Glancing In Bathrooms

Amy

Christmas time had hit Ann Arbor. As usual, the official opening of the season had been two months early, but with the first snowfall of the year, the spirit had joined the strands of light decorating the trees on Main Street and the garland draped throughout Starbucks.


Sleigh, jingle, and silver bells were ringing constantly on the radio, and the Symphony had begun practicing for The Christmas Carol. Just after the last spiderwebs and jack-o-lanterns were put away after Halloween, plastic trees and red and right streamers had been pulled out of storerooms to adorn the city with the best form of Christmas cheer.


But for Amy, it couldn’t really be Christmas without snow. 


She pulled a scarf tighter around her neck, dug her hands deeper into the her deep, fur-lined pockets, and wished desperately that she had thought to buy a hat.


Back home. . .funny, really, how twelve years since living with her parents, it still felt like home. . .she was accustomed to several feet of snow by now. Flakes began falling in October, and wouldn’t cease until March. She missed that, the blanket of stillness destroying the last vestiges of autumn in one fell swoop. All that she got here was a long, biting cold. And no snow.


Amy laughed, a bitter bark in the middle of the morning stillness. She loved the mornings, this grey time when nobody was awake. Soon enough the streets would be swarmed with rich students looking for a fun way to blow money. Sorority girls would come pouring out of rundown apartments and student housing, and began staggering back home, still clad in their high heels and skimpy skirts from a night of partying earlier. The panhandlers would take to the streets, bright smiles against their dark faces, aa series of raggedy coats wrapped tightly around their bodies. But for now, it was just her, a journal, and enough money to purchase a tall peppermint mocha.


It was too bad that Stephen wasn’t awake yet, she thought as she walked into the warmth of the corner Starbucks. He would find a poetry in all of this that quite escaped her. He was the writer, after all. She was just. . .


Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? Just what, and who, exactly was she?


“Amy!” a large, pink bundle of fluff flew at her, grabbing her about the middle and lifting her high off of the ground. “I haven’t seen you in forever! How are you?”


Amy laughed, and tried to extricate herself from the arms of her best friend. Brown eyes twinkled below blond hair. “It’s only been a week, Kat.”


“A week is forever,” the other woman responded, still wearing that impish grin. “I can’t survive without my Amy! I’ve been wasting away to nothing!”


Amy laughed, glad once again that Kat was never terribly self-conscious about her weight. “Somehow, I don’t think that’s been a problem. Where is everyone?”


Kat sighed, grabbed her friends arm, and began towing her toward the back of the coffeeshop. “It really has been too long, if you’ve forgotten where we always are.”


Sure enough, ringed around the fire, completely monopolizing the best chairs in the entire place, were the remaining Ahabs. Marlee, with her short, curly brown hair, Toni, still all bundled up even though she’d probably been inside for a good fifteen minutes, and Christopher, dear Christopher, more affectionately known as the “token gay.”


“Look who I found!” Kat trilled, plopping down on the couch that she had already claimed with a laptop and series of gaudy, fluffy pink notebooks. “She was about ready to freeze to death, waiting outside!”


Everyone glanced up, muttered a distracted hello, and returned to their writing. Amy began peeling off layers, squeezing in to the huge, overstuffed chair that Christopher was in.


“Hey, love,” he greeted her, putting aside his notebook for a moment to bestow a perfuntory kiss upon her cheek. “How you holding up?”


“Just dandy,” Amy replied. “We finally got snow!”


“Don’t remind me.”


“It can’t be Christmas without snow, Christopher, you know that!”


“Try telling that to my poor, frostbitten fingers.” To demonstrate the extent of his pain, he stuck three of his fingers in his mouth and sucked at them noisily.


“That’s disgusting,” Marlee said, never glancing up from her laptop. Christopher and Amy looked at each other, laughed, and settled back into a comfortable silence.


Amy couldn’t imagine anything better than this, waking up early on a Saturday morning to go writing with a group of friends. None of them were any good, she knew that, and it was a slight irony that Stephen, the only one to be published, was the one who had never made an appearance at their Sunday morning writing sessions. But it was worth it, the trudge through the snow, the dollars spent on coffee that she really didn’t need. There was a constancy to it, and sometimes Amy need that constant in her life.


“Does anybody know what a shurpa looks like?” Kat asked. Everybody turned to stare at her. Marlee sighed, rolled her eyes, and returned to her work, clearly discounting the fact that anything having to do with shurpas could possibly be considered literature. Toni peeked out from beneath her hood, seemingly deep in thought, but possibly just contemplating the meaning of life again, while Christoper began to chuckle lowly. Kat shrugged her shoulders, completely comfortable with the lack of response, and returned to her story. Knowing her, Amy thought wryly, she would make a shurpa into some Nepalese version of an Oompa Loompa.


They had all met, years ago, in Tish’s creative writing class. There had been 20 students in the class, 14 of whom were completely devoted to writing deep, existential, auto-biographical psychological allegories, one of whom was Stephen, and five of whom had become the Ahabs. They had all, consequently, received the lowest grades in the class.


That had been worth it as well, she thought. A B- in exchange for a group of friends: priceless.


And meeting Stephen. . .well, that had been something else altogether. Though he could be hard to live with (she blamed it on his artistic temperament) he was still. She smiled secretly (at least thinking it was secret, though she expected that all of her friends knew what that smile was for). 


What to write today? She thought, that smile still playing at her lips. Perhaps a poem. It was getting near to Christmas, which, to her, had always been a time of warm chocolate, snuggling in front of the fire, and maybe something more. Perhaps a poem to get that Stephen boy into a less pensive mood than the one he had been in lately.

Stephen


That damnable piece of hair would never stay out of his eyes. No matter what he did, how he combed it, that one black curl would fall down in front of his face. Several times he had threatened to just cut it off, but then Amy would come in with her bright green eyes and freckles and plead with him to leave it. And that would lead to her twirling it around her fingers, and sitting on his lap.


He supposed that the irritating factor that it had was worth it for a bit of action.


Stephen grabbed a pair of dark-framed glasses off the bureau and slammed them on his face, scraping the bridge of his nose and jamming them against his forehead. They successfully trapped hte one curl, and he smiled a trifle maliciously. That would teach it.


He looked at the clock: 10 am. Amy would be gone by now, off to the Starbucks with her little group of failures. He thought it was stupid that they still met, every Saturday, still wrote their silly, drabble of stories. They called themselves the Ahabs. Clever of them, really, even Stephen had to admit it. Ahab because they were chasing an impossible dream, and Ahab because they met in Starbucks. But the cleverness in their name did nothing to draw attention away from teh miserable excuses for literature that they produced.


But the fact that Amy was so devoted to them made them, just a little bit, cute.


Still, he would never be caught dead in their company. It wouldn’t do for his image. He, after all, was published, was recognized, had even been asked by his publisher to go on a book tour. He had refused, of course, a sign of false modesty. It was his first book, he was quoted as saying. His signature was worth nothing, nobody would want to see him. Besides, he thought and knew himself, if he waited for another book, the crowds would be that much bigger, the accolades that much more forthcoming, and the invitations that much more enticing.


The truth was, and here was something he could never tell anybody, not Brad, not his mother, not Amy, not even Rufus, he was a little afraid to begin. He wasn’t quite sure where that first novel had come from, how the magic had flowed from his fingertips.


It hadn’t been like anything that he had ever written before. He had always prized himself on the voice of his novels, the wry, cynical tone. But the novel. . .that had come out of nowhere, with romantic imagery and a strange, wistful tone. It had been written “with pure emotion” said one critic “a depth of feeling” said another. And that just wasn’t him. But now it was expected from him, that raw pain and passion, and he didn’t know how to replicate it.


Where had it come from, really? He had moved in with Amy, and had seen her sitting at the kitchen table one morning, frizzy brown hair pulled back in a hideous printed scrunchie, wearing a pair of his too-big boxers and a huge sweatshirt, eyes still half shut from sleep, freckles standing out clearly against pale skin, and it had come to him. Between a sip of coffee and a sleepy hello, he had been inspired. Without a word to her, he had run to the basement and pounded out a novel in the course of two months.


It had been a painful experience, but at least he now believed that he had some sense of what it was for a woman to give birth. And when it was done, he had felt an intense feeling of joy, coupled with an emptiness. The months of revisions and editing had been worse, like taking scissors to the body of his child. But then it was on store shelves, and personal bookshelves, and it had been worth it.


Stephen groaned as he looked in the pantry and found that there was no breakfast foods, except for a too large container of oatmeal. He hated oatmeal. So did Amy. It made one wonder why they had any in the kitchen. He looked at the coffee machine, wondering if a cup of black java would make up for a lack of breakfast. His stomach rumbled, and he decided that it probably wouldn’t. Still, he started the coffee first, needing its strong scent to help him down a bowl of runny oatmeal.


Elisabeth. He needed her back. Amy may have been his muse for the story, but Elisabeth was the one who had really driven it. She was perfect, after all, and if she was just barely in his story, she was in it enough. She was the raw feeling and emotion. Would it be wrong for him to bring her back from the grave, out of the closet, and breathe new life into her? Would it be seen as a copout?


Probably not, he thought. For Wordsworth had his Lucy, Dante his Beatrice, Poe Lenore. Surely he could have Elisabeth. She could be a trademark of his, a running theme. She would connect his various books.


He threw the dirty bowl in the sink, resolving to clean it later, and nearly flew down to his basement, brown bathrobe flapping around his ankles. He slid into the computer chair, turned on his beloved PC, and waited impatiently as it whirred its way into life. His fingers twitched anxiously over the keys.


Stephen didn’t know what he was going to write, but he knew tha tit would be beautiful, heartfelt, loving. He was glad that Amy wasn’t home, because she would be standing over his shoulder, nagging him to tell her what his latest masterpiece would be about. He needed solitude to write, the same way that she needed her companionship. 


The computer finall reawoke, greeting him with a blue screen and just a slight smattering of icons. 

Toni


She hated the college. It was her junior year, she was halfway finished, so it wasn’t worth it to drop out, wasn’t worth it to give up and throw away those thousands of dollars she had already spent. But, at the same time, she was miserable.


It wasn’t just that she didn’t have any friends. It wasn’t just that it was cold. It was that the streets were all lit up with a thousand Christmas lights, and everybody’s faces were warm and smiling, and there was a stupid yapping dog that followed her around everywhere on campus with eager, begging eyes. 


Stupid dog. Stupid Christmas.


She dressed all in black because it was easy. Everybody thought she did because she liked darkness. They said she gave up dark vibes. That wasn’t true. Black matched with everything. Especially with more black. She’d be willing to wear another color, if somebody gave her a red sweater or a pink dress, but it seemed so unpractical to buy something that wouldn’t necessarily match, when she could buy a guarantee.


It was the same with living in the dorm. She was probably the only junior in the entire building. But it just made sense. She didn’t need much, just a bed and bathroom. And if she lived in the dorm, she could walk downstairs to get food. She didn’t need a car to get her to the grocery store, or to worry about walking to campus. She was already there. 


It was just all such a waste of time. It was the same as high school, really, just learning more useless facts that were completely inapplicable to any possible career that she would ever have. Still. It was expected. And sweet, innocent, naive little Antonia Thompson must never, ever do anything that wasn’t expected of her. 


She had signed up for a creative writing class for the winter semester. She didn’t know why, really. She’d never been terribly interested in writing. She was a scientist. She liked math and chemistry with their specific rules and constant, unchanging variables. She liked knowing things. She hated the humanties, analyzing poetry. Whatever that was about. People should just learn to say what they meant.


But then, she’d been spending a lot of time alone that semester (nothing new, unfortunately.) And she’d started writing a story. And November 28, while she was trying to decide how to fill in this one horrible gap in her schedule, she had almost unconsciously hit one button and now she stuck.


Not really. She knew that, knew she could disenroll. But then she’d just have to go through the headache of finding another class. Besides. It fulfilled her creative expressions requirement. Better than some of the other choices. Like world dance. At least with writing she might be able to learn to type faster. World dance would teach her nothing practical at all.


“Romanov,” she said, addressing the small beta fish swimming round and round in the bowl just above her desk. She had nothing more to say, however, and if the fish were interested in hearing anything, he was disappointed. 


She walked over to the mirror, starred into the mirror at dark hair, dark eyes, dark circles beneath the dark eyes, and a dark sweatshirt. There was nothing more to her than darkness.


“Better than nothing but booze and sex,” she said to the reflection. She laughed to see the mouth distort itself. 


She looked at the clock. 11. Time to drag herself off to that disgusting history class. As if she cared about Alexander Hamilton, John Locke, or Norman Rockwell. But, it was necessary for the ridiculous liberal arts degree. So there she was, off and running.


Unfortunately, Toni realized as she turned her iPod on and frantically wound her scarf around her neck, following the brief nap she would enjoy as a result of Professor Adams’ lecture, she would have to actually attend that creative writing class. It couldn’t be that bad, though, could it?


As it turned out, it could indeed. She recognized this fact almost immediately, sliding into the chair furthest from the door so that she wouldn’t have to talk to anyone. Most of the students were already there, clearly not having had a class previous. She tried to peek out at the rest of the class from beneath dark bangs. Unfortunately, her bangs were a bit too thick for such an endeavor to have any success.


One young man with coffee-colored skin caught her glancing at him, and shot her a brilliant, toothy smile. He winked, as well. Toni’s eyes widened in shock and she quickly bowed her face back down to the table in front of her. A few clusters of snowflakes fell to the table and began to quickly melt on the warmer surface. Idly, she stuck her fingers in the small puddle created by their melting, and began to shift the water around.


“What are all of these lights doing on?” a low, gravelly voice asked. Toni’s head jerked up at the unmistakenable sound of authority. Sure enough, an older, and obviously larger woman.  


Toni couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose as the woman waddled in. Toni was no fashionista; her taste in clothing never went much beyond a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and a hoodie (clearly high school, but money could be tight at times). Even she, though, recognized that this woman was years behind. She was wearing a pair of elastic waist sweatpants, and a voluminous black shirt, covered with a faux leopard fur vest. 


The lights shortly flickered, and went down to just one light. The boy sitting on Toni’s left side suddenly jerked up, sending blond hair flying, looking from side to side in apparent confusion.


“Did somebody just turn the lights off?” he asked. 


The older woman stared at him, her mouth quirking. Toni couldn’t decide whether it wanted to be a frown or a smile. 


“No, the power just went out.” She said finally, and half of the class snickered. She sat down at the head of the table with an oomph. One seat away from Toni. She tried to hunker down lowly in her seat. The fierce-looking woman stared out at the class, and abruptly hurled a large folder down on the table.


“Welcome to Creative Writing 323,” she said. “If you don’t know what this class is, get out now. If you like science fiction, get out now. If you like fantasy, get out now. If you like Westerns, you should kill yourself. Anyone who is caught writing genre fiction in this class will be thrown out the window. Any questions? Good. By the way, I’m your professor, you may call me Professor. Or Tish.”


Toni could see everyone in the class glance warily at one another. She just gazed back at the wet spot on her table. This class was a mistake. The thought kept running through her head, a constant repetition. This class was a mistake.


Tish, as it turned out, was as hard as taskmaster as she had seemed with her grand entrance. By the end of the class everyone was assigned at 10-20 page story, two character sketches, a series of critiques, and the requirement to adapt a single plot to individual preferences. Toni felt like she was about ready to cry.


She must have looked that way, as well, because as she walked out the door, Mr. Coffee came up, grabbed her arm, and looked at her in the most caring way. “Hey, hon,” he said, with a surprisingly gentle tone. “You okay?”


“Yeah. . .” she said lowly. “I think I’ll have to drop this class, though.”


He leaned down close to her. His breath, she noticed in surprise, smelled like honey. “Hon, do you like to write?” she nodded her head numbly. “Then don’t be letting some old dinosaur be throwing you off your dream! C’mon, you can do this.”


Toni looked at him for a moment. How on earth could he know she could do something when he didn’t even know her? But, at the same time that she recognized how ridiculous it was, she still believed him. Perhaps because she wanted to believe him.


He patted her on the shoulder, and it didn’t feel awkward. “I hope I see you again next week,” he said. “By the way, I’m Christopher.”


“Toni,” she said, with a small smile. It was the first time she had really smiled in over a month. He winked at her again, and then turned and walked away down a different hall. As weird as it was, with the start of stressful new classes, and a run-in with the ProfessorFromHell, Toni could feel the small smile on her face beginning to expand.

Amy


They didn’t finish up in the coffee shop until a little after noon. It was neither the earliest nor the latest that they had finished. Amy stood outside in the snow, hugging Christopher, kissing Alicia on the cheek, and issuing a short wave to Toni. She couldn’t decide whether she wanted to return home, or wander the streets some more. The snow was beautiful, all along the streets, but she wasn’t sure if enjoying the beauty was worth returning home.


Though she expected that Stephen would appreciate the extra free time. She knew that he loved these Saturday mornings as much as she did. They each needed space from one another at times. She wanted to share her poetry with him, but the most erotic poetry in all of the world would be completely useless if he was already upset at missing out on his prime writing time.


She hadn’t finished her story. Or her poem. Or, in fact, anything that she had started. It was a continual problem with her, one that her professors, friends, and families had always lamented. She wasn’t sure why she was always incapable of finishing the things she started. She always knew how they were going to end. She never lacked for inspiration. It was just that. . .well, she didn’t want things to end.


Amy stood at the corner, debating whether to turn left or right. She had the entire day open to herself, and she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do with it. The Christmas spirit had exploded through her soul, and she could still feel the warm coffee running through her veins. She couldn’t go home, not right away, not so early. She stood a moment longer, allowing the snow to fall into her thick bush of hair, waiting until the flakes had clustered on her lashes, before finally making her decision.


Ann Arbor traffic was accustomed to people stepping off curbs prematurely. It was a common tendency of hurried students, to step across the street without a glance in either direction. Even so, sometimes accidents happened. In her head, Amy was aware of hte dangers, but her long years of experience in the city had taught her otherwise. She stepped out into the street without even checking the stoplight.


Within two steps she recognized that the move might have been a mistake. She found herself suddenly flat on her back, staring up at a grey sky, with a throbbing left thigh.


“Fuck!”


Amy took a deep, shuddering breath, and turned her head to see the person who had spoken. He looked like shit, she thought, and desperately prayed that she had taken the accident a bit better.


“You okay?” he asked gruffly. His eyes were beginning to lose a bit of their panicked, tortured look as she continued to draw breath. Still, he looked like hell warmed over, with that pale skin and dark stubble. She smiled brilliantly.


“Never been better!” Sitting up, admittedly, was a bit more painful than normal, but other than the ache in her upper thight, she really did feel okay.


“I wasn’t going that fast,” he said, standing up and offering a hand. Amy considered the offering for a moment. On the one hand, she sincerely felt fine. But at the same time she had just been hit by a car, and she couldn’t help remembering her mother’s warnings to always let a paramedic look at her. But he was looking down at her with that haunted look on her face. Really, he couldn’t have been going more than fifteen miles an hour, he had to know that she’d received worse knocks from her brothers tackling her in the back yard.


Except, of course that there was no way that he would know that she had brothers. Maybe she had hit her head or something.


“You okay or aren’t you?” the man asked again. Amy sighed. Her mother had never explained the best way to recover from a car accident while blocking more traffic. She glanced at the rows of cars lined up behind the man’s Ford. She did hate to be a bother. . .


“Thanks,” she said, taking the stranger’s hand and allowing him to pull her up. He uttered a sharp bark of laughter.


“I hit you with my damn truck and you thank me?” he shook his head. “Girl, you got to be crazy.”


Amy shrugged her shoulders, and blew on her hands. Winter was pretty and everything but, it sure was cold. She looked back wistfully at the warmly lit windows of Starbucks, and then ahead to the cozy confines of Borders. 


“Listen, lady, I am sorry,” the man said. “Is there anything I can do for you? You need a ride to the hospital? Back home?” Amy shrugged her shoulders.


“No thanks. You just hit me while driving, I think I might be safer on my own.” The man looked stricken at her words, and Amy instantly felt wretched. She had meant it as a joke, not an admonishment. She opened her mouth to apologize, but his face closed over. Amy stared at it in amazement. She had already read in books about people’s faces closing, but she had never actually seen it before. His eyes became flat and distant, his lips thinned. 


“Fine. Whatever.” He turned his back on her and climbed back into the black truck. Amy stared at him in open-mouthed amazement. What was with him? First he hit her, then he acted all apologetic, and now he was just going to leave?


Apparently, as his truck revved up and turned the corner it had been attempting to take before making that unfoprtunate collision with her body. She watched it until it disappeared from sight up State Street. Sniffing in disdain, she allowed her half-numb hands to delicately touch her bruised thigh, before walking across the street.


The pedestrian light was shining red, but the other drivers had learned to look out for her, and waited until she crossed the street to continue.

Stephen


The computer went off. He stared at it in anger for several minutes, then hit it with the palm of his hand. Nothing happened.


“Fuck!” he yelled, and hit it again. Still no response. Just his luck. Just when he was finally getting into something, the power went out. Typical. Just typical. 


If he lost all that he had just written, it might be enough to drive him to murder. Then he’d really get a lot done, sitting in a cold prison cell with a roommate named Big Bill. At least he’d probably get a story out of it.


He managed to make his way up the staircase, despite the lack of light. He slammed the basement door behind him, and headed to the bathroom. Of course there was no light in there either, so he left the door open, allowing some of the natural sunlight (more like greylight, living in shitty Ann Arbor) to stream into the room. He stared at his reflection. The stupid tendril of hair had escaped his glasses. It shone dully in the dim light. Dirty. Of course. He was dirty and needed to shower when there was no electricity.


He turned on the shower. The water worked, at the least. With no power to heat it, it would be a cold shower, but that was all right. It was good for the spirit, built character. Amy always told him that it was healthy to take a cold shower, but he always refused to try anything less than lukewarm. 


Even cold, the water was refreshing, and calmed him down a little bit. They were only words, he reminded himself. And besides that, they were his words. If they were lost, he could rewrite them, put them together again. Maybe even better.


He closed his eyes. The cold water didn’t do much of a job of relaxing tight muscles, but it was invigorating. He was beginning to get some idea of what Amy meant by saying that a cold shower was a spiritual experience.


“Some say the world will end in fire.”


Stephen’s eyes snapped open when he heard the female voice within the shower with him. He stared at the eerily familiar woman in front of him.


“But I hold with ice.”


She smiled at him, and Stephen’s heart stopped. He recognized her, but as though he had met her years ago, or in a dream. He had to will himself to take a breath.


“Hello, Stephen,” she breathed, her voice low and husky. It matched the violet depths of her eyes. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”


He cleared his throat, only vaguely recognizing the impossibility of the scenario.


“I’m sorry, do I know you?”


She laughed, low and throaty. “Stephen, you dont’ only know me, you’ve loved me.”


He was still trying to digest that when she disappeared. One minute there, the next completely gone. He gasped, and turned off the water. He stood, shivering, dripping, for several minutes. Finally he gathered hold of his faculties again, and stepped out of the shower. He grabbed a towel, and wrapped it around his waist with shaking fingers.


Obsessively, he cleaned up the bathroom. His head was still in a fog. Screw those cold showers, if they were going to mess with his brain in that way. No wonder Amy sometimes got in those weird moods of hers. He walked to the front door and checked it. Locked. As was the back door, and the side one. There was no way that anybody could have gotten into the house. Let alone into the bathroom, without him even noticing it. And into the shower? He shook his head.


He must not have gotten enough sleep, Either that, or the coldness of the shower had frozen the sensible part of his brain. He headed back to the bedroom, determined to put on some clothing and return to normal life. Maybe he would go out to the store, buy a flashlight and some batteries.


He forced himself not to peer into the bathroom as he walked by it. His mother had always told him that he was blessed with an active imagination. He’d usually agreed with her since, after all, an imagination was not only useful but downright necessary for writing. 


Stephen could just imagine the conversation when Amy got home. She would believe him, that was the amazing thing. She believed every word that came out of his mouth, no matter how often she discovered the lie. He chuckled a little at that.


“Hey Amy, guess what. I showered with a hot blonde today.”


“Oh.”


“Yeah, she just appeared and disappeared, just like that.”


“Oh.”


And then she’d be crushed, no idea how to respond. After all, as gullible as Amy was, even she knew better than to think that normal people just appeared and disappeared. But he’d still have to assure her that it didn’t mean anything, that he didn’t plan on seeing the other woman again, that he didn’t even know how she had gotten in there. All in all, the idea of apologizing and explaining himself didn’t sound particularly pleasant.


So he decided to skip it. Maybe he would schedule an appointment with a doctor, at least if he had the vision again. But for the moment it would be his. Maybe that could be Jonathan’s problems. . .an obsession with a nonexistant woman. Imagine how that would affect all the facets of his life, he relationships with the real people. . .


He was still pondering the specifics of the new story forming in his brain when Amy’s car pulled into the driveway.

Toni


She had never had a harder assignment in her entire college career than that for her creative writing class. She managed to get through the character sketch, and then her brain hit a total wall. She just didn’t have enough creativity to write another story. It simply wasn’t in her.


She could sit in a lab for hours at end, could stare at little microorganisms just barely moving, but she couldn’t stand to stare at the blank screen of her computer, the open word document that was nothing but white space. 


Romanov was no help, either. When she asked him how to best get inspiration, he just swam around in circles, happily blowing bubbles at her.


“Thanks a lot,” she said . “I’ve really got to get myself some new friends.”


By the end of the weekend she had succeeded in writing one page of the story with characters already created. She knew it was horrible. Her people weren’t characters, they were caricatures. In one page she had already gone through all of the descriptions painted by the class.


Sunday, in a moment of utter desperation, she went online, and stared at her class scheduled. She moved the mouse over the drop button, and left it there, hesitating. But she couldn’t do it. She had never quit anything in her life (the best way to achieve this, she had discovered, was to never start anything, but still) and she had no intention of staring at that moment.


No, she would simply have to write something. It couldn’t be that bad after all, she convinced herself. There was no page limit, no requirement to write a grand epic. If she could just crank out one more page, she should be able to get by.


Toni wasn’t so foolish as to let her mind wander beyond the current dilemma to the 40 page project she would be expected to turn in near the end of the semester.  Get through one thing at a time, she reminded herself. One thing at a time.


She wrote another three words. She erased them. She tried another two. Also didn’t work. Then the fire alarm went off.


Toni panicked, as she always did. Her first instinct was to grab her shoes and run out the door. But that wouldn’t do, because what if it was cold outside (which it would be, of course, thanks to the joys of a Michigan winter) and then she also needed to find her key, so that she could get back into the room. And what about Romanov? True, it was probably a false alarm, or perhaps a drill, but what if, this one time, it was a real fire? She had to take Romanov as well.


There was no end to the number of confused glances thrown her way as she ran down the stairs with a small fishbowl clutched tightly in her hands. Toni ignored them all. She was certain that they would be no more willing to leave their friends in the oncoming path of a fire.


A chilling blast of snow and wind met the students as they streamed out of the dorm. Winter had been a long time in coming, but when it had finally arrived, it came in full force. Toni realized with a sinking feeling that taking Romanov out into the cold would probably prove more deadly than the non-existant fire. He was a tropical fish, she reminded herself angrily, and it was below freezing outside!


An arm jostled her in the side, sloshing a little water. Toni turned angrily to face whoever had the audacity to run into her. She thought she recognized the freckled face, but couldn’t quite place it with a name.


“Sorry,” the girl said, smiling brightly. That only made Toni angrier at her. Why on earth was the girl smiling? There was absolutely nothing happy about the experience.


“Just watch where you’re going next time,” Toni said. She didn’t even know why she bothered to say anything. She could tell the girl wasn’t the type to be considerate of anyone else. She’d forget the entire incident in a moment, while Toni knew that it would darken her entire day.


“Hey,” the girl said. “Is that a beta fish?”


“Yes,” Toni felt like saying whatever was necessary to end the conversation. She looked back at the building longingly, wondering how much longer it would be until she was able to go back inside.


“Cool,” the girl said, still smiling. “What’s his name?”


“Romanov.”


“Like the Russian tsars?” Toni nodded. “Aren’t they tropical fish?” She nodded again. The girl seemed to consider this for a moment, before jerking a thumb over her shoulder. “Listen, why don’t we stop into Starbucks for a minute. You never know how long these drills can last, and I could really use a cup of coffee.”


“I don’t have any money,” Toni said, shocked at the apparent show of friendship. The girl shrugged her shoulders.


“I’ll buy. C’mon, you know Romanov would like it.”


Toni was strangely touched by the way the girl used the name of her fish. So, despite her better judgement, she managed a weak smile and a slight duck of the head. The other girls’ grin broadened even more, if that was possibly, and she began walking toward the coffeeshop.


“You’re Toni, right?” she asked. “I think we’re in the same creative writing class. I’m Amy.”


Toni just smiled again, which Amy seemed to take as an invitation to continue talking. Toni didn’t mind, really, though the chatter soon proved to be incentive. After all, Romanov almost never talked, and she’d gotten tired of hearing her own voice.

Amy


What a day, Amy thought as she turned her car around that last corner. Writing, shopping, walking, eating. And, of course, the car accident. It would be so nice to walk into her home, slip into some pajamas, sip at some tea, and maybe curl up on the couch with Stephen. Or maybe he would read to her from his new book. He’d told her that he didn’t have anything to read yet, that he hadn’t written even a sentence, but she couldn’t believe that. His last book had been so amazing, and he’d been locking himself up in the basement again. Surely he had come up with something extraordinary.


She turned off the music blaring out of her speakers as she pulled into the driveway. There was another of the thousand differences between her and Stephen. He liked to drive silently, enjoying the scenery and the sensation of movement. She liked to move herself in blasting country. She kindly thought of herself as a cowgirl at heart. Stephen preferred the phrase “redneck wannabe.” 


The garage was incredibly cluttered, and it took a bit of talent for Amy to squeeze out through the small opening between her door and a lawnmower. She hit her sore thigh against a rake, and uttered a short oath before.


“Stupid ass rake,” she said. “I don’t know why you even exist. It’s not as though we have a single tree in the yard.”


She struggled a little more with handling her three bags from Borders, her laptop, and the door into the house, but eventually managed through a careful shifting of bags to hips, computer to armpit, and mouth pulling out the small lock.


“Stephen! I’m home!” she called out as soon as the door slammed behind her. She winced a little at the loud noise of the screen banging against the plastic. She turned to the side, and flipped the switch, but nothing happened. She frowned. The perfect end to a long day, she thought. No power.


“Stephen?” she yelled again, getting no response.


“Yeah,” he finally shouted back. “Hold on a minute, I’ll be right there.”


Amy ignored his instructions to stay put. After all, it was her house, too, wasn’t it? But, with her second step, she stepped into a slippery patch of water, and ended up flat on her back. For the second time that day, she found herself winded, staring straight up.


Hmmm, she thought. This is starting to be a theme.


She heard Stephen’s sigh before she saw him.


“Amy,” he said almost reproachingly. “I told you not to move.”


“Well, how was I supposed to know that there would be a huge wet spot on the floor?” she asked. 


“Sorry,” he sounded at least a little apologetic now, as his dark shadow leaned over and offered her a hand. She took it gratefully, and allowed him to pull her back to her feet. “Are you okay?” he asked, peering at her carefully. Amy quirked an eyebrow at him, careful to remain nonchalent.


“Yeah. Why wouldn’t I be?”


Stephen shrugged. He reached up distractedly to push aside that one black curl. Amy loved that curl, and watched his fingers as they moved up towards it.


“You look pale. Your freckles are always really apparent when something’s wrong.”


Amy shrugged, set her bags down on the ground, and grabbed Stephen. She loved the feel of him. He was so solid, so warm, so there. She knew that all of her friends disliked him. They found him cold and distant. The truth of the matter was that she often did, too. But she loved when he held her.


“I got hit by a car today,” she said softly. Stephen froze. His arms locked around her. She could feel his breath on the top of her hair.


“What?”


“I was crossing the street and a car hit me. Not hard,” she said quickly, realizing how that first bit must have sounded. “I was all right. But the man was just so rude after it.”


Stephen laughed a little, and released her from his arms. “Amy, that is so you,” he said, almost as though chiding her. “You’re not as upset about being hit as you are about civilities.”


“I think it’s very important to respect people,” Amy responded, picking up her bags primly. “Respect, after all, is what sets us apart from the animals.”


“I thought you said that culture sets us apart.”

“That, too,” Amy responded. She managed to juggle her three bags, and decided to give up the computer for lost. She staggered toward the bathroom.


“You also said fire,” Stephen yelled after her.


“That’s true as well.”


She had to pause for a moment when she reached the bathroom. With no electricity, she couldn’t shut the door. She had decent nightvision, but it did require some amount of light. But, she figured that she knew the bathroom well enough, she shouldn’t need the light.


Nothing was ever out of place in their bathroom. Stephen saw to that. Amy smiled as she searched through her bag for the magazines. No matter how many times she moved the soap, or how many times she tried to rearrange her make-up drawer, he would always come by and put things back exactly the way they belonged. Most of the time it infuriated her, but at times like this, when she couldn’t actually see anything, it was comforting to know that her muscle memory would guide her through.


“Did you waste money on magazines for the toilet again?” Stephen asked. She could see his silhouette leaning against the bathroom door. She caught her breath at the sight. Stephen wasn’t what one would call handsome. His hair always looked greasy, his glasses were too thick, and he was cross-eyed. But, Amy thought, a little wistfully for some reason, he had such a soul.


“It’s not a waste of money,” she said in reply. “They’re necessary. What if we get a constipated houseguest? He’ll be very happy to have some reading material.”


Stephen laughed, a low chuckle. Amy’s stomach dropped again. Who would have guessed, she thought ruefully, that a near death experience would result in her being so horny?


“So, how was your day?” Amy asked him as she reached down into her bag again. The silhouette shrugged.


“It was all right. I was working on my novel when the power went out.”


“Oh no!” Amy gasped. She knew how much his work meant to him. If he had lost any part of his story, he would have been devastated. And yet he didn’t seem that upset. She couldn’t quite figure that out.


“It has to be accepted,” he said. “Besides, afterwards I took a cold shower—” Amy opened her mouth, but he cut her off before she had the chance to actually say anything. “Yes, like you’ve always told me to, and I had a better idea than what I’d been working on anyway. So I suppose that it was a positive thing.”


Amy’s fingers reached the bottom of the bag, and she realized that she had unloaded the magazines. “So, what are we going to do tonight without any power?” she asked.


Stephen laughed again, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her toward him. “I have a few ideas,” he said.


The only thing that Amy could think was a loud and resounding, score!

Tish


She was accustomed to having unique assortments of students. Creative writing classes tended to draw all of the university’s oddballs (or in this case odds, since they all clearly lacked balls), it had a tendency to draw in those outcasts that didn’t fit anywhere else. But rarely had she seen a group so completely sporadic. Or, for that matter, so completely lacking in talent.


Though what they lacked in literary ability they easily made up for with chatter (gregariousness? Babble? Gossip?), Tish thought wearily, pressing fingers to her temples and closing her eyes, trying to drown out the sophmoric giggles. She would have to make sure never to be early to class again. She peeked a look at her watch. Still two minutes to wait. Damn.


She looked down at the papers lying before her, covered in red ink. She’d tried to put in a positive comment, and if she hadn’t tried very hard, it was due to the absence of anything remotely resembling original thought. From Christopher’s light and airy commentary on homosexuality to Amy’s tale of unrequited love, she had barely been able to stay awake through the night’s reading. IT had gotten bad enough that she had taken it out on her poochy. Unthinkable.


She looked up again. Everybody was present except for Snotty Stephen. One minute left. Kiddie Kat suddenly burst into high shrilling giggles. Too bad for Snotty Stephen, Tish decided. She couldn’t stand another minute of torture.


She lifted her briefcase from the floor, and slammed it abruptly down on the table, the sign that 1) class was beginning, and 2) Tish was not in a good mood. The class quieted instantly.


“Class doesn’t start for—”  Moaning Marlee began, but Tish cut her off with relish (but no mustard, haha.)


“Class starts when I say it starts,” she said decisively (she decided saidedly?). “If Stephen can’t find it within himself to be here for class”


“But class hasn’t started—” Amy continued the protest (protestations?) of her classmate (peer?). Tish glared her down, satisfied to discover that her steely blue eyes still held sufficient power to cow a sophmore. 


“Let’s begin with Christopher’s piece,” Tish said. She noticed out of the corner of her eye that a panting Snotty Stephen had just dropped into a seat. A detached part of her mind remembered that he had a class immediately before this, clear on the other side of campus. He had spoken with her about it. . .damn, she couldn’t count him down for tardiness. “Christopher, if you could read a selection of your piece for the class.” It wasn’t a question. There was an if, but no rising intonation.


Christopher began to read, and Tish’s mind began to drift. After all, hadn’t she just read the story the night before? Unfortunately yes, her aching hand and headache reminded her. 


It was a shame that she didn’t have anything better to do with her life than to teach this class. Playing with Poochie only occupied so much time, and since Deadbeat Dad had left her and the kids, she didn’t have anything to amuse herself with at night. Beside, the kids were grown now (grown fifteen years ago) leaving her and Poochie. And piles of student papers. 


The room was silent. Eleven eyes were turned to stare at Tish. She stared at them in turn. What the hell did they want?


“Should we begin the critiques?” Alpha Kappa Amy asked. Tish motioned with her hand for them to begin.


Critiques within the class were as insipid as the stories were to begin with. “Oh, your characters are so charming!” (Kat). “Overall I liked it, but maybe if your characters interacted more we could better understand their relationships.” (Amy) “Nice theme” (Toni). “It was kind of boring. There was nothing to grab anyone’s attention” (Marlee). “Your theme isn’t fully developed. The flashbacks detract from the primary blah blah blah blah blah” (Snotty Stephen). Tish waited for an appropriately long period of silence to put in her two cents.


“It was okay. I wrote comments on the paper, no point in repeating them to you now, is there?” she asked, pushing her edited copy across to him. Confused (sexually) Christopher received them with a blank expression on her face. Tish was suitably (a green suit or tailored?) satisfied.


The class dragged on interminably for her, but that was nothing new. Maybe a lobotomy would help time pass faster, she thought, not for the first time. Then again, it probably cost a fortune. Like all those new-fangled inventions and surgeries. Probably better to just bear it in silence. Damn, she should be martyred. St. Patricia, she rather liked it.


And finally, the hour arrived, the little punks left, and Tish had a moment to gather up her own materials before Spanish Sandro dashed in to prepare for his lecture. She glanced down to see who had turned in submissions. Stephen and Kat. Stephen’s, of course, was almost fifty pages long. Hadn’t she asked them to keep submissions to around twenty pages? Clearly, somebody wasn’t able to count.


She stuffed the papers into her briefcase, not caring that the corners were bent and that a page of Kat’s was somehow, inexplicably left behind. Spanish Sandro tried to wave and greet her as he breezed in, but she pushed his short, Brazilian body out of the way.


Freedom, she breathed at last. 

Chapter Eight


Winters were long in Ann Arbor. When the Christmas lights on Main Street disappeared, and the music stopped playing in stores, when Starbucks finished with their special holiday blends and the spirit of goodwill left the streets, there was little left but grey skies and slushy snow. People huddled deep in coats, pushing against the wind, students tried to lose themselves in the music of their ipods, and even the squirrels disappeared for a few months.


It never snowed enough, in Ann Arbor, to cover up the brown squares of dead grass, the gaping holes in gardens where flowers used to be. It was never cold enough to keep people inside, never windy enough to send a newspaper flying down the street. There was just the cold, skeletal arms of trees reaching up to a godless sky.


But spring always cacme. No matter how dismal the winter, how long the empty months after Christmas, spring always came. It came slowly, at first, with cold rains that seemed almost worse than the interminable winter. Then came the peeks of sun, so heartening, but so distant. Then a few daffodils poked through, a few trees began to bud. The squirrels reappeared, digging up nuts and candy bars they had buried in previous months. Dogs began to bark at the squirrels, and people to yell at their dogs. Young men and women held hands, and kissed on benches, and old people disentangled themselves from electric blankets and fake fireplaces to roam the streets.


Maize and blue began to decorate the campus again, not to celebrate a losing football team, but in joyous thanks to the Spring. The sounds of parties were struck up again on Thursday nights, the frats and sororities came alive again. Christmas lights and music were replaced by street musicians and vendors peddling hot dogs, and Starbucks began pushing their frappacinos.


People smiled more, and women had their hair cut. And the students continued to lose themselves in the music of their ipods.

Amy


The mirror doesn’t lie. Amy whispered the words repeatedly to herself, but still she stared intensely at the reflective surface. The mirror doesn’t lie. Her hair was stick straight, her eyes shone without glasses, a thin sheen of lipstick did cover her lips. Tags weren’t sticking up in the tailored suits, the shoes fit, her wrists weren’t too bony. She looked fine. She looked more than fine, she looked great. So why did her stomach feel like it was going to burst out of her body.


The mirror doesn’t lie.


The mirror doesn’t lie.


The mirror doesn’t


“You’ll do great,” a warm, low voice interrupted her paranoia. Amy turned, smiling, into Stephen’s arms, inhaling his musky scent. He didn’t hold her long: Stephen just wasn’t the type of guy to stand around having sentimental moments. But he held onto her for long enough anyway.


“Thanks,” she said to him, turning around and planting a quick kiss on his cheek. “You’re right. I just have to bite the bullet.”


She gave his hand a tight squeeze as she walked out the door. The outdoors were alie with life. This, at least, should make it easier for her to go on. It was hard not to feel hopeful in the beneficent gaze of the sun, and the warm scent of magnolias. Stephen was right. She would do great.


Amy looked longingly at the Diag as she walked past it. Students were congregating in all corners, playing with frisbees, footballs, and whatever else they could get their hands on. She was a little envious, remembering her carefree days at the university. Not that she ever would have considered them carefree at the time. No, never that. But now that she was faced with the very likely prospects of not finding a job, or running out of money of being turned out on the streets (well, perhaps circumstances weren’t quite that dire yet, but they were well on the way) the idea of stressing over a mere test seemed quite remote.


She arrived finally at the small publishing firm, and went up the stairs. A young receptionist greeted her with a cheery air, and asked her to sit for a moment, that Mr. Warren wouldn’t be available for several minutes left. 


Sitting down had never been easy for Amy. It made her fidgety, and made her wonder what, exactly, was worth sitting around for. So, after about a minute and a half of sitting and waiting patiently, she gave up, stood, and headed to the bathrooms.


A person could tell an awful lot about another just by looking in the bathroom. Companies were harder to figure out, just because there was a certain degree of uniformity to their restrooms. But there was always a little something to give a clue.


Take, for instance, this bathroom here. Amy perused it slowly. White tile, white walls, white inlaid sink. Paper towel, not hand dryers, generic pink soap. But there, just at the top of the ceiling, a strip of wallpaper. Daisies. Amy smiled, and headed back into the lobby. Yes, this firm would work out just fine for her.


Fifty minutes, three handshakes, and a firm “You’ll start Monday” later, Amy stepped out the doors. Worry lifted from her shoulders, she looked at the multitude of students playing on the Diag. Role reversal. Suddenly she felt sorry for them, with their worries about finding jobs, making grades, enjoying social time. Yes indeed, life after college was significantly nic—


“Sorry,” A gruff voice and a leatherclad shoulder interrupted her reverie. Amy spun around in surprise, more curious about who would be wearing leather on such a beautiful day than interested in begging forgiveness from whoever she had run into. 


The leather jacket made sense when she saw the face it belonged to. Pale skin that looked as though it had never seen sun, and dark stubble that perhaps should have belonged to a tortured artist, but instead look like the man had just lost a razor. She smiled a little at him.


“No problem, probably my fault anyway,” she said, and gave a short laugh. The man peered at her more closely, as though trying to find the answer to some question on her face. More than just a little disconcerting, Amy thought. 


“Hey, can I buy you a cup of coffee or something?” he asked. Amy could feel the smile freezing on her face. This had never happened to her. A random guy on the street just asking her out? How did that make any sense at all? Sure, it happened in movies and on TV, but it never really happened in real life, did it?


“It’s the middle of spring,” she finally managed. “Who drinks coffee when it’s warm and the sun is out?”


The man shrugged. “Ice cream then, a smoothie, whatever it is that women drink these days.”


Amy searched frantically in her mind for an excuse. Maybe some women didn’t mind getting picked up by leatherclad hotties on a college Diag, but it definitely wasn’t her thin. What did he see when he looked at her, anyway? She had freckles, for crying out loud!


“Sorry,” she said finally. “I’m married.” With that ridiculous statement, she started to walk away, hoping that by putting physical distance between them she might also succeed in gettting him to leave her alone. But no such luck, as his hand quickly reached out and grabbed her shoulder. Now she was getting a little frightened, on top of being uncomfortable.


“You don’t recognize me, do you?” he asked. Amy shook her head. He sighed, and released her arm, smiling a little sadly at her. “My name’s Derek. I hit you with my truck a few months ago.”


Amy froze. Black truck man? She stared at him and nearly hit herself over the head. The pale skin, dark stubble, haunted eyes. . .of course he didn’t look like a starving artist. He was on the other end of the spectrum—the hit and run class.


“Oh,” she smiled a little. She knew it was weak-looking, but still, a smile was better than nothing, right? “Well, as you can see, I’m completely recovered.” She started to walk away, even more perturbed now than when she’d had no idea who the man – Derek—was.


“Can I get your name at least?” he yelled after her. She cringed a little. What if the guy turned out to be some kind of creepy stalker? Without giving it a thought, she turned back around and yelled,


“Lydia!”


and then kept on walking.  

