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TAKE THE PATH

A Foreword by the Editor

©2013 by David L. Repsher
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Anymore, it seems the world is on a fast track, a wide and hectically flowing track. Everyone is rushing toward something, but many times we have no idea what that something is. We want to get where we’re going now not later. Time is at a premium, but we want it in increasingly smaller increments: seconds not minutes. We want our communications, our information, our very lives to happen ASAP.

No longer can we wait to talk face to face with friends and loved ones. We grab some electronic device and whip off a message, then decry the time it takes for them to respond. Microwave ovens, once the epitome of speed and efficiency, have become objects of ire as we pound on them, berating them for taking seconds to warm our food. Libraries, places we once scheduled time to visit, to walk the aisles, to run our hands over the rows of books and smell them, are now at our fingertips; books downloadable as mere impersonal files we never touch.

Where are the quiet times? The times when we looked forward to being with family and friends, face to face, eye to eye, actually enjoying the time we spend together? Those times can be yours again. All you have to do is jump out of the fast lane, get off the broad and rushing highway, pick up a book, and simply take the path.
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WEDNESDAY NIGHT GIRL

©2013 by Ronna L. Edelstein
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THE WATER NIBBLES AT her toes and swallows her feet, legs, and thighs. Still not satiated, it gobbles her stomach and chest, arms and neck. Only her head remains free from the water’s ravenous appetite. The water waits patiently, allowing Vera to decide whether she will deprive it of dessert by wading back to the shallow end of the pool or whether she will give it a final course by walking further into the deep end and letting it completely devour her. 

Vera stands still, uncertain about what to do. She stares at the water, hoping to discover some sign—perhaps an image of her children or parents—that will lead her to choose life, but all she sees is the uncaring and unforgiving water. She contemplates turning around to give Doug one more chance to make amends—one more chance to pretend that he had not agreed to a Saturday afternoon at the pool with Vera, all the time knowing he would not extend the afternoon into an official Saturday night date. She will give Doug one more chance to blow her a kiss; if he does, despite her hurt, she will reach one arm out of her almost watery grave to grab the kiss and gently place it upon her lips. 

But Vera knows that no kiss awaits her. In the silence of the backyard pool, she hears Doug gathering his legal files; when he thumbs through the pile to make sure everything is there, the papers whimper like the final flutter of the wings of dying birds. Vera hears Doug close his briefcase—the clamp snaps as if a squirrel were biting into an acorn. Then, the gate—the one her friends, the vacationing owners of the pool, never remember to oil—squeaks. Doug has left, leaving Vera alone in the water.

Vera again searches the water, silently willing Doug’s reflection to appear but, unlike Vera, the water seems to understand that Doug is not special enough to hold onto. Doug is neither tall nor handsome. When with him, five-foot-eight-inch Vera has to wear her flattest flat shoes and further hunch her already round shoulders to appear shorter. Doug’s thick black beard masks him in darkness, like a villain in the silent movies Vera learned about from Grandma. His teeth, as white as the chalk Vera uses on the blackboard in her classroom, gleam against his swarthy complexion, creating more of a smirk than a smile. Although Doug’s appearance unsettles Vera, like a dinner that does not agree with her or a play that haunts her long after the theatre has gone dark, she has spent the past four months in an adulterous relationship with Doug.

Left hollow by a disastrous marriage, scarred by a wallflower adolescence, and destroyed by a lifetime of jarring maternal judgments, Vera needs to find beauty and goodness beyond Doug’s unappealing façade; she needs Doug as if he were the life jacket drifting near the diving board. The fact that Doug wants to have sex with her—the phrase “make love” would distort the nature of this unloving friendship...tryst...relationship?—gives Vera a de-luded sense of worth and self-esteem. She, the cockeyed pessimist, and he, the cocky controller, make an odd twosome, but all Vera cares about is being appreciated, even if the appreciation lasts for only brief gasping moments in bed.

A cloud floats across the sun, causing Vera to shiver in the momentary chill. The sudden coolness also reminds Vera that she cannot remain forever in the middle of the pool—too far from either the murky deep end or from the set of silver steps in the distant shallow end. One more minute, Vera thinks, just one more minute before deciding whether to move forward to a watery death or move backward to a quicksand life outside the pool.

Her best friends, the physician and his wife who live in the house with the pool, had warned her this would happen. “Doug is a player,” the doctor had said. “Doug will use you and abuse you,” his wife had added. Neither had mentioned the moral implications—that Doug was divorced, but that Vera was technically still married (as Vera stands in the water, she wonders whether being technically still married is like being a little bit pregnant) since the judge had not yet pounded his gavel and emancipated her. Vera contemplates foregoing drowning for the usual death by stoning reserved for adulterers. She pictures all of Doug’s past, present, and future lovers circling her, mocking her for her stupidity for falling in lust—love?—with such a Lothario, and hurling stones—large and small, round and sharp—at her breasts and belly and thighs—all the places Doug once caressed and kissed.

And Vera knows for certain that Doug has had—and will continue to have—past, present, and future lovers. One Wednesday night, just as she and Doug were about to enter his bedroom, Doug had received a call from his office. “I have to go back to the office to pick up a file,” he said.

“No problem,” Vera replied.

“Wait for me,” he ordered.

“Sure,” Vera acquiesced.

The minute Vera had heard the roar of Doug’s red sports car and seen the glow of the headlights through the living room window, she had gone to Doug’s study, sat in Doug’s black leather (the same black leather of his car’s seats) swivel chair, and picked up his datebook—also bound in black leather. She needed to assure herself that Doug, like her, stayed home on Saturday nights to wallow in Lawrence Welk reruns, and that he did not go out with other girls he deemed more suitable for the traditional date night. She needed to determine whether Doug would forever see her only as a Wednesday night girl.

Her sin of adultery had made reading Doug’s private datebook seem like a misdemeanor. Without hesitation, then, Vera had opened the book. While she found her name penciled in for the next few Wednesdays, the upcoming Saturday night page contained only one word: Barbara. Not Babs or Barbie or Barbra without the a, but Barbara, the perfect name for a society lady or executive. Vera had said the name aloud, enunciating each “Bar-bar-a” syllable as if spitting wads of phlegm from her throat. She wondered where Doug and Barbara would spend their Saturday night. Would Barbara have to pay for her movie ticket, or did Doug’s Dutch Treat rule only apply to Vera? Would Barbara spend the night in Doug’s bed, or would her Saturday night status end at the stroke of midnight?

One glance at the next week told Vera that Doug had replaced Barbara with Marci as his Saturday night girl. Vera’s daughter had a Barbie doll she named Marcy with a y, not an i. The i seemed pretentious, as if this Marci were trying to stand out from the Marcy crowd. Doug, who had always refused to dance with Vera, even in the seclusion of his living room, would probably take Marci to a club where he and she would sip red wine, stare into each other’s eyes, and sway together to the music. Marci may make it to Sunday morning, but she would not make it to the next Saturday week: Doug had penned in the name Deb.

As the water continues to wrinkle Vera’s skin, making her look as old and tired as she now feels, Vera ponders the obvious question: Once she had “met” Barbara, Marci, and Deb, why had she waited for Doug to return? She could have grabbed her car keys, slammed shut the front door of Doug’s townhouse until the stained glass decorative pane shattered, and then driven home. But Vera had felt homeless—stuck in a marital house with the estranged husband she hated, the children who reminded her of her mothering flaws, and the woman—herself—who filled her with loneliness and disdain. That Wednesday night, and for many Wednesday nights to come, Vera prostituted herself in a futile attempt to feel less alone. She succeeded only in making herself more miserable and lonely.

With her right hand, she creates circles in the pool’s water; one circle leads to another and another and another, just like one decision—her decision to meet Doug at a darkened movie theatre on an unusually frigid spring day four months earlier—had led to more dalliances and deceptions and disappointments.

Doug, whose children attend the same school as Vera’s, had approached Vera after a school meeting. “I heard you’re going through a rough time. Do you want to get some coffee?” he had asked.

“No, I can’t,” she had said.

“Maybe some other time?” he had suggested.

“Maybe,” she had mumbled.

Doug, obviously knowing about Vera’s tenuous marital state, had called Vera a week later. “I got your number from the school directory,” he had explained. “There’s a great movie playing in your neighborhood. I’m going to the ten p.m. show Wednesday night. If you want, meet me there.” 

Tired of standing still for so long, Vera reaches for the raft that floats near her. She somehow manages to board it, lying with her face towards the sun. Maybe, she prays, the sun will turn me into a baked treat for the bugs flying above the water. Then, like a mummy in an Egyptian tomb, Vera places her arms across her chest and mentally returns to that fatal movie night.

Her children had known something was wrong. Although the impending divorce, compounded by her husband’s refusal to leave the marital home until the ink on the divorce decree had dried, had made Vera more irritable than usual, on that particular Wednesday, she had snapped at everything her children had said and not said, done and not done. She had played Monopoly with her son, but she had not demonstrated her usual thirstiness to win. Vera could not analyze the pros and cons of building hotels on Boardwalk when all she could think about was Doug. She had helped her daughter squeeze anorexic Barbies into too small clothes, but her mind was on removing her clothes in front of a man for the first time in decades. To meet Doug at the movies could lead to many complications. What if someone saw them? What if he discovered that he did not like the touch of her skin or her lips? What if she gave way to a sexual desire that had lain dormant for years and got a disease or an unwanted pregnancy? Vera had weighed the what-ifs of staying home—spending another lonely night in the small fourth bedroom she had moved into after filing for divorce, watching more mindless television shows or rereading the same pages of her novel without comprehending a word, eating so many M&Ms that the caffeine kept her awake—with the what-ifs of going. Vera had gone.

The movie will never become “the special movie” of Doug and Vera because she has no memory of its title, characters, or plot. Instead, she only remembers sitting in the last row of the darkened theatre, oblivious to the two other people in the audience, and making-out with Doug as if she were a teenager on a first date. Vera’s body had burned with desire, not shame, because she had not allowed herself to think of the consequences of her actions. She had refused to listen to her gut telling her that Doug, who had continued the make-out session after the movie in his red sports car with the black leather seats, was more the stereotypical “take ‘em and leave ‘em” guy than a real person with depth and possibility. Vera had not thought at all on that fateful Wednesday night; she had only felt, and those feelings had
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