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			For Karuna

		

	
		
			“Let’s do some livin’, after we die.”

			—the ROLLING STONES

		

	
		
			Introducing James Heartsock

			[image: image]

			I was driving a ’69 Chevy Nova 370 four-barrel with mag wheels and a dual exhaust. It’s a kick-ass car. I took the muffler out so it sounds like a Harley. People love it. I was staring at myself through the window into the driver’s-side mirror; I do that all the time. I’ll stare into anything that reflects. That’s not a flattering quality, and I wish I didn’t do it, but I do. I’m vain as all hell. It’s revolting. Most of the time when I’m looking in the mirror, I’m checking to see if I’m still here or else I’m wishing I was somebody else, a Mexican bandito or somebody like that. I have a mustache. Most guys with mustaches look like fags, but I don’t. I touch mine too much, though. I touch it all the time. I don’t even know why I’m telling you about it now. I just stare at myself constantly and I wish I didn’t. It brings me absolutely no pleasure at all.

			My fingers were frozen around the steering wheel. Albany in February is a black sooty slab of ice. The woman on the radio announced the time and temperature: eight-forty-two and twenty-three degrees. Christy and I had broken up fifteen hours earlier, and I was in a tailspin. I had my uniform on, the dress one; it’s awesome. Military uniforms make you feel like somebody, like you have a purpose, even if you don’t. You feel special, connected to the past. You’re not just an ordinary person, a civilian—you’re noble. The downside of this Walk of Pride is, it’s a lie.

			This is my story.

			My orders were unbelievable, my lieutenant is an out-of-control high-speed prick. This was his job. I had to inform some dude’s wife that her husband had been shot in the head. The soldier’s name was Private Kevin Anderson, and he’d been killed outside of Paradise the night before. Paradise is a bar where all the black dudes hang: probably drugs or some kind of bullshit high jinks. I didn’t know him at all.

			Not to mention, I was all cracked up myself. I hadn’t been to sleep, doing speed all night: crystal meth. Breaking up with Christy had been a giant mistake; I knew it the minute I walked away.

			The army is more lamebrain than you can even imagine. My lieutenant sometimes has me and my men go into town and stand guard over parking spots: securing position. I joined up because I wanted to be of service to something. I’d tried college, Kent State, for two years but screw that. Who wants to pay all that coin just to drink beer and get VD? My dad had been in the army, and I grew up constantly drawing pictures of machine guns and soldiers killing the hell out of one another—shit like that—so I thought joining the army made sense. I figured it was my destiny, and it was, but just because something’s your destiny doesn’t mean it’s gonna be any good.

			I thought maybe someday I’d be in a Dairy Queen and some bonzo lunatic would whip out an automatic and start wasting people, and I’d be the one guy there who’d be able to stop him, who’d show some signs of personal heroism or integrity. There are a lot of people in the world. It’s difficult to find a way to set yourself apart. When I was twelve, I built a working crossbow with bolts I could sink into a tree. That’s about the coolest thing I’ve ever done.

			Now, the only thing interesting or worthy of remark about me was my car. It was tits: silver with bold black racing stripes straight down the center. I never had any trouble getting laid.

			I was hauling ass through north Albany into the “darker” part of town looking for this Anderson kid’s address: 2376½ Hawthorne, apartment B. I had all his information in a folder on the passenger seat. The streets were icy and lined with piles of crusty pollution-stained snow. I found the house easy, a big old place divided up into eight apartments. All the homes on the block were done the exact same way. Once upon a time this was the swank part of town—about eighty trillion years ago.

			I sat in my Nova under a tremendous barren old sycamore tree that grew adjacent to the Andersons’ driveway. Trees are wonderful. My dad was a tree man. He planted and trimmed trees for a living. Sometimes he’d be 180 feet up in the air rappelling around with a spinning chain saw, dead and sick branches bombing down onto the ground. I loved my dad. If I could give you the sensation of being eight years old watching him up in some magnificent maple singing to himself and talking to the branches—if you could hear him yell down, “Jimmy, when you’re thirteen and you come live with me, we’ll have ourselves some laughs then, pal, you can bet your sweet ass on that!”—if you could be inside my guts for that moment, you’d know exactly what it is like to be me. Summers, growing up, I worked with the ground crews, chopping and clearing. I was Mr. Know-It-All about landscaping. This sycamore in front of me was close to two hundred years old. Unless some ding-a-ling cuts it down it’ll be right there on Hawthorne Drive long after I’m dead. Can’t tell you why, but that makes me feel good.

			I checked my nose to make sure it wasn’t bleeding. Four hours before, I’d blown my last line with Tony, Eric, and Ed. Ed brought the crank. I wasn’t gonna do any, but they started chopping ’em down, and like I said I’d just broken up with Christy and—bada-bing bada-bam—next thing you know I’ve been talking about Patrick Ewing, John Starks, and the rest of the New York Knicks for nine hours. Tony, Eric, and Ed are a bunch of numb-nuts, but I hang out with them all the time anyway. It makes me sad to think I’m like them. “Better to be alone than to wish you were.” My father used to say that, but I never listen to anybody. I don’t say that with any pride. It’s good to listen to people.

			In no way did I want to get out of the car. My lieutenant is a motherfucker. When I think about him, my body palpitates with rage.

			Only eight-thirty in the morning and already things were going terribly. THE ARMY. WE DO MORE BEFORE NINE O’CLOCK. Isn’t that the ad line on TV?

			I’d always considered the military, but that movie Top Gun put me over the edge. Tom Cruise on that Ninja, banging that girl. Fuckin’-A. That was me. Sounds idiotic, and I’m savvy to that now, but walking out of the dark theater into the mall parking lot, the blazin’-hot August sun screaming down, I felt that film move me like a calling from God.

			Needless to say, I’m not among any elite faggy batch of specialized pilots. Drugs were by far the most invigorating thing in my life. At first, I had aspirations. I wanted to go into Special Forces, Airborne Rangers, eventually maybe the FBI. Now my confidence was broken. Christy had been responsible for all the best elements of my life. I missed her. I wished I’d never met her. I wanted to die, so the unavoidability of my disappointing her would be avoided.

			“You’re leaving me, aren’t you?” Christy had asked.

			She worked in the hospital, and we were on the seventh floor sitting in the cafeteria breaking up, both of us dressed in our uniforms. She was in her usual hospital garb, a blue skirt and blue blouse with her Social Services ID badge pinned to her chest, and I was in my normal office greens. Her tall lanky body was awkward in the small red metal chair, her skin was translucent, and her big apprehensive gray eyes were trapped underneath tortoiseshell oval glasses. God, I didn’t want to hurt her.

			“Come on, Jimmy, you’re leaving me, aren’t you?” she asked again.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“You make me sick,” she whispered. “People have always told me about this feeling, but I’ve never had it. It’s awful.” She spoke with empty eyes, as if it were already two years later.

			We’d been going together for about eighteen months, and I don’t know why but she loved the holy hell out of me.

			“When you go back to your pea-brained friends and tell them how you’ve left me and how unstable I am, and they tell you what a psycho bitch I am and all that garbage, just remember that all they are is glad you’re back drinking beer with them. They don’t know you. They don’t give a shit about you. And I do. I love you with my whole soul best, and if somebody else ever loves you as good as me, please remember there’s nothing you have to do, just let them.” She choked out a short laugh. “You’re my greatest disappointment.” She didn’t kiss me good-bye, she just gave me another empty half-cocked smile, turned, and walked down the hall, her black leather shoes clacking on the shiny hospital floor.

			A family was coming out of one of the neighboring houses and strolling onto Hawthorne Drive all dressed up in suits, dresses, and matching cute little outfits. They were heading off to church looking genuinely happy. I liked them. It’s easy to like strangers, but difficult to like people you know well. I was sure I’d like the Andersons. Jesus, I didn’t want Kevin to be dead.

			Iowa University, my lieutenant went to Iowa University, that’s all. Anybody can go to Iowa University. This was his job.

			In one quick motion, I got out of my car and shut the door. I could hear how cold it was by the way the metal snapped shut. My body felt delicate, like if my fingers touched anything too hard, my whole hand might shatter. My head felt like a tarantula was gonna crawl out my nose. Things appear differently to me when I’m coming down off of drugs, like the kids climbing on trees are connected to the branches, and the tree is connected to the blowing breeze, and the breeze is connected back to me. If someone asks me if I believe in God, I shake my head like I couldn’t give a shit, but the truth is, I do. I just don’t know what to do about it.

			The Andersons’ front yard looked like a frozen-over version of Satan’s lair. There were places the snow had melted and then frozen again in thin waves of ice. Weeds were poking their way through the ice out into the air. I could hear Ed’s obnoxious laugh mocking me like a skipping CD inside my brain. What a moron. Walking up the driveway, I checked again to make sure my nose wasn’t bleeding. The next drug test was in a couple of weeks. I was boned. Always, I had to push it. I tried not to be too mad at myself right then. There’d be plenty of time later.

			The driveway was loaded with green bags of garbage. I wondered if the sanitation department was on strike or if Kevin had simply spaced on trash day. I didn’t want to go inside. The front porch was loaded with broken toys—a Big Wheel with the front plastic tire worn through, action figures twisted with their legs curled up around their shoulders and wrapped around their backs in impossible positions. All kinds of pathetic playthings in neon colors were half buried in the icy snow.

			The front porch was made of wood and had started rotting probably thirty years ago. It seemed to be held together by a half inch of ice. Somebody was bound to slip and crack their head wide fuckin’ open. Why didn’t Kevin shovel his front walk? He was obviously not an outrageously gifted soldier. Being dead should’ve been my first clue.

			It was unfathomable that I had to do this. Ridiculous.

			Recently, I’d been having a problem where I couldn’t stop crying—more like weeping, really. The realization that I was not someone I was proud of would slap me in the face. I’d be in the Blue Sunrise laughing or drinking or smoking a joint, or rambling on about boats or cars or guns or pussy or some newfangled anything, and then I’d just go into the bathroom and sit in the stall and bawl my eyes out. I wanted to be alone, but I leaped at every bullshit opportunity to surround myself with more people.

			There was this empty hole in my chest; I could almost hear it. Sometimes I’d think I was hungry, or that I had to take a shit, or that I needed to get laid or have a cigarette, or maybe if I drank five shots in rapid succession I could wet it and fill it up, but I’d do all that and this desolate hole under my rib cage would still be there: right above my stomach and below my heart.

			If I sat still and took a deep long breath I could grab it or touch it—almost. But when I did that, I’d get scared like there was some big lie about to burst open.

			God, I don’t want to change, I thought. I just don’t.

			Turn on the radio, go to the movies, drive out to the drop zone, and jump out of a friggin’ airplane. Do anything you want. Just don’t sit still.

			As I knocked on the screen door with my bare cold knuckles pain shot through my hand. I wondered what I’d do if Jesus Christ himself answered the door. My dad loved Jesus; he talked about him all the time, about the value of powerlessness.

			For a moment I considered my appearance, brushing off my pants and jacket, running my fingers through my cropped hair, softly patting my mustache, checking again to make sure my nose wasn’t bleeding. The wind blew through my rayon uniform, and my teeth started chattering. I knocked again, this time with the butt of my fist. There was the faint sound of cartoons coming from inside. When I was a kid, they didn’t have cartoons on Sunday.

			An older black woman with a long purple down parka hanging over a crimson dress opened the front door but left the screen door closed. Nobody’d put up the storm windows yet. A welcome mat at my feet read GO AWAY. The old woman had thick gray wool socks on over her black stockings and no shoes. She was overweight, with healthy bright skin. Her eyes were extremely light brown, the whites a faint yellow. Two children, a boy of about four and a girl barely old enough to feed herself, were seated behind her in the kitchen munching on Honey Nut Cheerios and watching a sixteen-inch television that sat on the plastic tablecloth.

			“Yes?” she said. She had a soft rich voice, probably sang in the church choir.

			I didn’t say anything.

			“Who is it? Who is it?” the elder child shouted out.

			“It’s nobody!” she yelled back. “Eat’cher breakfast and watch the TV.” She turned back to me and smiled. “If you’re looking for Kevin, he’s not here.”

			“No,” I said, “I’m looking for his wife. Is that you?”

			“No, sweetie, I’m his mother. Tangerine’s upstairs asleep, but I wouldn’t recommend waking her up for no reason.” She smiled, expecting me to leave.

			“Well, that’s OK. I guess I can talk to you if that’s all right?” I didn’t have the first idea how I was going to go about doing this. This wasn’t my job.

			“Sure, come on in,” she said, pushing open the screen door. “Is everything OK?”

			“Yeah, sure,” I lied, quickly concealing Anderson’s folder.

			“Well, you don’t look too good, darlin’.”

			“Oh, no. I’m just cold.” I checked my nose again. It still wasn’t bleeding.

			“Kevin’s not in any trouble or anything, is he? You’re not with the MPs?”

			“No. No, I’m not with the MPs.” I laughed, as if it were nothing all that serious. The heat inside their place was oppressive, I thought I might pass out. My head began to swell, and I was forcefully aware of its weight.

			“Does this mean we don’t have to go to church?” the little boy asked hopefully, looking up from the television.

			“Does WHAT mean WHAT?” the old woman said, looking back over at the kid.

			“You said if there was someone here to watch us, we wouldn’t have to go to church,” he said simply.

			“This man ain’t gonna save you. Your only hope was your father, and it don’t look like he’s gonna show up in time.” She took the kid’s head in her hand and rotated it back toward the television set. “Have a seat,” she said, turning to me and removing some newspapers from one of the chairs around the table.

			I sat down next to the boy. The table was littered with lottery tickets.

			“What’s your name?” I asked the kid. He looked up at me, handsome with cropped hair, light brown skin, and huge black eyes.

			“Harper,” he said.

			“That’s a cool name.”

			“I know.” He nodded.

			“So, what’s your business?” the old woman asked me. She was standing by the refrigerator lightly rubbing her arms over her parka. The kitchen was pretty clean. The walls were painted blue. There were too many knickknacks and junk, but overall the house was well kept.

			“I used to hate to go to church too,” I said, smiling.

			“And now you go all the time?” she asked cynically.

			“No, I still don’t go too much. Not at all, actually, but I would like to go sometime.” In that moment I seriously contemplated the possibility.

			“You might should try,” she said. She was from the South. I wondered how she’d made her way this far north. “Why are you here, son?” she asked again. There was only a slight trace of impatience in her voice. The sound of the imbecilic television seemed to be growing in volume. It’s amazing how immersed children can be in cartoons without laughing at all.

			“Could I have something to drink? Would that be all right?” I asked, touching my face. There was something wrong with my mouth. That always happens to me when I do drugs, like I’m trying to chew my own face off from the inside out. I can’t stop cranking my jaw around and gnashing on the inside of my cheeks.

			“All we have is tomato juice,” she said, without moving.

			“That would be great.”

			“You want tomato juice?” she asked incredulously, forcing me to meet her eyes.

			“If you don’t mind.”

			She opened up the fridge, took out a bottle of tomato juice, and poured me some in a small blue cup.

			“Harper, take your sister in the other room.”

			“Why?”

			His grandmother gave him a sharp look. “Are we not going to church?” he asked softly.

			“Maybe not,” she said, looking at me.

			“Yes, yes, yes!” he cheered and grabbed his and his sister’s bowls and put them both in the sink. “Hot-diggity, dog-diggity, boom whatcha do ta me,” he shouted at his sister, and then grabbed her hand and dragged her into the other room, chattering to her the whole time about the benefits of blowing off church.

			“Uh, look, here’s the deal,” I said the millisecond we were alone, opening up the army file I had tucked under my arm. “Your son Private Kevin Anderson was shot and killed last night outside the base in an altercation that occurred in the parking lot of the Paradise Bar. His body is being held at the Medical Center, where the exact time of death, complete medical outline, and profile of any criminality are waiting for you.” I was doing good, looking down at Kevin’s folder and occasionally back up at her. “Kevin is owed a military funeral provided for by the U.S. Army. Other benefits and outstanding information will be given to you with the body. It is army priority and policy to inform the next of kin at the earliest possible conven . . . opportunity. And uh . . . that’s my job today.” All that crap jettisoned out of my mouth. I’ve been living with the army long enough that their whole mumbo-jumbo vocabulary comes pretty easy to me, even when I’m swishing my mouth around like a coke fiend.

			There was a long silence as this woman looked me square in the eyes. I tried to sit still.

			“Do you do this all the time?” she asked, with no visible reaction to the information I just gave her.

			“No, it’s no one’s job. It rotates. This month the responsibility falls to my lieutenant, who in turn assigned it to me. In fairness, however, I should explain this is not supposed to be my job.” I checked my nose again and took a sip of tomato juice. The juice was warm and gnarly-tasting. The refrigerator must’ve been on the fritz. “I’m awfully sorry,” I added. I was feeling a tiny bit better.

			“Are you on drugs?” she asked me.

			My whole body tightened as if I were about to have a seizure. I shook my head no.

			“Are you on drugs?” she asked again.

			“Yes.” I nodded meekly.

			“Is my son really dead?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY HOUSE,” she shrieked, and threw the bottle of tomato juice at my head. It bounced off the table and rolled onto the floor without breaking. Violence is so tame in real life. The cap had fallen off, and there was tomato juice everywhere. The mess would take forever to clean up. Quietly, the two children crept up the hall behind their grandmother, grabbing her leg and the bottom of her parka.

			“What’s wrong, Grandma?” Harper asked, looking at me.

			“Get out of my house,” she said, this time quietly and sternly. I didn’t move. I couldn’t. I wanted to tell her I understood how she felt—I never wanted to be in the army, it was a whim that’d turned into two and a half years of drinking. I was better than this. This was the worst day of my life.

			My father had committed suicide, and the life I was supposed to be living had died with him. I promised myself that if I lived till tomorrow, and if my nose didn’t fall off my face, I would change. The first thing I’d do is get Christy back, and she’d help me figure out a way to make all this better.

			Kevin’s mother walked over to the door and opened it for me to leave. With the file still in my hand, I moved over to the door and went to step out. I turned around to tell her one more time how I was sorry, and she bitch-slapped me hard on the side of my head. My nose started to bleed. I stepped out, pushing open the screen door. The cold air numbed my throbbing face.

			“Hey, you,” she called out, pissed-off tears welling up in her eyes. I turned around. “What’s your name?” she yelled through the screen.

			“What?” I said, still holding my nose. Any second, I was gonna start sobbing.

			“You never told me your name. You never even introduced yourself.”

			“James,” I said. “Staff Sergeant James Heartsock Junior.” My father would’ve been so disappointed in me.

			“Well, Jimmy Heartsock, I will never forget you.”

		

	
		
			Introducing Christy Ann Walker

			[image: image]

			The cold air snapped in my lungs as I walked across the gravel-pitted asphalt, bit my lip, and took that long step up onto the Adirondack Trailways bus.

			O my holy, everliving, and gracious God, please help me.

			I showed the guy my ticket and wondered if he could tell I was pregnant. I could feel Jimmy’s breath behind me. Don’t go, baby, I heard him whisper. Let’s make love. His fingers, I imagined, gripped my biceps, tugging me, pulling my shoulder around back toward him. I stepped down the aisle, one foot at a time. He hadn’t called; I thought he would have. I couldn’t cry anymore. What would he say, I wondered, when he found out I was carrying our child, when he discovered I was gone?

			Moving down between the rows of seats, I picked one in the middle by the window. The upholstery was a faded blue and green plastic. Fifteen years ago this bus was clean, with vibrant colors. Now, every aspect of it was dull. There were ashtrays that flipped open inside the armrests. I wanted a cigarette. I was dizzy with that desire. Opening my purse, I took out a cold fractured stick of spearmint gum and placed it in my mouth. I could feel Jimmy kissing me, the warmth of his tongue. He liked to approach a kiss from the side, starting with the corner of my lips. I could feel the soft hairs of his mustache, the roughness of his chin, tickling me. My neck would get blotchy and red whenever we made out.

			When we were in a fight, or if I was scared he might leave, I’d take my comforter and a pillow and sleep on the carpet, with my back against the door. Oh, fuck, I’ll miss him forever.

			A man sat beside me, jostling me up and down. I didn’t even look at him. He smelled slightly. I wanted to be alone. The plastic of the seat was hard and cold. My pillow, I thought; I’ve forgotten my pillow. The bus engine made those exhaling sighs, the wheels slowly started to spin, the world that I had known began to inch away, and in that instant I died.

			You are nothing, I chanted to myself, and that made me feel better. I took a deep breath and ran my fingers through my hair.

			Nothing you will ever do will matter. Your life, and that of everyone on this bus, doesn’t matter any more than the trees outside. Earthworms matter the same as you. All our lives are passing. My child’s life will come and go, as will my grandmother’s. This bus will someday rest among a heap of other buses, and no one will know I sat here. Upon my death, my story will float out into such a mass of stories that my voice will be absorbed unheard. You are nothing. Nothing is important.

			I said this over and over to myself. No awareness of identity existed inside me. For that instant I was dead.

			The pisser is, I’ve died before.

			We pulled out through town. There were still heaps of snow piled along the curbs, black and sooty from car exhaust and other miscellaneous garbage. The traffic signs were shaking in the wind. The whole of Albany was covered in a winter film of grime.

			I had been awake seven hours and still had not smoked.

			The man next to me shuffled in his seat. He was an attractive dark-skinned black man. He did smell slightly, not badly but soft and salty like I’d imagine a desert smells. His skin was a deep midnight black and his hands were strong, laced with wide veins that you could see slightly beating with his blood. He was wearing sunglasses with reflective forest-green lenses. The white February light was beaming intensely on his face but I couldn’t see his eyes at all, just his high cheekbones and images in his glasses of the light moving outside.

			We drove along slowly. The only time that I ever seem calm, and a gentleness eases the scratching under my skin, is when I’m moving. I’m like a baby that way. Some of my favorite memories were of sitting on the black vinyl bench seat of Jimmy’s Chevy Nova as he drove us to get some videos. In his car there’s nothing to do. There was the hum of the asphalt underneath us and the vibration of the engine. Everything else could wait till we got to the video store.

			The bus stopped briefly at a toll booth and circled onto Interstate 87.

			I took another deep breath, tried to relax my shoulders, turned, and stared out the window. Jimmy’s Nova is silver with two black racing stripes down the center. It was difficult to keep from searching for him. Faintly, I could see my reflection in the glass in front of me. I’d cut my hair and dyed it raven black. It made me look more mature, but underneath I still felt like a teenager. I tried to sit perfectly still and not speak. I made a decision to be silent for the entire journey.

			The man next to me took off one of his jackets, dug into the knapsack under his seat, bumped me hard several times, and sat back up with a 40-ounce beer wrapped in a brown paper bag. In between his thumb and forefinger, in green ink, on his black skin, was a tattoo of a half moon. You could barely make it out.

			He muttered inaudibly a few words of what seemed like a prayer of gratitude and opened the beer. It popped and sprayed a mess dripping down onto his lap, but he didn’t care. He casually wiped the spilled beer into his pants.

			He was staring straight ahead, but somehow he felt me observing him. “You going all the way to Manhattan?” he said.

			His voice was higher than I would’ve thought, not delicate or fragile but vulnerable and warm. He was wearing a thick wool cap with wide stitching and a down vest over a canvas jacket. The jacket was zipped right up to his chin; underneath I could see the edge of a beige turtleneck. He had a little scar on his forehead over his right eye. I could see the tops of his scraggly eyebrows sticking out from underneath his glasses. On one of his fingers was a large silver ring that read PROTECT ME FROM WHAT I WANT. His face and body were wide and powerful but also tender and round. He was big, taller than I am. He weighed a lot, you could tell. He had a short cropped mustache, like Jimmy’s, only with a completely different kind of hair. Jimmy’s mustache is a bit wispy. You can’t say that to him, but it’s true.

			“First I’m going to Manhattan,” I said, trying to be curt without being hostile. The light had now moved so it was shining directly in my face.

			“Where you going after that?” he asked.

			“Texas,” I said, my vow of silence abandoned.

			“I won’t bother you if you don’t want to talk,” he went on. “I don’t need to talk, is what I’m saying.” He turned and looked at me. I still couldn’t see his eyes. “If I could change one thing about myself, I would stop speaking entirely.”

			He was quiet. I clicked the ashtray open and closed.

			“Why?” I asked finally. My hands were still cold. I warmed them by pressing them upside down along my neck as if I were choking myself.

			“Well, because I’ve never said anything of any real value in my entire life.” He smiled. “I can yabble on at the mouth, telling people how I feel, asking them how they feel, but it’s just fillin’ the world up with more noise.” He was sitting perfectly still, his hands, centered in his lap, gently holding the beer can.

			I had sex with a black guy once. He was skinny and neurotic, not like this guy at all.

			“It’s nice to be understood,” I said quietly.

			“Thank you,” he replied. I wasn’t sure what he meant.

			I poked through my purse and dug out a matchbook and began apprehensively picking my teeth with the corner of the cardboard. I’ve always done that: picked my teeth with an inappropriate object. It’s a habit that annoys Jimmy. He picks his ear and smells his finger. That’s the most peculiar habit I’ve ever seen.

			“If I could, I wouldn’t even think,” I said softly.

			“You’d be like an animal?” He turned to look at me again. All I could see were his green glasses and a mutated reflection of myself.

			“Well, yes—like a good animal. An owl or something.”

			“Owls are good?” he asked.

			I nodded. There was a long pause. He turned away and looked straight ahead. His movements were calm and deliberate. He had beautiful lips.

			“An owl is wise, correct?” he asked.

			“Correct,” I answered. “Wise and good.”

			“I’d be a bear,” he said definitively. “Nobody eats a bear. Top of the food chain.”

			“Nobody eats owls. I don’t think.” I’d never heard of anyone eating an owl. There was another long silence between us. It started to seem as though our conversation had ended.

			I wished I’d had more friends. I don’t know what happened; in high school it seemed like I had so many. The only person I’d been close to in Albany, besides Jimmy, was my old roommate, Chance. She was married now, with a baby son, and our friendship had altered into something I didn’t recognize.

			The bus moved down through New York State. On the right side of the highway you could see old weatherbeaten mountains, the Catskills. Sometimes a gust of wind would hit the side of the bus so hard I could feel it shove us inches over into the next lane. We were passing farm after farm. At the turn of the last century, 80 percent of Americans were involved in agriculture. Now there’s less than 10 percent. Jimmy talks about that all the time. He loves history.

			“Thoughts have value,” the man next to me said, breaking the quiet. “They shape what we do. I wouldn’t give up thinkin’. You never do something without thinking about it first.”

			“Still, if I could, I’d behave with more spontaneity, not second-guessing myself all the time, you know?”

			“Thank you,” he said again, only this time a little too loudly, and slowly dragging out his speech. Then he was mute again. I still wasn’t sure what he meant.

			We sat for a long while without speaking, as we passed exit after exit on the highway. The bus was about half full. All of a sudden I felt hot and took off my jacket and my sweatshirt. They crackled with static electricity. Cooler now, I sat there in a blank white V-neck T-shirt. I might’ve just had a hot flash. The only real symptom of pregnancy, I noticed, was that I was uncomfortable in any position, for no good reason. Also, things seemed to smell bad, and everything that wasn’t ice cold tasted rotten. I had my shoes off and my arms wrapped around my knees. However I situated myself, it wasn’t right. I wished I’d remembered my pillow.

			Hundreds and thousands of cars were passing purposefully in the opposite direction: red cars, white cars, minivans, sport utility vehicles, cars with kids and personalized license plates, and trucks, massive trucks. Automobiles are the leading cause of death in this country, and still everyone wants a new car.

			The highway felt like a river, winding and weaving along the Hudson, bouncing us along as if we were leaves. We passed gas stations and chain food restaurants, with their billboards advertising happiness. I know the images in magazines and on TV aren’t true representations of the world; I mean, that’s obvious. But I still get this sinking feeling of disappointment, as if it is the world I should see.

			Every five minutes or so the man next to me would take a small, very calm sip of his beer and then rest his hands in his lap. You don’t see that very often—someone sitting peacefully without any extra movement. His head was swaying lightly with the rocking of the bus. I stared at him. He still hadn’t taken off his sunglasses or his knit cap or unzipped his jacket.

			“Are you blind?” I asked.

			“You didn’t notice?” He grinned.

			“No.” I studied his face. I felt like somehow he’d tricked me.

			“Are you blind?” he asked, and laughed a big cocky laugh.

			“No, just self-involved,” I said.

			“Thank you!” He laughed again and slapped his hands hard, twice, against his knees. I put my legs down on the floor in their correct position. For some reason blind people make me self-conscious.

			When I was thirteen my dad made me take this blind girl, Alison, from our church youth group, to Wet ’n’ Wild. It was an amusement park full of water slides and wave pools and hundreds of half-naked teenagers running around with sodas. Not only could Alison not see, she was also extremely short. The two might have been connected—kidney problems, I think—but I was already tall and it added to how awkward I felt around her. I held her hand as we walked around the park, doing all the low-key slides in tandem. She was sweet but a pain in the ass; all she wanted to do was wade in the children’s pool and place her vagina directly over a small bubbling fountain. “This feels fantastic,” she would say loudly. “Oh, my goodness!” she’d exclaim. “Wow, you have to try this!”

			All of a sudden, this businessman sitting in the row in front of me on the Trailways reclined his chair all the way back. I could see his beanie little balding scalp peeking up over the seat arrogantly. I was so uncomfortable I could’ve screamed. Taking my jacket and my sweater, I tried to position them under my legs and against the armrests. I tried to place any item I could to soften the space between me and the edges. Sitting all the way to Texas was never going to happen.

			“Are you very beautiful?” asked the blind man.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I imagine that you are very beautiful.”

			“Why?” I asked. I couldn’t tell if he was being lecherous. I wanted to like him.

			He took a long pause and caressed his mustache with his whole hand. “I just have an image of you in my head, and you’re attractive. I don’t mean to offend you or make you uncomfortable,” he said, in a removed tone, and took a sip from his beer.

			“It’s OK,” I said, and adjusted myself away from him.

			I missed Jimmy. I didn’t want to go to freakin’ Texas. Grandmother was so old now. She was the only one I wanted to see, but I knew it’d be depressing. When I’d speak to her over the phone, all she’d talk to me about was the time she met Eleanor Roosevelt.

			Grandmother was a sixth-grade music teacher in Abilene, Texas, and Mrs. Roosevelt was rumored to be visiting her school as a part of some educational tour. Grandmother made herself a new dress and wore it every day religiously, waiting for the First Lady to arrive. After eleven days of wearing the same outfit, Eleanor did finally come, and she noticed Grandmother and actually commented on the dress, saying it looked like “desert flowers.” As Grandmother has grown older, that experience has ballooned in its importance. It was her only contact with something she knew to be “real.”

			I felt my belly. I wasn’t showing, but if you knew me well you could tell. My butt was expanding. If Jimmy had half a brain he would’ve noticed. I was averaging three ice creams a day.

			I stared out the window, and my thoughts turned to my own mother, Mary. She left me with the neighbors when I was twelve months old and never returned. They called my dad, who rescued me and took me home to Grandmother’s. I always thought there was no excuse for that kind of behavior. But now, with a baby of my own coming, I didn’t feel confident enough to judge anyone.

			My mother and I didn’t meet again till I was fourteen, in Austin, at Woolworth’s. The Woolworth’s on Congress Avenue was gigantic, not small and dumpy like the ones they ended up having but really big, like a slightly upscale Kmart. Sometimes my dad would drop me off there, to occupy me for a while, if he had a business lunch or some other appointment. I liked it there; the hours passed quickly. When you first walked in, all you could smell was popcorn and candy. As you strolled up the hospital-clean floors, you got a different smell for each section: Makeup, hardware, clothes, they all had their own smell. I would glide around, looking at the magazines or just pacing the aisles enjoying the air-conditioning.

			In back was a dumpy little restaurant that smelled like burgers and corn dogs. One Sunday I was sitting there, drinking a vanilla Coke, when a woman with auburn hair, pulled up tight in a bun, walked over and stood in front of me. She was tall. I
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