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Men and women should meet in beautiful rooms,
stroke each other for hours, and then go back to their separate lives.
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OVERTURE TO A BURN


 


He lights three candles on her naked body. One between the shoulder blades, another on the small of her back—a flicker above the slight curve—and the last on her thigh, where her bum begins its swell.


 


She says, “Don’t burn me,” while thinking, “Here are my burns.” The secret, invisible ones, shown to no one. Touch them, she means. Heal me.


 


But it’s far too early to say such a thing to a person she has known twenty-eight days. And nights.


 


She imagines he is thinking, “She looks holy, too sacred to touch.” Most likely he’s thinking, “I hope I don’t burn her.”


 


Balancing candles, she tries to turn her face toward him.


 


The points of light sputter on her back. She thinks, “Don’t make me into a figure in Madame Tussaud’s gallery,” but since he’s foreign, he may not understand. She doesn’t fully understand.


 


Their thoughts, like wisps of smoke, hover above them. In silence, they slip free of past and future.


 


All she knows is that they are engaged. Though new to each other, they are all-consumed, yet unconsummated.


 


As she slept, she felt him like a shadow, or a dream. But he’s real, in her room, in her life, now in her bed, the cool liquid of his mouth on the nape of her neck. “I’ve been up all night, thinking, reading, drinking wine,” he says, his rich voice registering an octave below her navel.


 


She turns her head and his warm tongue sizzles in her mouth.


 


“Are the candles dripping?” she asks, craning her neck—not the most graceful of gestures—to see herself in the candlelight. Her skin is translucent, flammable.


 


“Trust me,” he says as a droplet of wax sears the back of her thigh.


 


She winces.


 


He blows them out like birthday candles, all in one gust, and licks away the vanilla wax.


 


In the dark, something hot coils in both of them. A flicker on his skin lights the way, and as she pulls him inside, she whispers in his ear, “Make a wish.”
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“Mom, the moving van is here!” yells my daughter, Elender, as she runs up the stairs to me.


“It’s here!” echoes my son, Marcus, downstairs.


Elender tries to catch my eye as I look in the mirror, brushing my hair, unable to untangle words or anything else.


To disguise my silence, she continues. “Daddy says we’ll love his new place.”


Chatterbox, oh beautiful little chatterbox. Blending into the blue of her eight-year-old eyes, I see the trust she has in me, and I dig the bristles deep into my scalp. She almost smiles, a pouty lip flutter, until my jagged panic snags her.


For a second, we are caught in the glass, our eyes locked, unable to blink.


Then, as if by a flipped switch, the connection is broken and her eyes dodge mine, her mouth sets in a thin line. She swirls around, long hair flying, and runs fast down the stairs.


A madwoman couldn’t have a saner daughter.


 


I need a habit. The cool drag of a menthol, some froth on a mug of Guinness, or sweet cream swirling into Kahlúa would feel right just now. But I don’t take potions for solace. I can’t count one that truly works.


I had warned my husband, Tobin. “If we move to the States, we’ll get divorced.”


“Ach ne,” he said. “It could never happen.”


But here we are, in Evanston, Illinois, border of the Windy City, and today’s gusts are blowing him away.


I put the brush down, wood on wood, apply four or five lipsticks—the perfect shade is attainable—and walk like a windup mannequin downstairs to the living room.


Someone’s watching as I approach the Bösendorfer grand. Tobin? No, I’m wrong.


Nothing is here but the light of a March afternoon. I sit at the piano, and my hands summon Bach. The ordered partita calms my breathing.


From nowhere, Tobin’s head appears at the end of the concert piano’s sweeping curve. Tall and looking decidedly Aryan today, he bows a soldierly adieu. Ironic. This is his first overture to me in six months.


My fingers glide across the ivory; my foot flattens the brass pedal, then my hands bang wildly. He turns his back, walks out the front door.


From the piano bench, I strain to reach the phone and call my lover of six months.


“Come over,” Christopher whispers in my ear.


I hang up the phone, and as I run to my car, Tobin shouts from the dark of the van, “I’ll be gone in an hour.”


Like little Santa Clauses bumping Tobin’s stuffed bags down the front steps, Elen and Marc are helping their daddy. “I’ll be right back,” I tell them.


As I speed off into the bright street, scenes of Tobin jump out at me.


In the kitchen years ago: boiling a pig’s head in a pan so small, its snout is sticking out.


I’m vegetarian.


More recently in the bedroom: throwing back the curtains, jettisoning my clothes out the window onto the muddy lawn.


On our ninth anniversary: tossing a bag of gifts from me out the sunroof of our Mercedes as we drive home from a tapas restaurant—scattering the tie and book and CD on the road, narrowly missing a child on a bike.


Just today: grabbing a jar of peanut butter with only enough left for a teaspoonful and handing it to our seven-year-old son, Marcus. “I bought this; pack it in the van.”


The images reflux like lava until I arrive, fully lipsticked, at Christopher’s apartment.


 


Christopher, legal, but still too young, opens the door in boxers.


We kiss into a large leather chair, fall to the floor.


I have thirty-six minutes until I have to be back home.


 


When I return, the moving van is panting in front of our town house. We were safe there: four secure walls with a tiny yard and one evergreen tree.


I look into the van’s cavernous interior, notice my personal things mixed in with Tobin’s: paintings from artist friends, cookware, a science book with an inscription to me from my dad, even my robe.


I stevedore a ceramic bowl, made by my best friend, Nina, and run into the house.


The walls are shaking; I hold on to chairs and shelves to go from one room to the other, looking for the children. They are tired and whimpering.


Tobin is balancing the last solid wood bookshelf on his back; he leaves us the sagging, pressboard variety. He is Atlas and we could be squashed under his feet.


Slice the air. Wait. I still love him.


I scan the living room. Books are scattered like tiles on the floor. In the corners, dirt streaks the walls. And this from a man who would make a better hausfrau than I.


I wander the house. The kitchen: spoons and forks scattered across countertops, a veil of sugar over my cookbooks, and a pristine square, like a pulsating Mondrian, where he took the phone off the wall. My bedroom: clothes on the floor in orgiastic twists, tangled sheets stained with oil and his footprints from where he unscrewed the bulb from the ceiling light.


I rush to the children’s room, afraid to open the door. Exhalation. This one room is spared. Against the lavender walls, their two small beds—with sheets flat and white—make peace.


I drift downstairs again, find a chair upside down, a desk half in the hallway. ‘Spass Tag’ für Möbel. “Fun Day for Furniture.” Could this be a hallucination?


I grab a box of pastels, hand it to Elen, who, followed by a silent Marc, flees to the basement for paper and an easel.


I stand in the front door and watch Tobin climb into the cab of the loaded van.


The plaster statue of Bach, an engagement gift from him, is in my hands. I hurl it at the door of the van as it pulls away from the curb. Fugal blow, final chord. It shatters with a percussive thud as my body would have, had I tried to stop him.


Before dinner, the children and I sit outside on the cold front steps. As the sun is setting on our broken home, Elen and Marc take bits of plaster from the statue, use it as chalk on the sidewalk. They write:


 


I LOVE MOMMY


I LOVE DADDY


I LOVE OUR FAMILY


 


Sometimes the worst is just the beginning.
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This is soulquake, cracks of the spirit. No fault in the land of the Past is dormant. Gemütlichkeit gone.


I sit at the kitchen table and feel tremors beneath my feet—each fissure’s slow rending of the earth.


Could this disaster please wait?


We didn’t cheat on each other. He didn’t drink. I haven’t lost my figure: “Now where did I put those shapely legs and waist?” He wasn’t a drug addict. But no matter where I stand, the earth threatens to swallow me whole.


Female friends say, “How can you divorce him? He’s so gorgeous.”


“He’s yours for free,” I tell them.


Nine years and two continents later, there are miles of ground—rubble now—we didn’t cover, places we didn’t stop or even linger, things we’ll never do. Things like staying together.


Crushed by the weight of what could have been, I claw at the dirt. I love, loved—oh, the past tense hurts mighty bad—Tobin for loving me and my music and my art and my peculiar Native American obsession. I loved him for his accent when he spoke English and the way he held my head and called it “einen musikalischen Hinterkopf.” An Indian would have said, “Head round like moon, makes music.” I loved him most of all for the children he caused in me. We should have made it work, for our Elender and Marcus. We could have made it work for ourselves.


Instead, we have a catastrophe in our hands, forcing me to my knees. My head, once round and musical, is flattened by collapsing walls. I try to surface, am stuck, isotopic: half-lived, half-dead. But the children crawl out, looking barely harmed—the best boy, the best girl—amid a world of ash, and their lives take root. With a mother who can’t find an inch of un-shaking ground.


From the kitchen window, where I’m trying to make a breakfast, I watch them messing about in the yard. Elen starts to climb the towering evergreen tree, but Marcus pulls on her shirt, stretching it until it almost comes off her spare frame. She yells something at him and they both laugh. She jumps down to help him with a hole he has been digging.


A few days ago, I would have called out to Tobin, “Come and look.” But I am solo now. All the things I sense—trees, wind, rain, ah yes, the rain—will not be shared with anyone, except my children. A rift, newborn in me, is deepening.


Elen thrusts her usual intensity into my face. Her hands are black from digging in the dirt.


“I must have a pet. I’m about to make do with a worm.”


She drops it on the floor.


The worm wriggles on the linoleum, blind and deaf.


Like me, it feels vibrations.
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Have I finally, verifiably, made a grave mistake?
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I guess this is where I should open a vein—in case I need to get an IV started later—and spill some facts about how it all began.


The minute Tobin and I meet in the gallery, we know we will be married. The thought circles in our heads like a crazed dog chasing its tail, as we speak the tentative getting-to-know-you words.


“What’s that?” he asks about the blue beaded necklace wound around my ankle three times.


“I made it.”


“Can I have some for my foot?”


“Sure,” I say, not thinking he’s serious.


But he is.


Attraction is electric: ions so deliciously charged, they reach for each other. Until the polarities reverse.
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Looking back, especially at the good, is more painful than I had imagined.


One minute I feel bloodless; the next burning inside as if I were hot to the touch. If I could stab deep into the meat of us, skewer every first detail of Tobin and me—even the tilt of the earth—maybe I could find some sign that we would end badly. Something I had failed to notice before. Like a flock of crows. Or snakes crawling along the sidewalk.


Remembering has its own logic, its own mythic nature, neither true nor false.
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He was the first man I saw that night as I paced the gallery.


It’s an opening for an exhibit of drawings by a group of sculptors including Tiger Manning, whose ex-wife Delia is a friend of my boss at the arts journal where I work by day. By night, I’m in a semi-punk band called the Shaved Legs. I had pushed to no avail for it to be called Mammary and the Glands.


Once, at the arts journal, Delia took me aside for a fashion consultation. “You are such an attractive young woman. I really wonder why you wear anklet socks.”


“ ’Cause I love ’em,” I say, deliberately speaking babyish.


It’s ten years before mini-socks will feature on the waify ankles of runway models.


She looks pained. “But they ruin your outfits.”


“I know. That’s why I wear them.”


Her deep breath shows exasperation. “I could take you to Marshall Field’s, and we could get you some nice hose.”


“Thanks, Delia,” I say. “I appreciate your concern, but I buy these in the children’s section of Woolworth’s.”


“Indeed,” she says. “They look like the Communion socks of a West Side Mexican girl.”


“Precisely,” I say.


“And the blue beads around your socks?”


“Let’s not go there,” I say.


She has invited me this evening to the gallery opening featuring her famous ex-husband. As a concession to her, I am wearing light blue stockings. But as a tribute to Tiger, and to wickedly insist on my right to pursue eccentricity, I have applied startling tigrene makeup.


I’m with my strawberry blond sister Chloë, who has come from work at the Chicago Symphony. She is happy to look like a grown-up in her dark blue dress and pearls, to mill around, and to load up and get loaded on wine and cheese before going home.


I look around the packed room for Delia or anyone I know. Most of the crowd are Addams Family look-alikes. Pallid, gangly young men in black pants and women with long layered hair murmur without looking at each other or the drawings on the walls. Both sexes sway slightly as they sip wine, inhaling cigarette smoke deeply to accentuate waists cinched tight with thin colorful belts. The scents of Ralph Lauren cologne and cheap chilled wine ferment in the air. All around me is an ambience of practiced ennui from the posturing youth and professional cordiality from the older, graying men and women—most of them architects or textile artists.


But I have already seen him. As chic as a ’20s movie star, ash blond—like fair Chinese hair, fine but thick—with bangs swinging into his eyes, high cheekbones, face angular, tanned, smooth, his uptilted head catches the light while scanning the room, as if searching for allies. Among all the darkly clad people, he gleams so brightly in that first moment, he could be the sun outside a train window. Everyone and everything else are just scenery whizzing by.


I have painted half my face and neck like a tiger, and although he must notice, he doesn’t look twice. Being so much taller than I, he doesn’t see my teeth.


The moment I see him, I purr to my sister Chloë, “That’s my future husband.”


“He’s so perfect, he probably won’t age well,” she says. Arm in arm, we take a wide turn to look at him more closely while avoiding collision. We’re both so small compared to him—occupying the area of most domestic animals—he can’t see us.


A grandiose version of the Little Prince, he wears a scarf in summer, twisted around a slate-gray shirt under a creamy linen suit, perfectly tailored.


“All other men seem like a species of dog compared to him,” says Chloë.


(Stay away, flame-hair!)


A week later, he’ll tell me without a hint of vanity, “My looks are a combination of Peter Fonda, David Bowie, and Dr. Kildare.” But his name is Tobin Kleinherz.


The secret name I give him is Wears-Scarves-in-Summer.


 


He is accompanied by a very short well-dressed young man. They wander the room talking together and actually looking at the work on the walls. Tobin’s smile is tentative and vulnerable at first, then complicit as he leans down, listening to his friend. He straightens up, vigilant, seeming alert to atmospheric shifts in the room. His ambiguous focus settles on me. But there are so many conquests to consider.


Aware that he has the attention of every female in the room, he asks anyone within earshot to go dancing. Not wanting to be part of a pack, I start to leave.


As I walk by, he suddenly sees me and is riveted by my ankles.
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Until I saw Tobin, I believed in the 31 Flavors type of existence. I wanted to live in many countries and have many children with a different, delicious man each time.


I was petrified of marriage.
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It’s late when I get home after the gallery opening, and I go straight to bed. But the thought of Wears-Scarves et cetera renders me semi-wild with worry, doubt, panic about how, and anticipation, excitement, imaginings about when I will see him again. My bed is a bucking bronco all night long and I never fall off to sleep.
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The next day the phone rings and I pick it up. A man with a German accent asks for me. How Wears—How Tobin got my number I never do find out.


Tobin tells me he is studying here in Chicago on a fellowship and that he is an artist. I can relate. I’ve been trying to establish myself as a writer, actress, and musician—any job that is nonlucrative and without a pension plan, any opportunity where the pay is sporadic and the odds are against me.


Basically he is phoning to invite himself and a German friend over for dinner tonight at my place.
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When Tobin enters my apartment for the first time, he’s wearing sleek black leather pants. I don’t notice much about his friend—he’s just a guy.


It’s hard to focus on anything above Tobin’s waist, but when I am able to concentrate on his words, I realize Tobin is animated, interesting, and pretty funny for a German person. Not bad qualities for a future husband. But I am still most impressed by the pants.


I seat myself at the piano. Both men stop talking and sit down to listen. Not your typical American response. I begin to play a piece. Tobin recognizes his countryman Beethoven.


“It’s a rondo,” I tell him.


After we eat the dinner I prepared, Tobin says to his friend, “See, not all Americans are uncultured.” Then he adds to me, “Play your Beethoven rondo again.” What American male would remember my repertoire? I think to myself. And command it, I neglect to think.


As I sit on the piano bench and play, I feel Tobin’s eyes boring into my silk pants. He must really love Beethoven.


Obviously, we have much in common.


 




CLUE NUMBER ONE


No clue.
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A couple of silent nights go by. Then one more. Other men come to my doorstep, but I don’t buzz them in.


I wonder where Tobin is. Hadn’t he felt the same thing I felt the moment we met?
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Tobin wasn’t my first love. And I have to ask myself, is it love if it doesn’t last?


Frantic with memory, I unravel. Spinning to start over again. And again. Re-remember.


I started loving ultra-early. In rhyming couplets from the first grade.


I loved two boys in my class at Saint Constantine’s, my Catholic grade school. Peter had dark hair and Trent, red. Peter was great at spelling and Trent was acrobatic: he could catch a football one-footed. Peter gave me a Valentine with a flower pasted on it, and Trent gave me chocolates. I couldn’t make up my mind.


We memorized our love letters so the nuns couldn’t catch us. Nights in bed, I set the words in my mind, ready for school in the morning. Trent dashed them off before the first bell. Sometimes they rhymed, these young sonnets:


 


Dear pretty girl, are you lying
    or were you really crying?


 


Peter was lovingly poetic in describing how much he wanted to kiss me.


 


More than the best Christmas present.


More than I want to kiss my dog.


 


Trent was jealous, but practical.


 


If Peter steals you from me, I’ll find you. I don’t care how far away you are.
Unless I can’t buy enough gasoline to get there.


In third grade, my sister Chloë helped me compose late into the night. We thought up rhymes for love: glove, above, dove. She recited our creations to Trent until she stole him away.


She reasoned the bad news in rhyme. “Dear still very pretty one,” she began, having memorized Trent’s words, “I hear your words so true, but the messenger is lovelier than you, her hair of red, our love is dead, good-bye, don’t cry.”


In fourth grade, Trent moved next door and we loved each other again. But the love was a wounded one, diminished and more desperate. Sometimes he called three times a day, not just out of puppy love, but to get the homework. Other times, he fled for days.


His inconstancy made me jittery, made me care too much about his reactions—his smirk when I wore pink, his smile when I wore stockings. If I hadn’t been so loyal, I would have refused him when he came back to me.


While Trent’s fickleness was disturbing and distracting, I had never stopped loving Peter. In fifth grade. Still in sixth. In class, our crazy one-liners made each other laugh and sometimes the class joined in. The teacher had a soft spot for both of us, but she tried to put a stop to our disruptions.


When I arrived on the playground in the morning, Peter’s eyes brightened. Because he didn’t play hard to get, as Trent did, and he was easier to please, maybe I took him for granted.


We polished our poems in night air and sent them during the day. I loved the words, pure and immutable, as much as I loved the boys. With only the promise of a kiss, our love was chivalric. We longed, we pined, we wrote, we recited, we languished.


I changed to a public school in seventh grade. Although I saw Trent occasionally, it was thirty years before I saw Peter again. It was at a bookstore. I opened a book and the dedication page read: TO PETER HIGGINS. As I walked out, I noticed that the author would be speaking there that evening. I returned later, and sitting in the front row were Peter and Trent. “Oh my God,” I said, and they kissed me one after the other.


It seemed that Trent and I had a blank page between us.


But Peter said, “I can’t believe you’re here.”


At the book signing, his wife said, “I’ve heard a lot about you. Peter talks about you all the time.”


Amazed and flattered that he remembered me so well, I looked into his eyes. There I sensed an empathy for me that was miraculously intact.


I still think of him as the one who never betrayed me, even though he’s married to a writer and has four children now.


 


In everyone’s life there must be people and places that remain untainted. They are our refuge in the spasms of pain we call memories.


 


I overheard a man in a café talking to his friends. “I moved to Santa Fe because nothing bad ever happened to me there,” he said.
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Close to midnight, nine days from our first meeting in the gallery, a ferocious cosmic force—or was it meek coincidence?—brought Tobin and me once again to the same place, on Earth, in Chicago, at the same moment. I was to have left on an all-night train for the East Coast to work as a pianist, but I didn’t; he was supposed to be traveling to the West Coast with his sullen friend, but he wasn’t.


Maybe coastal faults shifted, jostling us to the same street in what used to be a field of wildflowers, making us feel we will be tumbleweed if we are not together for the rest of our lives.


Wears-Scarves-in-Summer is crossing the street with a tiny, pretty blonde when he notices me. Embarrassment shows quickly on his face, and I hope it’s because he’s with her and not me. Instead of introducing me to his elf-partner, he says to her, “I’ll see you later at the club.” She tucks her minuscule head into her doll’s coat and walks off into the neon.


An awkward moment, then a gust of night air makes me shiver and invite him back to my apartment, only a block away. First we look at the lake, which we both know is our future, and walk most of the night along it. At about four in the morning, we arrive at my place. Without a word, we fully undress and get into bed, pretty much the same as we will do for the next nine years.
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The following morning we go for breakfast and the sun singes my shoulders in an outdoor café.


Afterward, we walk up to my apartment’s air-conditioning and I practice the piano while he rests on the couch.


“You are the most mature person I have ever met,” he says after hearing me play a Chopin waltz.


I am nineteen months older.


I am practically certain his next sentence will be a proposal of marriage.


Instead he says, “I am on the verge of falling deeply in love with you.”


Oh, come on, I think. Just fall. But I lower my eyes and take a risk. “I knew the minute we met that we’d be . . .”


“So did I,” he says.


Exhilaration followed by deep exhalation.


“Then why did you . . . ?”


“It is hard to describe,” he says. “I knew, but I still wanted to live my old life.”


“You mean you were staving us off?” I ask.


“What is ‘staving off’?” he asks. “I don’t know this expression.”
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Later that evening, after a long dinner, he says, “This is odd for a German.”


Pulling me onto his lap, he looks into my eyes. A flicker of worry passes over his face. Oh no, I think, he’s going to tell me about . . .


“I’ve been with the same girl for seven years,” he says. “I was supposed to marry her until I met you. She is studying to be a veterinarian. Her family owns two castles.”


Two castles! Maybe he should give this some thought. . . .


“I told her I’d be back, but I won’t.” He sounds like Arnold Schwarzenegger.


Much later that night in bed, when he is starting to roll on top of me, he says, “Am I too heavy?”


Thinking he has said, “Am I to have you?” I reply, “I think it’s a little early for that.”


He says, “What did you think I said?” and when I tell him, he says, “Don’t you think it’s a little early for that?”


Even with the language barrier, we are in sync. Strangers, made on different sides of an ocean, entangled, as the quantum theory goes, know each other instantly.
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The next few weeks race by as if in a film montage: Tobin braiding my hair, Tobin taking me to his apartment the first time and making me a dinner of stuffed clamshells, Tobin throwing rose petals on the floor to make a pathway from his chair to mine, Tobin picking me up and carrying me into a steaming bath, Tobin buying me a lavender dress and red shoes, Tobin telling me he wants to know everything about me, and Tobin in the dark—how he feels.


On the twenty-eighth day, he wakes me in the middle of the night. He has been drinking a whole bottle of wine by himself and reading my journals. And that’s all right with me.


I don’t know that in a month’s time he’ll be flying back to Germany with a journal I would have preferred to be verboten in his suitcase. After he’s read it, he’ll phone me and say in a worried voice, “Are you sure you want to marry me?”


“Why?”


“Because you’ve had such an amazing life, with so many . . . amazing men. I don’t know if I’m good enough.”


But I’m pretty sure he is.


 


But tonight he sits on top of my lower back, the journal’s spine against mine, his mouth in my ear, and says in his basso voice, “A great spirit wrote these words. Meine Liebe, let’s get engaged.”


Of course I say yes. But the demented romantic in me is troubled. It took him a whole four weeks to ask.


We celebrate at dawn by the end of a stone pier on a turquoise lake, whisper to each other the things we will need to know.
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Watching the sunrise with my beloved is a hard act to follow, but the next night with me as an initially unwilling human candelabra is even more magnificent.


I wake up alone. The cloying scent of smoke from snuffed-out candles is still in the bedroom.


I feel rearranged, in a good way, from the intensity of our love-making and do not want to rise.


Tobin is already in the kitchen. “Have you ever cleaned out this refrigerator?” he calls in his thick accent.


“I don’t know,” I answer.


His laugh gives me a sexual jolt. I get out of bed, without clothes or a sheet (this is not a film), and walk into the kitchen. Tobin is tawny, bent over and peering into my crummy refrigerator. I look inside. Tall containers are in line with tall containers, small jars stacked on top of each other. The white interior sparkles as I imagine his soul does.


To augment his satisfaction, I assure him, “I have never cleaned it,” and I hug him, my hero, my man. He is almost a stranger. I call Tobin “my love” over and over. He presents me with six wineglasses bought while I was sleeping. We drink from them and burgundy spills on my breast. The small candle burns on the back of my thigh are painful, but I am too happy to pay them any attention and I don’t show him where they are.
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Their bodies—fragile boats—are afloat.
Water seeps into the carved-out part
of his chest, her belly, their thighs.
How they rise and fall together—
their skin, illumined from above
and from each other.


 


They stretch limbs like masts,
bed linens taut to catch the wind,
to carry them from certain shore.


 


They push off each other, setting ravens free.


 


Love and water for days and nights.


 


A dove returns with a twig in its beak.
A sign that land, though unwelcome,
is almost in sight.
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I blink and Tobi has already returned to Germany to finish his degree in painting. We write letters until I visit and again until he returns to Chicago for the wedding. His parents tell him, “You can’t marry while you’re a student.” But on our wedding day he won’t have finished his degree yet. He’s definitely my Indian brave.


While Tobi is buried in books about art in Germany, I’m creating art in the new wave scene in Chicago. I’ve become involved in a music production called Eyelash that records then magnifies the sound of eyelashes with and without mascara. Okay, go ahead and laugh, but the musicians I work with are the strangest and most brilliant people I have ever met. Lawrence or Lon, a juggler as well as a keyboardist, talks about “the omniscience of tone and the focus of chordal resolution.” “I like to talk to you,” he says to me, “because you understand.” But I’m not sure I do.


I am in charge of some graphic work. Occasionally, I help out with melodic lines inspired by the music of eyes and eye hair, magnified.


 


I am so in love with Tobi, I try to withstand the attention of other males. But I enjoy it too much. Sensing that I am unavailable, they crank up their ardor a notch. Bill, a lawyer, is quixotic, shifting between admiration for me and my art and tormented by what it stirs up in him. He seems wholly undeterred by my engagement. He cooks Chinese for me—fried tofu and bamboo shoots—catering to my vegetarianism.


“I am formally engaged,” I say.


He winces. “How quaint,” he says, caressing my bottom.


As we eat, I am so attracted to him, my head aches from trying to winch thoughts of Tobin from my heart to my forebrain. After vanilla almond Häagen-Dazs, I leave Bill, with difficulty, return home, hoping to have a letter from a foreign man who will be my husband, and I do.


In cartridge pen, he writes: “Dear Eyelash, I love it when you bat them at me. Your eyes are my home. Love, your Sunglasses.”
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Letters must be sealed with a lick. Think of that. Human saliva, traveling distances, near and far. This is the fundamental difference between mail and e-mail. Spittle. The intimacy of the mouth, its words lining the roof, slipping off the tongue. The warmth of speech. When Tobin courted me, e-mail had not yet been invented. Would he have captured me online, the flickering monitor, cold—sending words without envelopes or contemplation? Messages in bottles, bobbing on cyberwaves?
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There have been many famous Pearls: Pearl Bailey, Pearl S. Buck, Minnie Pearl. Had I kept the name, I might have been a lot more successful.


Claire, although beautiful, is a name for lovers, and artists, with all their accompanying suffering. My full-moon name is Pearl Claire McLeod. Some people hear the last name (pronounced McCloud) and ask, “Is it Native American?” I wish.


 


I actually took my first breath on the full moon on a night when the planets were unusually clustered on the left side of the sky—which ensures that I will be remarkably independent my whole life. (Think: divorced, single mom.)


My mother strolled me about in Hyde Park, Illinois, a former buffalo-stampeding prairie, near the University of Chicago, where intellectual roaming, extinct in other areas, is enthusiastically cultivated.


We soon moved, and I grew taller and more freckled in Evanston, Illinois, a home on the range for Northwestern University and its preppy student body. The general community is economically, racially, and philosophically diverse, with some surprisingly hip family units.


 


Some of my early classmates called me Pearly-Girly. Even then I would have preferred something like “Miss Karenina.” After attending Saint Constantine’s grade school and developing a taste for the fervent theatrics of the Catholic religion, I new-kid-slunk into Nichols Junior High public school. Now I had to wean myself of weekly Mass.


Turning my back on sultry smoke from musky incense in the Sacristy proved more of a sacrifice than I had imagined. Festive rows of red votive candles burning prayers toward heaven, the can’t-help-noticing practically naked Christ whittled down for our sins (so that we might live . . . in sin), and exotic Latin words that could just as easily have been profane as sacred, were a feast for me. Leaving that table created a void that would have to be filled later.


 


My second taste of schism began when I changed high schools midway through my sophomore year. Going from Evanston Township High to Lake Forest Academy was as jarring as one minute saying swear words with my new friends and the next saying the stations of the cross with my old friends. I blushed to think of one group finding out what I was doing with the other.


The two high schools were archrivals. Switching was like changing sides during battle.


 


During sophomore year, I wept every day walking home from school because I missed my old friends. They may have been wealthy, but it wasn’t noticeable. Maybe all the kids from large families wearing hand-me-downs served as camouflage.


At my new school, everyone’s father seemed to be the CEO of Coca-Cola. They mentioned Mercedes and Jaguars and designer labels in the same breath as swim meets and football games. Not knowing, I asked, “What’s a label?” This was incomprehensible to the girls, but quickly endeared me to the boys. Yes, I looked the part of the almost anorexic, sleek-haired Lake Forest girl, but I didn’t ever feel it. Maybe that’s typical.


My name, like the labels the other girls revered, pigeonholed me. “Pearl” was as preppy to them as the pearls strung around their necks in a shiny display of what it meant to be cultured. But I thought of a pearl as a castoff, solitary, unable to be categorized—a stunning dollop of irritation from the sea.


his name is clive


The months toward the end of high school, when Clive coursed through my veins, are the most vivid in my memory.


I meet him senior year during my period of greatest fascination with, as we called them then, American Indians. Our great Lake Michigan, seen as a blessing of inestimable value by the indigenous people, inspired me to read every book about them.


 


As I’m biking along the lake on Sheridan Road before school, an eerie sense of déjà vu wafts by. In a past life, as an Indian princess, I may have galloped this road bareback every day.


When I make it to homeroom, Clive whispers to me, “I like your spookiness and dilated pupils.” I didn’t know my pupils were dilated, and I don’t know who he is.


Tall and so skinny his muscles are not visible even to the female eye, Clive has serious dark eyes behind thick black glasses. It doesn’t hurt that he looks like an All-American Native American boy. He even wears his shiny blue-black hair to the shoulders.


The bell rings and he walks me to my first class. In those few steps down the hallway, I learn he is Clive Tucker, the editor of the school paper. A poet, he throws pottery, and he’s reading Black Elk Speaks, which he lends me.


 


Whatever the words were I couldn’t find in myself to speak at that time, Black Elk supplied, to the point that I date my diary entries with the names of months such as Moon of the Snow-Blind, Moon When the Cherries Are Ripe, or April, my birthday month, Moon When the Ponies Receive Wrapped Gifts.


 


There are days I want to feel American Indian in a stingingly WASP high school. Clive, full of admiration and anachronisms, notices everything about me: ass-tight blue suede midi-skirt, lace-up soft leather bodice—bought for three dollars at the Winnetka Community House annual thrift sale—feet slopping along in too-big men’s Frye boots, long hair in braids with a headband.


I smear dark foundation on my face. I’m all dressed up with no powwow to go.


 


A week after our first meeting, Clive takes me to the movies. On the way back, it’s raining. He pulls up our driveway.


“How come you live only with your mom?” I ask.


“My dad divorced my mom when I was three,” he says.


This sounds exotic to me, not realizing my parents are heading down the same road. “Do you like your dad?” I ask.


“Sure,” he says. “He’s a formal sort. He’s great. Very thick in the wallet.”


The rain gives me an excuse to stay in the car with him.


He takes my hand and puts it against his cheek.


We sit listening to the rain. Although he’s usually making me laugh, he’s silent.


“Thanks for the movie,” I say.


“My pleasure,” he says.


“I love you,” bursts out of me, as if I had Tourette’s. The slant of the rain makes me say it. Tree branches bending over his car make me. Gusting wind rocking us.


My hand feels tears under his glasses. “I know,” he says. “I think I love you too.”


To leave him in peace, and preserve the rainy mood, I slip out of the car and walk the slick driveway to my house.


 


We don’t mention this evening again, but we continue our adventures together. At night, Clive and I strip and wander the Skokie Lagoons like Indians. During the day, he photographs me in junkyards, my naked skin against the rust. To amuse me, and keep me posing, he delivers a monologue accompanied by the click of his Nikon. “Johnny, I told you to get down from there! Look at your filthy hands, I’m gonna smack you silly. That’s disgusting, Billy, take your spoon out of Sarah’s ear. Sarah, quit eating your hair or I’ll drop-kick you to kingdom come. What did I tell you about juggling your food? Go to your room, all of you!”


Changing the roll of film (and ignoring our imaginary children), his long fingers, expressive as a potter’s, pose me again.


“Pearl, Pearl Claire,” he says, “your breast is a rosebud against the metal. Ooooh, that’s perfect, white hips on the oily motor. This must be The Moon When Your Butt Looks Super-Cute! Let me carry you over the bed of rusty nails, my sweet, and place you on the barbed wire.”


I laugh and squirm in resistance as his gangly frame scoops me up and puts me down near a coil of barbed wire.


“The hairs on your thighs are golden. Tilt toward me, honey. I’ll catch the last moments of light, and then we’ll go.”


 


Out of, what seemed to me, the blue, he asks, “Do you think we should have intercourse when school’s out?”


“Maybe, Clive. Let’s think about it,” I say with an ease I’m far from feeling. And think, intercourse—enticing word choice.


He smiles his dark, sensitive smile. “Okay, we can plan it so it’ll be right.”


 


Years later, although I’d never suspected it, Clive tells me he’s gay. “I always knew,” he says. “Although I didn’t have a name for it. But I knew I loved you too.”


 


For now, though, we are each other’s muses, creating our lives as if they are pieces of art. When the big day arrives, the first intercourse, we sit cross-legged on the motel bed facing each other as if to smoke a peace pipe. When the hands of his watch pass over the appointed hour, we start to take off our clothes until we are bare. He bends at the waist to fold his clothes, then mine. As an afterthought he jumbles them together and throws them on the floor. It’s a bit like a performance piece. As agreed, he opens a window to let in some moonbeams, and I regard his inflated member with some concern. He’s as generously equipped as a porn star.


“Don’t worry, it’ll wilt when I get near you.”


Which it won’t, we both know, so we laugh.


He opens Black Elk Speaks, places his limp cock between two pages, and says, “The perfect bookmark.”


“Oh God,” I say. “Such blasphemy.”


Then he shifts to the edge of the bed, begins by kissing one of my feet.


Afterwards, I can’t help but begin to notice that while everything else is profound between us, sex turns out to be little more than schtick for his everyday stand-up. “He and she are no longer encumbered by their virgin status,” he says. “Calories burned: four gazillion.” Tossing his shiny black hair, he takes a deep breath and says, “I’m starving. Let’s go dine at the vending machine, my dear.”


His flippancy is contagious. “As you know, I don’t eat anything that’s come out of a package,” I say. “Nothing with even a hint of sugar, and nothing sparkling.”


“I don’t know how you can live without at least three sodas a day,” he says. Starting to walk down the hallway to the machines, he yells, “Well, I want a Coke to celebrate your deflowering!”


And I have to yell back, “Funny, I don’t feel defleured.”


When he comes back, he’s got three Cokes. “Is sex your only bad habit?” he asks, ever curious, because he reports about me daily to his mother.


“I make it a habit to eschew habits of any kind.”


I don’t want to be hindered by needing anything. Not food, not sex. As I imagine nomadic folk might do, I cultivate freedom, to be ready to flee at any time.


Clive has habits: coffee, pulling his forearm hair out by the roots (“To go beyond the pain,” he quipped when I caught him), bird-watching, and, most notably, smoking. Before college, when we set off on bicycles across the state of Wisconsin, Clive has to stop and hunt for cigarettes. (I’ve never even tried a cigarette; the blue vapor is too dreamlike for my day.)


Now he’s slurping from all three cans and making me laugh.


“I don’t even feel thirst,” I go so far to say.
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