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THE DARK HORSE WAITS IN BOULDER

What a glorious romp is Lindsey Martin-Bowen’s novel The Dark Horse Waits in Boulder. The snappy, chatty voice of the narrator captures the sweep of a young woman’s romances in 1970s ski culture of Colorado. Her flawed but endearing paramour takes her through episodes of a hero’s journey—right up to the very end. The satisfying ending makes this more than entertaining; it adds wisdom to the mystery of romance. Enjoy this exuberant story!

—Denise Low, past Kansas Poet Laureate

and author of Coffin Award winner 

Jigsaw Puzzling: Essays

Lindsey Martin-Bowen’s The Dark Horse Waits in Boulder offers the reader a fast, fun, and very bumpy ride as it follows a young couple, Ched Lyons and Charli (Charlene) Erickson, both sympathetic characters despite their flaws. They get together, fight, break up, mature, and make up over the course of years, during which they find a host of different partners—in Charli’s case odd and often difficult lovers. Ched is immature, unfaithful, critical. His affectionate term for Charli is “crazy nit.” There are also delightful portrayals of friends, bosses, a variety of problematic lovers, and family, including Charli’s young son, Adam, who is a handful. Charli is feisty, outspoken, emotional, funny, and very observant of others, like Chapman Burdett, who resembles “a hedgehog in a pinstripe suit.” She imagines him roasting on a grill, “pinstripes and all.” Appearing throughout the book is a mysterious black stallion, who seems to be Charli’s avatar, friend, almost mentor. The writer makes us root for Charli in her struggle to find security, happiness, and peace.

—Patricia Lawson, author, Odd Ducks (BkMk   Press), winner of the Byron Caldwell Smith   Award for fiction by a Kansas writer (Center   for Humanities, University of Kansas.
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Phase One - In Which Charli Grabs Her Groats
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She was antsy. No, that’s a lie. It was me who fidgeted. I gawked at the mogul field looming ahead like a bleached and bumpy desert.  I’m a rock poet, you see, and we poets must keep our personalities split, so they tell us. If our personae butt each other’s faces too hard, they end up with black eyes, and noses swelled up like sausages. Still, I got bruised up acting out my tales, so I might as well tell it like it was. Mostly.

That mountain acne stretched four thousand miles on a pitch so steep, my nose bled, and I almost fell into somersaults looking at it. A chair lift above clinked and swayed. Half-soused skiers in yellow and orange snowsuits, red boots, and paisley stocking caps, chattered, laughed, and clattered skis together as they rose above me. But on that cold, gray day, when clouds festered into pointed, ominous shapes that lurked like unruly demons on the make, I didn’t feel much like laughing. Winds slinked around black pines, pricking my ears while chills rattled my thighs. And the heavy pine smell—akin to kerosene fumes—churned my stomach.

Ched had bounded ahead, as per usual.

Schussing around a mogul, he shot sprays of white pellets that hit against my goggles and cheeks. He laughed while I shivered.

“Wait!” I screamed.

With his wiry legs, he jerked his skis into a hockey stop. Pole straps dangled from his wrists while he turned, tilted his basketball-shaped head, then scowled. Even his mustache frowned. “You’re too slow!” His voice bellowed like a diesel braking.

“I’m moving as fast as I can.” I struggled for breath. My eyes welled with tears. “It’s my feet. They keep sliding.”

“Sit back on them,” he roared.

“I can’t. I’ll fall.”

“No, you won’t.” He glanced down the slope, then back at me. “It’s the only way to ski powder. You need to keep your weight back.” Scowling again, he lifted a pole to his red nose and rubbed it with the pole handle. He shook his head. 

I glared at him and tilted my torso backwards. I fell on my tush.

His scowl morphed into a huge grin. He chuckled then broke into a full-throttle laugh. Still laughing, he leaned his head to the left, shoved back his stocking cap, then again, glanced down the slope.

“Don’t laugh at me.” My voice was as frail as a spider web—but lacked a web’s power. More chill slid into my wrists and crept up my arms into my shoulders. There, they gathered in a convention, causing my entire spine to shake. Ms. Mariah Wind wouldn’t let up, either. I shivered, glared at the prickly pines along the run, then back at Ched. “Wait for me. Please.” 

“I can’t wait all day—and in your case—probably into tomorrow” He squinted at me, again eyeballed that stinking mogul slope, then me. “Look Lady, when you can keep up with me, we’ll ski together. Okay?” Then, like some dust devil, he whirled, spun atop one bump, then bounded to the next, cutting each of the white crowns with his edges. He morphed into a jackrabbit bounding recklessly, yet paradoxically, with total precision, in full control, across a colorless, bumpy prairie.

He left me alone, with the wind, the snow, and the icicles that glimmered on pines and seemed to take residence within my nostrils—or so it felt. He left me alone on that triple-fall-line slope at Copper Mountain, Colorado. Its triple-fall-line made the slope challenging enough without the twenty-million tons of slippery powder that skies had dropped on the slope the night before. Even though my skiing had improved, no way could I ski the powder. It was like trying to ski snot.

Me? My name’s Charli, poet extraordinaire hailing from Breckenridge, Colorado. Colorado born and bred. I’m pretty-much Colorado-bred that is. Poppa was an Army colonel, and we jumped around constantly during my breeding. In fact, we jumped around the country so much, I never stayed in Colorado long enough to learn to ski very well. This was why I moved back to the state. Mostly why.

I could say I’d snared a full-time poeting job in Boulder, heart of Colorado’s funky cultural establishment, but that’d be a lie, too. The truth is, when I decided to leave my cosmic husband, Greg, I thought frequently about Tye, a sexy, black-haired architect who spouted lines like, “In the face of adversity”, “jerk off,” or “War is hell, but peace is a motherfucker” to cheer me up when I was so down about Greg’s antics. Tye meandered into my life when Greg and I lived in Denver, and Greg had coerced me into leaving him the first time. Tye continued to write to me after Greg and I moved to Washington, D.C. His letters became more frequent when Greg provoked me into leaving him in Washington, DC. Provoked me, you ask? Yes.

Greg was a preacher, and he boo-booed. Yep. The big Oops! He fell for another woman. She wasn’t even pretty.

“So why don’t you leave me?” I asked, dabbing the mascara mixed with salty tears trickling down my cheeks. My face, I was sure, resembled a war mask Picasso might have designed on a bad day.

Greg shook his head wildly, as if he were a vibrator gone berserk. “No, no, no,” he blubbered. “Congregation wouldn’t understand. They’d kick me out.”

“So?” I sniffed.

He held up two fingers and stretched his arm toward the ceiling. “No—no—no,” he went on and on. Then, he lowered his voice almost to a whisper, and he stared at me. His eyes begged, transforming him into a spaniel that had peed on the molding. “Where else could I get a job making sixty grand a year—and tax-free lodging?” Then, he wrinkled his nose. “Don’t you want a decent settlement?”

He had me there. I figured my only option would be to get a good child support subsidy out of him. I didn’t want to do it, but Greg blackmailed me into playing the villain. 

The timing, at least, was ripe. A girlfriend—one of those BFFs—Marilee, a long-haired pixie who smelled like aging irises and often gawked at me, her eyes blazing, laughed at my jokes, and repeated, “Charli, you’re incredible. You’re amazing. I love you, my sister,” during almost every phone call, had just left her third husband and moved near Boulder. Meanwhile, gorgeous Tye lived in a basement apartment on University Hill, one of Boulder’s youth hot spots.

So, while I sat— legs splayed, quivering and embarrassed—on that Copper Mountain run, I glanced at the right rim of the run, where pines edged the path. Suddenly, I saw the blue-eyed, ebony stallion that roams the fields abutting the The Flatirons back in Boulder. But what was he doing here on Copper Mountain?

I squinted, then eyed him nibbling a turf of vegetation poking through the snow at the run’s edge. Apparently, he saw me because he stopped chewing, raised his head and with his deep blue eyes, stared at me a few seconds before his entire body faded and was gone.

Although I’d seen the horse a number of times in Boulder, I was still uncertain about its meaning—or if my mind had grown so fragile, I was hallucinating. But if my mind was nearly gone, I figured the Lord would replace it with a better one.

I could use such an upgrade since I relocated in Boulder. Indeed, the stallion’s re-appearance jolted me into meditating about my topsy-turvy life and why I moved back to Colorado. I also recalled the night I’d met Ched. 

It had rained that day, and wind huffed like some overgrown puff-fish through the screens of my Boulder flat. That wind pawed my cheeks while I sat on my Formica-topped table, rubbing my thighs with a thick, blue towel. Nevertheless, that wind, though blustery, felt so sweet: Maples, oaks, and elms in the courtyard were shooting sap into their leaves, grass smelled of a just-cropped watermelon, and the air was just the right dampness—halfway between a steam bath and a sauna. So, I longed to slip out of my sleazy one-bedroom flat with floors tiled in nauséabond green and white linoleum. I wanted to frolic across the wide lawn in the complex’s courtyard and jog down the street until I plopped onto a sidewalk like an egg splattering into an omelet.  

But I didn’t do that. Instead, I stared at the wall phone for a few minutes, dialed Marilee’s number for the twenty-millionth time, and listened to the strange melody her recorder played. She was still shopping, I was sure. Marilee, see, knew how to quell the divorce doldrums, pronto! “Post-partem blues,” she called them. Shopping was one of her greatest weapons against depression, that is, until the credit card bills rolled in.

My foot tapped wildly to the beat of Fleetwood Mac: “You can go your own way/you can call it under the lonely day,” the radio crooned. 

I was also nervous and did the typical things: scratched my armpits. Chewed my rings. Ran my pinky around the crinkly part of my right ear. I fidgeted a while, too, and for good reason: Greg demanded a seven-hundred-dollar ransom fee for my Selectric and my furniture. I also worried that I wouldn’t remember much French for my new job translating U.S. patent law into French. My brains were undergoing a chemical spill. Sometimes when I’m pushed to recall something, such as a language, or, at times, my name, my brain leaks its chemical memories, and they dribble down my back and through my quivering legs into a murky puddle at my feet. Try as I might, I can’t recall a drop of what I need to remember. That day, I worried my brains might leak at my new job. And did I need that job, not only to retrieve my mean machine and furniture, but to support my starry-eyed dynamo son, Adam, who'd return in September. I had little cash stashed, and once the divorce papers were drawn, Greg was not generous about child support.

Living in Boulder also worried me. At the edge of The Flatirons, the college town, with its Neo-Victorian houses clustered around The Hill and The Mall downtown, where street musicians, mimes, and fire jugglers performed, was exciting but scary. It offered muchos activities: Like hang around campus. Eat out everywhere. Hike in the Flatirons. Or drink. Or skateboard. Or peek into a witch shop on The Hill. Or loiter. I worried I wouldn’t fit in with Boulder locals. Everyone seemed rainbow fresh with sinewy, tan bods, cropped Chanel haircuts, and white jersey-knit shirts accented with teeny alligators. My wavy blonde hair and wide hips were more akin to Jean Harlow’s looks than to Cheryl Tiegs’s. And Cheryl coulda slid right into the Boulder crowd without flashing her pearly whites. 

I admit, I’d started seriously eyeballing that crowd after Tye, my Boulder Ace-in-the-hole, who’d pursued me when my-ex, Greg, had dumped me in Denver, hadn’t been as accessible as I’d anticipated. I wasn’t sure how to approach the six-pack torsos and firm muscular thighs that I admired.

On the other hand, the more I obsessed about it, the worse I felt about staying home. It was party night—the Friday before Independence Day. It was Fun City. Also, the week before, Poppa had said, “Well and good you want to go to law school, but you’ve got to find a father for your son.” Mind you, Poppa’s a good man and all, but when he puffs up his chest like some bullfrog in heat, squinting his eyes into a John Wayne glint, and pumps his voice to twenty-million decibels, I know I’d better listen. I wasn’t sure how to find a potential pop, though. Especially in this hep city. Especially one who could manage Adam. Tye had liked and understood the kid, so I’d hoped we’d now get together.

Nevertheless, I also wanted to play before I got serious about husband-bagging. But, I’d never truly learned how to play. During my twenty-one years under Poppa’s command, we twelve kids lined up each morning for inspection. Our household was Von Trappish, except no one sang. Our governess, Miss Prudehart, may well have been born constipated. I never saw her laugh once. Not one repressed giggle. During our morning marches, which we performed for our daily therapeutic exercises, she’d charge at me in her bulldog gait, hips wobbling, breasts bouncing, saggy cheeks snarled into a scowl, and shout, “Stand up straight, Charlotte!” 

Then, she’d swat my rump with a yardstick she kept glued to her right palm. “I said STRAIGHT!” Sister Maria she wasn’t. Our days were typically study-read-study-march-study-eat. With the Work Ethic being the Divine Edict at our house, I could never play without feeling guilty.

Just as I couldn’t that eve of Independence Day in Boulder back in 1977.

So, on that first day in Boulder, I dialed Marilee’s number one more time. Still no answer. When I clinked the receiver into its cradle, I spotted another sinewy bod strolling across my front lawn. His rhythmic movements inspired me: Perhaps I could play and search for prey simultaneously. But I wanted to be level-headed about that search. I dropped my poetry scribblings to jot a list of traits required of the man I must bag.

First, I wrote, “wit.” I scratched it out, inserted, “Sense of humor.” Then, I added, “Handsome, and added “Sexy” in parens. Last, I scribbled, “Rich,” but after I raised my eyelids to scan my sparsely furnished flat with its Depression-style décor, circa 1935, I decided it might be best if I weren’t so choosy. (My décor, you see, consisted of white walls, no rug, a roll-away bed, Formica table, and four chairs. And twenty-million cockroaches had become my roomies.) I scratched “Rich” and replaced it with “Solvent.”

I set down the list and refilled my coffee ug. It was just the regular Joe, too. Even though I’d tasted Cappuccino in DC, it was nowhere to be found in Boulder—not back then. I returned to the list and re-read it. It wasn’t complete. “Oh yes.” I added, “The dude must be madly, insane, irrationally in love with me.” That was crucial.

So, there I was, stroking my wavy blonde hair, scratching my head, and picking my scabs, trying to overcome being frustrated about having no success writing a decent poem. I also felt fat because I’d baked cookies. Chocolate chip. Two dozen. Baking them hadn’t depressed me, actually, but eating thirteen of them did. I had to lose ten pounds, pronto! so I could quit smoking. I sat up straight, stretching my crown as close as I could to the ceiling, just as our modeling teacher had trained us to improve our posture. I sucked in my gut.

Although the list had narrowed my focus for the manhunt, I still didn’t know where or how I’d meet—and snag—the guy. So, I dropped the list to the table, shoved away from it, and immediately sprang into Jumping Jacks to jostle my brain into action. Perhaps, I figured, at age twenty-six, it was time for me to become promiscuous. Like Julie Christie in McCabe and Mrs. Miller. Not the slovenly sort of promiscuous, but the classy type. The nonchalant, strong type. Alluring, but nevertheless, a lady.

Stiffening my back, I glanced at the mirror. Then, I stared at the phone once more. I knew no one else to call. Whiffs of the balmy Boulder evening air flew into my nostrils again. There I was, with nature calling me.

So, for the first time in my life, I went to a bar alone.
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Phase Two - Sunny-Side Up
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“Over to that sunny side road,

Over to that sunny side road...”

—Cat Stevens, Foreigner Suite

––––––––
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About a week after the Fourth, I woke up nude in Ched’s arms. Now, I could say bluebirds—or even love doves—were singing and my heart fluttered like a hyperventilating mosquito, but I try not to lie. Usually. My heart beat fast only because Ched’s radio alarm woke me. It buzzed those zizzing sounds so popular on electronics back then, when radio waves became stuck between two stations, one of which played a song by The Cat. Ched snored, humming like a locust with a bad case of hay fever, and I was glad. This gave me a chance to sneak out of his place before he saw me.

A weird sequence of events led me into this position of sleeping in this guy’s bed. Ched was not the culmination of the man I sought. His yellow beard was unkempt, Pan-like. No—that’s too poetic. His beard resembled more of a toilet brush—one of the prickly ones, the spiky ones that twist into a circle. But instead of a hole in the middle, there was a fat, cherub face. His physique was no more alluring than that cherub face surrounded by brush. He was built like an overgrown daddy long-legs, but he didn’t move as gracefully as that spider. And, of course, he had only two legs. Although he’d acted enamored with me, he’d also boasted about himself as if he were some mountain god. Or perhaps, Thor. Clutching a beer as if it were some sort of rosary, he’d pull it close to his chest then tilt up his chin and grunt, “I hate to brag, but I’m a phenomenal skier.” Or he’d say, “I’m like the mountains: They look different every time you see them, just like me.” He also bragged that photos he’d shot with his 35-mm Nikon had been published in a local newspaper. 

But the Truth was he’d had some unfair advantages: Born in Boulder to two skiing parents, he started skiing when he was three. He also worked for Boulder’s only daily newspaper as an elevated paper boy, which helped him get pix published, I’m sure. Although he strutted when he walked, as if he were Robert Redford, he was gangly and a poverty-stricken college student—just twenty-two years old. 

Plus, his sense of style was strange. He wore a buncha weird scarab rings. Always. His blue eyes glittered like aspen leaves in autumn when he showed me one of those rings. “Look,” he whispered while he lifted his chin like an Ivy-League professor. “This one’s from the era of King Edward the Second. Edward was a neo-Egyptologist who was into the occult.” He seemed to read my skeptic mind when he looked at my eyes. “Seriously,” he added.

I stared at the silver ring. It sported an ugly gargoyle with over-sized nostrils and pointed teeth. I was almost certain Ched was lying. I figured he’d told the truth, though, when he announced ancient Egyptians wore scarab rings and worshiped beetles. Egyptians were into weird trips, so it’s likely they’d worship a scarab—that beetle pushing around a little ball of dung, And the Egyptians thought that the scarab was magic. But I didn’t.  When Ched slipped one of those dung-ball rings onto my finger, I shook it off, pronto!

Nevertheless, trying to shake myself from his spidery arms was tricky that morning. First, I slid out my left hand from under him and grabbed the waterbed frame. Then, I pulled downward with that arm, bent my knees, and scooted toward the foot of the bed. The mattress rippled with shallow waves. I scooted again. I’d almost reached the footboard, when the liquid inside the vortex mattress sloshed loudly under the sheets.

“Hmmmphf,” Ched growled. Waves slapped against his back.

I lie still. The bed rippled again. If I tried scooching again, I’d swish the bed into a tidal wave, I was sure. Simultaneously, I feared the radio’s buzzes might wake Ched, too. So, I decided to click the Cat temporarily outa my life. I had to get out of there, pronto! to arrive at work on time. It was 7:15 AM. I had to be home by 7:30, to work by eight—at the latest. A loose schedule it wasn’t.

At least, fate was with me. Sorta. The previous night, Ched had swigged about twenty-million beers, and his bod literally lie anesthetized like a patient capsized upon a table. Only this table kept moving. I wasn’t sure how many waves it’d take to wear off the anesthetic, either. So, I kicked my inner genius in the ribs to rouse him into coming up with a better plan for my quick exit.

Finally, he did. I’d just follow the flow, so to speak, and roll outa bed onto the floor.

I started to lift the arm of Ched’s that harnessed me when I felt a sneeze coming on. I sucked in my breath. Sneezes seem to itch inside your nose as if they’re teams of fleas wearing cleats to play baseball. I conjured all my mental energy to force those fleas into a time-out. It almost worked. But toward the end of the first inning, I didn’t think I could hold on any longer. I dropped Ched’s arm just in time to stuff my nose into a pillow. Then, I rained out the game.

The bed rolled into waves again. Ched rolled back toward me and plopped his arm back over my hips. So, on the second try, I lifted his arm smoothly, folding it gently back onto his chest. His eyes blinked. I squeezed his hand. He opened his eyes an instant, then smiled, and closed them. I quit moving. When his nostrils buzzed again, I twisted my bod to the left, inching, but a millimeter at a time. Then, I swirled into an Eastern Roll, such as I’d learned in high school. I flipped quietly over the side of the mattress.

At first, I figured the only complication I’d encountered was I’d cracked my hipbone on the bedframe. It was worse: When I was about to land on the red Oriental carpet, Ched’s fuzzy gray cat slipped underneath me. No way could I stop my flowing Eastern Roll. So, his cat padded my fall.

“Meow—ER—WOW—RE,” the cat shrieked. It whisked out from under me and batted my face as if I were an over-sized rodent. The sweet pet also had claws.

It was the first cat fight I’d been in.

Nevertheless, I didn’t want revenge. I wanted to keep the beast quiet. It was indeed irate, and it wouldn’t quit clawing me. By the time I hit the floor, my face smarted, and I was certain I wouldn’t need rouge for a long time with the colors that feline streaked on my visage. I tried gently—I repeat, gently—grabbing its arms to stop its clawing. Simultaneously, I tried to close its mouth with my other hand.

“Meow—ER—WOW—RE,” it screamed again. The pussy snapped at my hand with its teeth. I stretched my hands to reach its nape, so I could lift the creature off me. I’d never seen a beast move like that. The feline whirled, flipping itself around and flopping on top of my right hand.

I glanced at the clock. Time edged closer to seven thirty. That cat had resolved to keep its prey—my hand—imprisoned. So—it was a case of self-defense. I swung in my knee and let pussy have it in the jaws.

“Meow—ER—WOW—ERRR—WOW!” The beast wailed akin to the air-raid siren in war movies about the London bombings. Then, it spit fumes of singed-mouse-hair breath at me. I coughed and the beast jumped, then scurried outta the room. I glanced at the bed. Yellow-beard sloshed, making his own waves.

I sucked in my breath once more, eyeballing him. He swayed on the watery mattress a few more times. Finally, he stopped. I crawled up to a light socket, unplugged the radio, crept to my clothes piled ungraciously on an armchair, scooped up my baby blue denim jumpsuit, and sneaked as gracefully as possible on all-fours into the bathroom. There, I tugged my way into the jumpsuit, twisted my hips to avoid falling into pussy’s litter box, and chided myself for getting into such a predicament. I prayed no one was on the three streets between Ched’s place and mine. The sole makeup I’d be able to wear en route was the blood from the cat’s love pats. I hadn’t been seen without makeup since age fifteen, and I had no plans to start facing the world with a naked face. Nonetheless, that morning I was willing to make concessions. 

When I tip-toed through the bedroom, I glimpsed Ched. The alcohol anesthetic hadn’t yet worn off. I realized I had little time to do so, but I had to scan his flat to sort out how I’d been snared into the strange situation. Was something about the décor alluring? Large, beige tapestries printed in maroon paisley designs with tiny curly cues masked his picture window and sprawled across his walls. They darkened the place, and that must have been what had enticed me. The tapestries gave his flat a mysterious MiddleEastern aura. His place also exuded the atmosphere of a palm reader’s den, one of those dark clapboard houses with shingles flapping in the wind, and signs sporting huge red hands. So, the ambiance was kinda strange and exciting, and, well, it made Ched seem kinda exciting. Especially when he acted so enraptured with me.

Plus, his flat contained four—I repeat—four huge aquariums that served as centerpieces in the middle of his living room. The guy was a fish fanatic, much like John Laroche, Chris Cooper’s character in Adaptation, had once been. Of course, back then, I didn’t connect it with John Laroche because Charley Kaufman hadn’t written Adaptation yet. In fact, Susan Orlean (Meryl Streep’s character) hadn’t written The Orchid Thief, or even The New Yorker features about Laroche yet. So, there I was caught in the net of the prototype for a Charley Kaufman character years before he wrote the screenplay around him. 

Nevertheless, Ched’s fish infatuation gave me reason to psychoanalyze him, especially with me being a poet and all. The spidery guy lived in this mysterious, dark den with all sorts of fish in four huge aquariums: hatchet-fish, angel fish, Plecostomus, black-skirted tetras, bettas, and some cardinals. A fat, black fish he’d named Esmeralda swished in a tank by herself. So, Ched was a fisherman of sort. But he didn’t eat the fish. Instead, he collected them and kept them in cages. Might he be trying to hook and cage me, too?

At that instant, the yellow giant flipped over to his other side. I whisked through the doorway and didn’t close the door completely. I glanced back once, and maybe I shouldn’t have looked back at all. It was seven thirty-eight AM. The idea of running made me want to puke just then. I didn’t like it other times, either. Running squinches the ankles, jabs them so far into the feet that the heels almost poke though the soles. Then, a person feels like she’s bouncing on spike-heels, circa 1963. Fun, it isn’t. But with time on the opposite team that morning, I jogged to my flat. I had to make a decent first impression on my first day at Volley Corporation.

A few minutes later, while I flew into my semi-aerobics, showered, and dressed, I kept eyeballing both the clock and my front door. Although I’d locked the door, I feared Ched might still creep up to the stoop. I’d end up letting him inside, I knew I would, ’cause I felt somewhat sorry for him, he being so ugly and all. And being so enraptured with me. But my higher mind, Claude Rains, whispered it was best not to see spider-guy again. Not ever. Still, an eerie, twisty feeling sank into my gut, like someone grabbed it and wrung it out, as if it were a sweaty gym towel. I sensed that feeling was a bad omen.

Mind you, I didn’t like Ched when I met him that night I went to a bar alone. We met at The Horse: a three-story bar built in a weird and interesting style. Jutting in several directions, The Horse was a giant pentagram slabbed onto a rectangle. Antique buggies, carriages, sleighs, combines, and large plows dangled from ceilings. Here and there, a sickle or horse halter hung. Magazine pix of motorcycles, mountain and desert landscapes, and oodles of nudes from Playboy and Penthouse were interwoven into a huge collage scaling the twelve-foot-high walls. Whiffs of buttery popcorn from a red wood-burner styled apparatus guarding the foyer gave the place a wholesome scent. 

All sortsa people popped into The Horse, too. That night, about five Businessmen in Brooks Brothers suits leaned against the front bar to ogle everyone who entered the place, while several Hippies chomped on popcorn or blew smoke rings into the wood booths edging the front room. A half-dozen jock-like college guys in knit shirts and shorts threw darts or shoved pawns over a built-in chessboard in front of a corner fireplace. People in bright reds, pinks, and yellows loitered throughout the place in search of prey. Almost everyone laughed and chattered, making the place noisy. But it was a warm and friendly noisy.

One of the items that intrigued me most, though, were the red and yellow bulbs blinking everywhere non-stop in the three-story building. They blinked behind each of the four bars, where huge, red-plastic gears churned. The gears had no visible function, but they whirled continuously in circles, like the bulbs, which gave little light, but blinked continuously anyway.

So, there I was, in the middle of that three-story, indoor amusement park, stuck buying my first drink myself. I had hoped for better. Although I didn’t have enough disposable income to be depositing it in a bar cash register, I knew I had to keep my fingers busy clutching something or they’d wander to my ears and start scratching. I also needed to relax.

Sipping a vodka-club soda concoction too bitter to drink seriously, I meandered into the huge back room encasing the dance floor. Couples bounced up and down to The Stones’ “Brown Sugar” on the large, sunken dance floor, dubbed “The Pit.” The Regulars termed it that because it was lower than the regular floor. This subterranean design allowed drinkers around the bar to eyeball bobbing dancers. It reminded me of the Colosseum—at least the photo spreads I’d seen of the place. 

A bartender with black, curly hair, worked the back bar by the dance pit. He laughed often and wore a diamond stud earring in his left ear. I perched on one of the stools and leaned against the bar’s edge so I could study him more closely. Just as I was getting into watching that exotic bartender take orders, I saw from the corner of my eyes, a stall, scraggly guy who was edging in next to me.

It was repugnance at first sight. 

He touched my left forearm with his right hand and leaned his head over me until his hairy face came around my shoulder. “Hello,” he said with a voice as rough as a gravel road. “My name’s Ched. What’s yours?”

Some original line, I thought, but said nothing. I studied the fat face covered with bristles. No way did I want to talk to the creep. But I was scared not to. Perhaps that would be rude.

“Charli.”

“Haven’t seen you here before. You new in town?” His eyes performed that aspen glimmer. In fact, they glittered with fire—a cold, blue flame. And energy like lasers shot out of them. He exuded a strange force field that hooked me into it. I wondered if he were a demon, or if he were one of those persons who loop an invisible lariat around others, capturing them within it. Those invisible lariats are tantamount to the energy that lassos a person when she’s scared. The invisible rope halts a person from running or screaming. So, try as I might, I couldn’t move when Ched wrapped that invisible rope around me. My bod clicked on its disc brakes, and I couldn’t move. Or scream. Or think. Locked inside his force field, I had no choice but to answer his irritating questions. 

“Yes.” I managed to keep my tone flat. “I moved here today.”

“You live near here? What’s your address?”

His probing made me braver. Or at least, sassier. “You want my fingerprints, too?”

His lasers steadied on my eyes. Then, he laughed. Loudly. Obnoxiously. He laughed a booming, rolling laugh that rattled like a locomotive gone berserk.

At least he bought me a drink. After awhile, another hairy guy distracted him, so I was able to break away from his force field. I grabbed the arm of a dude in a summer worsted-wool suit and hit The Pit. Still, I saw Ched watching me. Later the Worsted-Wool Suit walked me home, and I slept alone, all safe and sound. I figured I’d stay away from The Horse, just in case Ched was a regular there.

The following day, after I squeezed into my bikini and was gathering my French book to review, so I could sit poolside and swim a lap between readings, I heard someone thumping on my door.

It was Ched.

There he stood on my front stoop, a hairy spider ogling me. At least my screen interrupted his force field. Yet apparently, he could see enough of me through the screen. He asked, “Want to go swimming?”

Considering my attire, what could I respond? I stared at his scrawny white legs, wrapping my beach towel around me. But it was too late. So, he hooked me into swimming with him. At the pool, he asked me out—repeatedly. I changed the subject. All fifty-two times.

The next evening, he roared to my flat on a Triumph 650 cycle. It toted bags of rolled newspapers. “Wanna paper?” He grinned. “For you, it’s free.” His aspen eyes flared. He patted the passenger seat behind him. “Or we can ride.”

I stared at a long, red scrape on his right forearm. It looked burned. I nodded at it. “What happened?” 

“Oh.” He rubbed the wound, then grinned again. Streaks of red started up his pale neck and onto his face. “Did this on the cycle.”

“And you’re asking me to ride with you?” I turned from him to kick a dirt clod off the sidewalk’s edge.

“But I did it in the dirt.” He paused, frowning. “By myself.”

I squinted. 

His sheepish expression morphed into an arrogant glint. “I’m always more careful when I tote a rider.”

“I’ll take a paper.” I forced a frail smile. “No ride, thank you.”

“You hungry?” He grinned again. Wind swirled around him, blowing his long hair back from his face, transforming its fat circular shape into an oval.

“Not really. I—.”

“We can hit Jay Jay’s.  Or The Walrus.” He tilted up his chin and rubbed his nose with a thumb. Meanwhile, his aspen eyes glittered wildly, madly. “They have—”

“Thanks anyway, but no.” I was determined to stay away from him, even if his face looked far better with his hair back.

After I refused dinner three nights consecutively, he brought me sandwiches. “Since you won’t go out with me, I’ll bring dinner in.” He grinned and swung off his cycle. Then, he grinned again. Idiotically.

I shot him another frail smile. “Please order rye next time.” I bit into ham. “And I hate ham.”

Every night thereafter, he brought me sandwiches, He also offered to loan me his typewriter. I took the papers and sandwiches, but I refused his typewriter. As badly as I needed it, I wanted no permanent ties. 

But I weakened, and the night before I started my job at Volley Corp., I let Ched escort me to The Horse. There, he entered a limbo contest on the dance floor and snagged second place. Since I was kinda drunk, I felt sorry for him. Second place wasn’t enough for Ched.  Later, when we stopped by his flat, it was so alluring and mysterious, I hung around.

It bothered me terribly that I’d enjoyed the evening. There I was with a funny-looking spider-guy, whom I could no way take seriously as a romantic partner, and wham-o! I allowed him to slop me with a kiss ’cause with he being so ugly and all, I figured I owed him some mercy. Then, the room swirled around us. When he touched me, my chemicals fizzled, and we floated into a gentle eye of a giant kaleidoscope. The browns, yellows, reds, and oranges in his room whirled faster and faster. Suddenly, I was hooked into a bearded electric chair that didn’t kill me, but pulsed twenty-million volts through me. Electricity pulsed though my chest, down my arms, and through my fingertips, where it exploded. I couldn’t figure out why, either. I was glad we were on a waterbed, because otherwise, we might have burned. Indeed, I admit I slept well that night.

But the next morning, again, I realized what a dodo I’d been. This was getting ludicrous. If people saw me with this guy too often, the situation would be like one of those yellow lights that purportedly keep insects away from patios. And I didn’t want the rich, professional millers or lightning bugs staying away from me because of ol’ Daddy Longlegs.

So, there I was, in a huge rush to make it to my first day of work, while I worried about how I could keep an over-sized college kid away from me so I could meet a real man.
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Phase Three - 1,001 Arabian Nights
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“Still the searcher must

Ride the dark horse,

Racing alone in his fright...”


—Neil Young, “Tell Me Why” After the Gold Rush



––––––––
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At least, at my new job, I had a typewriter. Better than my ol’ machine back in DC, it was a black Selectric with correction tape. My fingers often become confused when I type, so merely backing up to erase gives me relief. Too bad our mistakes in life can’t be removed as easily. Nevertheless, that machine made my life heavenly. In fact, I stayed late my first day at Volley Corp, just to practice using it. For the first day in a coupla months, I wrote a poem. I just flipped on my transistor, and ol’ Neil Young inspired me. Titled, “Your Room Looks Different at Dawn,” it went like this:

Sunlight presses gray

sheets when I wake on water

to tunes with static 

a radio sends when caught 

between two fading stations.

A spider spins silk 

in shadows above your head. 

Its web dangles close 

to your oblivious blue eyes. 

Sweating, I slide from your bed.

—C.M. Erickson
About halfway through writing the poem, I realized I’d written two tankas—tanka strings, I’d dubbed them. A tanka carries more umphf than a haiku, IMHO. Five lines with each containing a specific number of syllables, i.e., 5-7-5-7-7 syllables—fourteen more than the seventeen-syllable haiku. Did I ever need those fourteen extra beats. Also, the fourth line is to contain a reversal of some sort. At any rate, I’d taken to writing poems in a tanka format, but too often, I’d need more than the thirty-one syllables of a tanka. So, I decided to add another stanza in the same format. Sometimes, I sneak enjambments into the strings, too, to link together the tanka stanzas.

Although I liked the way the images piled up, it bothered me that I’d written it to Ched. I didn’t plan to give it to him—unless I mailed it. Anonymously. So, I folded it, slipping it into my purse. Besides, I was far more excited about another poem that had started germinating in my head. Named “The Horse Waits in Boulder,” it was the first poem I’d written about a bar. It was the first poem I’d set in a bar. Kim Addonizio I’m not. So far, only one line of it would come to me. It went, “On a curb a dark horse waits.” It wasn’t as moving as Neil Young’s line.

Then, while I jaunted to work, I stared at the Flatirons. Usually, they were mainly dark blue and onyx, their ebony edges outlining the jagged rock. But at around eight fifteen AM (Mountain Daylight Time), they were a brilliant fiery red, outlined in ebony streaks. At least, they were on sunny days.  That peculiar morning, was the first day I spotted the blue-eyed, black stallion munching on grass in the open field
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