s grumbling roar until it’s lost
in the general traffic noise and hits the switch under her desk
that shuts and locks the big front garage doors. She watches them
close, making sure no one slides in, under the rumbling doors as
they roll back down. They click loudly, shutting them in, tight and
closed.

She glances back at Gwen again, who ignores her, and
Alice shrugs, smiling to herself, entering bills into her laptop,
smelling the honest odor of her labor - black caked fingernails,
hands, arms, and overalls reeking of motor oil, grease, more motor
oil, and several other miscellaneous chemicals Alice would be
hard-pressed to identify without seriously sitting back and trying
to reassemble the roster of vehicles Deb saddled her with today.
Cars hoot and trucks rumble on Army Street outside. It’s rush hour.
Another illusory bubble of weekend optimism explodes over San
Francisco and Alice. Abruptly everyone's fleeing - refugees from
the bitter land of responsibilities scouting out the way to the
often-promised, seldom-found land of careless pleasures. Everyone's
in movement. Well, almost everyone.

Alice works for a while. Stretches. Gets some coffee.
Then works some more. She looks up over the half-moons of her
reading glasses and catches Gwen in sullen smolder, glaring now
specifically in her direction, her thin arms crossed as she kicks
the back of Alice’s battered, peeling, only partially riveted
leather coach.

Gwen’s last contribution to their conversation - “I
am so fucking bored” - hangs provocatively in the air - not unlike
the unavoidable smell of someone who has just upchucked in the
backseat of your car. Gwen doesn’t care. She doesn’t care because
she’s beyond caring – she’s slowly being tortured to death by the
sheer monumental boringness of this oven-hot afternoon with
boring-as-hell, businesswoman Alice in an honest-to-God auto repair
shop for Chrissake. Gwen wants to know what she did to deserve
this. Gwen wants to know when someone will start paying attention
to Gwen's needs. And what the hell happened to the genuine redneck
she fell for? What? Where did she run off to?

Where is the woman who rode in an all-female
motorcycle gang over all of Northern California? Where is the rebel
she met in the Castro last month parking her bike in back of
Walgreens, offering her a ride at 2 A.M. to the top of Twin Peaks?
Not the old lady wearing bifocals in front of her ignoring her new
jeans, her new hair color, her new piercing in her left nostril
just below the previous one.

Gwen’s drapes dramatically over and around and on top
of the couch - imitating a viciously spilled can of female paint.
She picks away at the upholstery - pick, pick, pick - innocently
but rhythmically, methodically and loudly, with a certain directed
malevolence, apparently all for Alice’s benefit. Steadily, she's
worrying a loose seam looser under her weary, uninterested head.
Already a little strip of free leather is starting to flop towards
the floor. Passive-aggressive unraveling. Pick, pick, pick. Alice
won’t bite.

Gwen. Twenty-two and tired of it. Tired of waiting.
When will her life start and all the things she deserves come to
her? The muffled sound of another motorcycle revs into life outside
on the street. It sounds like a dirt bike. It doesn’t even sound
street legal. The ghost of it echoes through the closed and
cavernous garage. The hollow sound bounces into the small office
slash shack accreted onto the back of the building where Alice and
Gwen sit in gray shadows thrown back by energetic fluorescent lamps
hanging low from the high ceilings. The sound hits Gwen, a whip
hitting her back, and she jerks upright. She re-drapes herself
spastically, over and over again, sighing piteously. No
reaction.

Alice stays head down, fingers a-pumping away,
smiling and frowning to herself at the same time behind the flipped
up laptop screen with a half-filled entry form beaming expectantly
back at her. She keeps on typing the same thing in again. She keeps
on typing it in wrong. She can’t concentrate. Now Gwen’s nearly
upside down in her bored contortionist waiting routine, and Alice
finds it almost impossible to take her seriously - not that she
takes her all that seriously ever.

Alice is forty-four and knows all about waiting. It’s
not that she’s patient, no, not by a long shot. She’s just had to
wait. And getting isn’t always all it’s cracked up to be. You get,
and then you get disappointed. Sometimes the best of it was the
waiting. But twenty-two doesn’t want to hear any of that. So, Alice
doesn’t tell her.

Alice’s office cell phone, by her big binder of
invoices, breaks out in a melody from the Nutcracker Suite. It’s
the irritating ring Alice has programmed for Deb’s cell number on
Alice's phone when Deb calls her. Deb consistently refuses to
notice how annoying The Nutcracker ring is when she chances to hear
it, which Deb knows makes Alice crazy. This is how the two of them
communicate to the other person that they still love them. Using
and ignoring disturbing ringtones. She flips her cell open and jams
it into her ear.

“ Yeah” says Alice, “Didn’t I just see a sugar-plum
fairy flit off into the sunset?” She hears miniature snorts and
some of Deb’s honking laugh, some actual car horns honking and a
low, steady purring sound - a hundred cars gridlocked in front of a
stoplight and radios and even some yelling going on – you can
almost feel the heat lifting off of the pavement. It must be hell
out there. San Franciscans hate heat. Alice finds herself listening
to the sound of the idling engines and categorizes the various
wheezes, coughs, and panting, motorized gasps, estimating how much
it would cost to fix each one and what their profit margin might be
if they did. Deb's voice booms out at her and Alice pulls the phone
away a foot from her head.

“Alice? That you? Yeah, yeah, can’t you see I’m on
the friggin’ phone, you moron. Just go around. “Alice hears honks
punctuated with shouts. “You use that round thing in front of your
fucking nose, it’s called a steering wheel.” More shouts. “Yeah,
sure. You and who else? Unlock that door and say it again. Yeah I
thought so. Go on by. Just keep going. She still there, baby?”

It takes a second for Alice to get that Deb is done
for the time being messing with the general public and has turned
her attention solely back on to Alice. “Yesss…” says Alice
cautiously, knowing two ears on a sofa are soaking all this up with
the suction of fresh sawdust tearing into a pool of newly-spilt
oil. Deb coughs out a throaty cackle and then yells “I’m on the
friggin’ curb, you dumbfuck. Whaddya want me to do? You got plenty
of room. So what’s the arm been telling you these days Al?” Alice
maintains an uneasy silence.

“Watch and learn, watch and learn. Cowgirl.” Deb
laughs softly. Alice hears clicking and beeping. What in the hell
is she doing now? Is she calling someone on her other phone? Alice
gets the feeling a storm is about to break.

At that precise moment Gwen’s cheap phone begins
banging out a muddy club beat, and Gwen pulls it out, bored, but
looking slyly sideways at Alice across the room, like maybe Alice
wouldn’t notice the sudden transformation of a garage office into a
dance floor.

“Hey” whispers Gwen into her hand, cupped away from
Alice so she can’t see. Alice can hear Gwen clearly with one ear –
the office ear, and amazingly also barely with the other – the one
on the phone with Deb. Then Alice hears Deb’s voice in stereo.
Stereo. From her phone. And from, where? From her couch? Alice
thinks “She is NOT doing this.”

“Stop it, Deb, I’m warning you.” Alice growls. Gwen
jumps at Alice’s voice, hazards a quick glance back at Alice and
the laptop, frowns a little now, hunches back down.

Deb’s voice low and purring. “So how ‘bout it? You
coming over later? The key’s under the big round rock by the front
stoop.”

“Stop it.” Says Alice. “Now. I mean now. This isn’t
funny, Deb.” Gwen gets an odd look on her face and looks at her
cell and then over at Alice, then at her cell. But she rolls over,
stretching elaborately the way a cat does, waking up, and turned
away from Alice whispers into her phone “After two, I got like,
things to do first. You know.”

Alice looks sharply up, dropping the receiver heavily
on the desk, scraping the chair out from underneath her and
knocking it back, ricocheting it in a sharp plastic/metallic thud
against the wall behind her with the precise violence of an eight
ball hitting a bumper shooting for the side pocket. The chair
bounces off the desk, off the filing cabinet and comes to rest on
the floor in front of Gwen.

Gwen doesn’t have a chance. She’s scrambling to get
completely out the side door, as Alice grabs and pitches her ratty,
military surplus backpack over Gwen’s head and into the twilight of
the alley. When Gwen stops to get her breath, pausing in the long
string of pornographic names she’s calling Alice, some of them even
creative - she fumbles at the pockets in her jeans and yells back
“hey Elsie, four-eyes, where’s my fucking phone?” To Gwen’s credit,
she catches, doesn’t duck and doesn’t drop Alice’s major league,
over-arm, baseball pitch aimed straight at Gwen's young, bored
cleavage. Although, Alice thinks, in the dim light of the narrow,
urine-scented alley, it looks as if some random pieces of plastic
casing may have exploded out of Gwen’s hands upon impact. Gwen ends
up walking backwards toward the big iron gates that let out onto
Army Street, watching Alice carefully for any more ambushes. A
quick click, a sturdy slam and then Gwen is gone.

The garage is suddenly very quiet, and a lot more
roomy. Alice watches the alley for a second or two, one foot
keeping the back office door open, eyes blinking, face reddening,
breathing a little rapidly, hands clenching and unclenching in
purposeful fists, which now have nothing to hit. When her breathing
is more normal, she goes back inside, letting the heavy steel outer
door slam violently and satisfyingly.

Her desk is laughing at her. The cell lies face-up on
her keyboard. Alice picks it up and starts looking around the
office for her glasses, or the pieces of her glasses. She can’t
find them. She feels the cover of the phone bend slightly in her
fist. She’s holding it way too tight. She puts it in her left hand,
shaking her right hand above her head to get circulation back in
her thumb. In the process, she manages to whack one of the hanging
fluorescent lights, and she starts cursing under her breath.

“So girly-girl’s gone, huh? Gone for good?” Deb is
still laughing.

“Deb, I’m just telling you. Someday. Someday you’re
going to go too far.”

“Girl, I’ll always have your back, you know that. I
told you she was poison. Pure poison. When you gonna start
listening to your Auntie D?”

Alice sets the phone down on the desk and hits
speakerphone, looking down at her wrist. It has the look of
something an animal has been gnawing and clawing at it – lines
every which way – half-formed letters – it’s funny, she ought to be
laughing out loud it’s so funny, Gwen never once asked her about
her wrist – she wonders if she even noticed it.

Well - maybe that was an A, maybe a Q, maybe it was a
map of the streets of San Francisco starting to wriggle out of the
general rat’s nest of characters wandering down, up, and around her
forearm.

“I can see someone we both know, whose name starts
with Gwen, walking right towards me and the bus stop I’m pulled
next to. Whoops! Correction! I’ve been sighted. The target is now
high-tailing it down the street the opposite direction towards San
Jose. Not many bus stops thataways for Miss Nose Ring. Hope she’s
got her best walking shoes on.” Deb is chuckling, but Alice can
hear her working her clutch, yanking the revs up and down, getting
ready to pull out into traffic.

Let’s see now – Alice runs both hands through her
hair and tries to force a part on the top of her head, but it’s too
short for that - there’d been Kerri, then Deb, then Paris, then
Lamansha, then Gwen. Where had Zana come in again? And there’d been
that one time with Annette, before Kerri had seen Deb’s name on
Alice’s arm and run off to Annette’s condo never to return. The
past 9 years were a blur. And now she had Deb’s garage to run, well
soon Deb and Alice’s garage when Alice got that inheritance from
her mom settled in Probate, which would be soon if that lawyer from
Dallas would get off his behind and actually start working for his
money. With any luck, she’d be too busy for girlfriends then.

Alice doesn’t hear any more laughing. The
speakerphone is silent except for random bursts of static and
complaining combustion engines. Alice is weary. She sits in the
deepening gloom, her head resting on one hand, listening to the
fluorescents hum efficiently above her.

“Yeah that’s a turn signal stupid. It means I’m gonna
turn. You O.K. honey?” Deb asks into the silence. “Lacey and I
could swing by later. You could drive the old Harley. It’d be like
old times. Be good for you to get out. Al? Al?”

”You there, Al?”

“Al?”

“I’ll be fine, Deb. Just fine.”

 


 


The reunion is at the County Park this year, out by
the reservoir, ringed by white oak, winged elm, and persimmon. It
feels like home, but Alice feels different. Alice feels like a
stranger.

The humidity is East Texas crazy and the temperature
close to a hundred and Deb, Lace, and Alice as long-time San
Francisco residents who promptly wilt in weather even 10 degrees
above 65 visibly deflate and diminish after they leave the cylinder
of frosty air in Deb’s Volvo.

Ever since Pat left Alice to go back to her
ex-husband in Fresno, Deb and Lace have been pushing Alice. They go
at her all the time. They try to get her out, but Alice would
rather not. She’d rather work. And what’s wrong with that? Working?
Someone’s gotta do it. The garage has never had a better year, and
they know it, but they still have
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