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I

Anita looks around at the bland living room. She notices that the beige carpet is worn and old, and the pale davenport, which is now covered in laundry, has a rip on the arm. Perhaps, this room would be the next to be remodeled. However, the one new thing in the room is the golden frame that her and Bill’s wedding picture was in. She found the frame on sale at a craft store last week, and thought that it might brighten up the room a bit. That somehow, the shiny brass might renew the brightness of the photo it contains. 

She could remember the day she met her husband. Sweat soaked and red faced, he burst out of the heavy west gymnasium doors. With a basketball under his left arm as if it were a football, his head turned back to antagonize his pursuer, the guard of the basketball team, Bill Endal let out an enthusiastic, “Yee-haw!” before pummeling her over. Landing hard on the concrete outside the gym, Anita’s face ended up in his wet armpit. She had not even realized, that out of instinct, Bill had somehow managed to place his right hand behind her head to break her fall and to prevent her skull from crashing into the solid ground. She furiously tried to push him off from on top of her and screamed, “Get off me, you son of a bitch!”


And it was just then that she felt the immense pain surging up from her swelling, purple ankle.  As Bill rolled off her, she yelped in agony, sitting up and grasping her injury. 


“Geez, I’m sorry. O man, your ankle! Here, let me have a look at it.” Bill bent over to have a closer look, but Anita punched him in the arm.


“Don’t touch me! Leave me alone, you miserable…uh, uh… you miserable athlete!”


Bill looked down at this petite wonder, with brown curls falling into her green eyes. She had the longest lashes he had ever seen on a woman. Her exasperated face was twisted with anger and pain. She was kind of cute. He noticed that her navy pleated skirt had crept up and he could almost see up to her panties.


“Who you calling miserable?” Bill teased. He couldn’t help but smile.


Anita looked up at him. Bill was muscular and had one of the most crooked smiles she had ever seen, yet there was a redeeming quality in it. Miserable athlete? Had that really come out of her mouth? Despite the throbbing pain, Bill’s dimples, the redeeming quality she discovered, prevailed and she could not help laughing herself. 


“C’mon, let’s go to the trainer.”


Bill bent down, and swooped Anita up. Only a hundred and ten pounds, he might as well picked up a kitten. 


“No, really… this is silly,” Anita tried to rationalize, but Bill backed into the heavy gym doors, and proceeded down the hall with Anita in his arms to the training room. 


“Ah-choo!” Bill sneezed.


Without thinking, Anita replied “Bless you.”


“I must be allergic to your perfume.”


That’s not all he ended up being allergic to, Anita thought to herself as she folds Bill’s boxer shorts. Now some twenty-five years later, Anita recalls how Bill has seemed to grow allergic to dancing, her pot-roast and even sleeping in the same bed with her. 


“Anita! Where’s Scruffy?”


Anita’s mother brings her back to reality. 


“Mom, Scruffy died ten years ago. Remember?”

Her mother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease a year and a half ago. She has been living with Anita and Bill for the past seven months and sometimes Anita gets so frustrated she wants to pull out her hair. On her good days, her mother is pleasant and a glimmer of the woman she has always been. But lately, there has been more and more episodes where her mom cannot remember simple things, like who the present president is and even her own name. Once, she did not even know who Anita was. And today, she has been constantly asking where Scruffy is, the neighbors dog that Bill accidentally killed over ten years ago by running him over pulling out of the driveway after a weekend visit. 


Anita looks at the clock. A quarter to seven. 


“Where is Bill,” she mumbles, as she tosses the pile of folded boxers and white undershirts back into the laundry basket. “He should have been home an hour ago.” 

She grabs the basket and makes her way upstairs. As she passes the guestroom, where her mother has been staying, she glances in and views her mother resting peacefully in the old rocking chair by the window. 

The rocking chair has been in their family for years. Anita remembers back to when she was just a child and during cool summer evenings on the farm, where after dinner her mother would drag it onto the porch, Anita would climb onto her lap. Her mother would read her stories until the fireflies came out. Alberta Goes to the City was her favorite, and she dreamed of taking a trip like Alberta to the grand city of New York and living in one of those tall skyscrapers in the middle of the city, drink champagne at art galleries and see a play she wrote headline on Broadway. But that was a long time ago, before Bill fell onto her, before she moved to the suburbs, before she became a mother of two, and before her mother forgot who she was.

A slamming door brings her out of the daydream and back into the hallway of her home. She quietly sets the basket down in the hallway, and tiptoes back down the stairs. Midway down the steps, she stops and watches her husband slip out of his dark overcoat and set down his briefcase next to the coat tree. Their cat rubs against his shins, and he stoops down to pet her, while loosening his paisley tie. 

“Where have you been?” Anita crosses her arms and finishes her descent down the stairs. 

“Sorry. I wanted to go over my presentation before tomorrow, one last time. To get the glitches out.” 

Anita is now standing in front of him. She notices a stain on his tie. Taking the silk fabric between her fingers, she examines it more closely. Because she is not standing close enough to him, and pulling his tie toward her, Bill stumbles a little before regaining his balance. 

“What is this on your tie?”

“Maybe lunch?” He questions back. 

“Looks like merlot. And you smell like smoke. Have you been drinking?” Anita looks into her husband’s face. His hair is turning gray on the sides but his eyes are bright and refreshed looking. If he is lying, he looks quite cool doing it. He has been coming home late consistently for several months now. Always having a good excuse, she never wanted to believe that it could be true. That Bill is having an affair.

“Who is she, Bill?” Her voice softens and looks down at the cat, purring at her husband’s shoes. 

“You’re really crazy! I can’t believe you! You really need to get out more. Staying cooped up in here is running your imagination wild!” Bill throws up his hands and glares at his wife as he makes his way pass her into the kitchen. 

“I’m hungry. Did you make dinner?”

“Bill, don’t lie anymore. I know.” 

Anita follows him into the kitchen. Bill now has his head into the refrigerator. 


The newly re-modeled kitchen seems like such a waste now. The shiny white linoleum floor, the blue and yellow tiles aligning the counter, and the new, deep stainless steel sink. Anita had picked out the Home and Interiors picture hanging on the wall next to the fridge especially for the new kitchen. Now the “Home Sweet Home” artwork seems trite and ironic, now that this new kitchen is officially only for show and their home is falling apart.


“Is there any leftover pot roast?”


“Bill, will you forget about your God-damned stomach for one minute! Will you just talk to me?” Tears are streaming down Anita’s face now, and she is shaking. She never imagined this could happen to her. She never dreamed that her life would consist of the unfulfilling role as a suburban housewife, where the majority of the time has been spent changing diapers, driving her children around, and now that they have left home, the cycle has been rejuvenated and she is again changing diapers. Just now they are her mother’s. 


“I know that it hasn’t been easy with Mom here. I admit I am frustrated and tired, bored, and yes, I guess I am just plain unhappy. But what do you want me to do? Put Mom in a home? Will that stop you from sleeping with some whore?” Anita’s voice starts off soft, but as she keeps speaking she becomes more and more upset, and soon becomes livid at the thought of Bill with some tramp, sipping merlot in candlelight. 


“Jesus Christ, Anita. I’m going to get some food.”


Anita followed him into the living room, her arms crossed tightly across her chess. She watched him leave, without saying a word and as the front door slams shut, her mother appeared at the top of the stairs. 


“Anita! Your father is home from the war! Sweet Jesus, he’s home! He’s home for good!” 


The old woman, in a light blue terry-cloth robe and her white hair rolled tight into little pink rollers, grasps the mahogany stair rail with both hands and slowly begins to take a shaky step down towards Anita.


“No, Mom, don’t come down here. It isn’t dad. That was just Bill leaving.”


Anita quickly goes up the steps and puts her arm around her mother. 


“C’mon, let’s go to bed.” 


Slowly, her mother turns around and Anita leads her into her room.


“Your father is never coming home is he?” Her mother’s voice quivers as she slips into bed. 


“No, I’m afraid he’s not,” was the only answer Anita can come up with and knew it doesn’t really matter how she responds because her mother would not understand or even remember tomorrow anyhow. She turns out the light but stands in the doorway, watching her mother breathe in the moonlight, until she finally rolls over and Anita knows she won’t be getting out of bed again this evening. 

II

Just like that, he turned around and walked out the door. The lights didn’t flicker, the moon didn’t drop out of the sky, not even a picture on the wall shuddered from the thud of the door that shut behind him. “So, where does this leave me now?” Leah thinks, as the words tingle in her mind. 

Jeff was the first person she met at college. He helped her carry her futon up to the third floor dorm room freshman year. His gray t-shirt with bright yellow lettering across his broad, football player shoulder blades read “WELCOME CREW” and was soaking in sweat. About three-fourths the way up the second flight of stairs he suddenly began to sneeze uncontrollably, and there was no where to stop to put down the heavy futon in the narrow stairwell, so they just made their way up, step by step, until they could turn the corner into Leah’s room. By this time, his face was flushed from exhaustion and his eyes were so red and watery, they could barely open. 

“Thanks,” she had said, smiling, and hoping he might stay for a while. He was kind of cute when he wasn’t sneezing.

 “God, I was such the typical naïve freshman. So excited to meet new people, discover new interests, all I wanted to do was to find my true self.” Leah thought now. 

He just said “Uh, no problem,” or something just as eloquent and seemed to bolt out of the room, sneezing and sniffling all the way down the stairwell. Leah didn’t see him again until a couple of months later, when at some keg party, he stumbled into her and spilled his beer down her shirt. 

At first she didn’t recognize him. His face wasn’t red and he wasn’t sneezing. He followed her into the bathroom to try and find a hairdryer to dry herself off, and it was he who remembered who she was. 

“Hey, didn’t I help you with your futon? I’m Jeff, don’t you remember?”

“Oh, yeah, I guess.” Then, annoyed, Leah turned on the dryer. 

Then, out of nowhere, he kissed her. 

That is pretty much how it happened. In the middle of yellow tiles and a toilet, Leah fell in love with Jeff. However, now, three years later, he is gone for dental school, and she is left to find her own way through senior year.

She looks around her room. Her twin sized bed in the corner, with a white, down comforter pulled taught. A small, oak dresser with her television on top is across from the bed and my desk is in the other corner. A photo of her and Jeff sits on the desk. Squinting her eyes, she looks at it and realizes that they appear to be imprisoned by the wooden frame. His arm around her makes it look like he is holding her back from jumping through into this reality. 

“Go for it,” Leah thinks. “Jump.” 

Under the plate of glass, Leah’s eyes are staring right back through her. In the dorms again for another year as a R.A. The four walls are too much to take. Leah decides she needs caffeine.

 Stepping out into the musty corridor, which smells of dirty socks, old pizza, and stale beer, Leah shuffles down the steps and outside into the crisp night air. The stars above peek through the black blanket of sky. With quick steps, she makes her way to The Frothy Cup, the coffee shop down the street from campus. 

“Why did I even come to this college? I can’t remember anymore. The tall buildings look alien to me now, and I realize I have not stepped foot in half the ones I pass. I must have never thought this night would ever come, where I would be by myself. I am no longer Jeff’s girlfriend. I will sleep in my dorm room alone,” Leah can’t help but think. But then she smiles, realizing that at least she won’t have to shave her legs as often. 

Leah finally reaches the coffee shop. The door jingles as she enters, and a warm scent of incense and cinnamon greets her. She orders a Mocha from a woman with straight black bangs that hide her eyebrows and dangly silver earrings. Then, with her large, orange ceramic mug with broken hearts painted on the side, she sinks into a plush love seat, putting her legs up on the coffee table. There are several people in the shop. A couple of guys with long curly hair are playing chess. One girl with long blonde hair and freckles is reading a book in the corner. 

“I have never been here by myself,” she thinks, and then realizes that she has never been here with friends either. Her eyes flutter about the room, and notices that the walls are purple, not blue as she remembered. There are gold shooting stars stenciled around the windows and doors. 

Stirring her mocha with a tiny plastic spoon, Leah looks into the light brown liquid swirling like a whirlpool in her hands and has an epiphany. She isn’t upset that Jeff finally left. He was just someone to be with. He made being here easy. Remembering that as a freshman, she was so excited to come to school, but soon she realized that it isn’t as easy making friends as she thought it would be. Jeff had friends, so that was easy. With Jeff she at least had an identity. She was someone, even if it was just Jeff’s girlfriend.

Suddenly feeling a bit self-conscious sitting in the coffee-shop alone she picks up a local magzine that is lying on the cushion beside her and begins to shuffle through it.

“So, basically, my life is summed up in a major I am bored with, a small room, no friends, and an addiction to caffeine. I guess I could be worse off, it could be heroine.” She smiles at the thought. “But, where is the passion in my life? I used to want to save the world. That guy over there, with the blonde, shaggy hair has a guitar case sitting next to him. I bet he is passionate about music. That woman in the green dress is scribbling in a journal. I bet she loves poetry. I want that. I want to start living my life and start feeling something besides ambivalence towards my own destiny.”

Leah, takes another sip of her mocha, and begins massaging her temples. She feels as though her head might explode, knowing that she has to figure something out. She just can’t go on living like this.

In high school she liked to draw. She liked art. Going into an art museum used to give her a rush. Leah was never able to put her finger on it, but she at least knew she enjoyed that.

“I want to feel that invigoration again,” she accidentally mumbles out loud and the guy with the guitar and the shaggy blond hair looks at her with a raised eyebrow. Leah blushes and turns her head back down to the magazine. She was so lost in her thoughts, she hadn’t realized that she was flipping through the pages and not even reading the headlines of the articles.  But now, the magazine wide open on her lap, an advertisement was staring up at her. 

NUDE MODELS WANTED. Under the headline was a sketch of a woman’s figure, full and voluptuous. The drawing was of a woman’s backside, a soft line indicating her backbone, the profile of her face vague, the curve of her shoulders radiating strength and beauty. The art institute on the other side of the city placed the ad. I wonder what it would be like to be that woman, or to be that student. Completely naked in front of total strangers. “I would never be able to do that,” Leah thinks, then drops the paper to the floor. Taking one last sip of the lukewarm liquid, she braces herself for the cool night air. 

When she arrives to her dorm room, Leah kicks off her shoes, slips off her socks and rolls them into a ball, then throws them in the hamper. Standing in front of the full-length mirror bolted to the back of the door, she crosses her arms and pulls her sweatshirt over her head. She quickly slips off her jogging pants. The reflection is of a pale girl, twenty-one, small breasts cuddled by a white lace bra. Yellow underwear with white lace trim falling just bellow the navel. She turns to the side, and for the first time in her life saw her body in curves and lines. Letting down her tight ponytail, soft crinkles of light brown hair brush against her collarbone. 

“What if I was a model? It really would be invigorating. No one would know me in that class. I would be art. I like the thought of the person I would be if I didn’t care that people saw me naked. I would like that carefree person.” Suddenly, she realizes, “I want to be that person.”

Leah walks into the empty studio. Large wooden easels are scattered around the room. The large rectangular windows stretch practically from floor to ceiling, but are covered by sheets of newspaper taped together. Along the walls are charcoal and pencil sketches of figures, hands, feet, noses, eyes. In the center of the easels is a wooden platform a foot or two off the ground, probably about five feet wide, a chair covered with a blue blanket sitting at an angle in the middle of it. There are several tables in the back with paper, parts of mannequins, and other props such as shoes, vases, plastic fruit and flowers in complete disarray. For being an art studio, this place seems pretty bland, lacking color in the walls, ceiling, and floor. 

Leah realizes she is beginning to perspire, and a weight of anxiety seems to have caught her breath. “I just don’t think I can do this,” she thinks and turns, grasping the door handle. Plowing ahead through the entryway, she runs smack dab into a man.

“You must be Leah,” the man with a receding hairline and diamond earring says to her. He is at least a half a foot taller than her and is wearing a light denim shirt with dark denim jeans. He cuffs up his long sleeves and peers through yellow tinted glasses with thick artsy black frames. 

“Um, yeah. I didn’t know if this was the right room.”

“You’re in the right place. I’m John Ambrosia, the Life Drawing professor. Nice to meet you.” He holds out his hand. Leah shakes it. “Have you ever modeled before?”

She shakes her head no, beginning to think she might cry. “What did I get myself into,” she thinks.

“Well, don’t worry, we’ll be gentle.” He kind of chuckles, but instead of breaking the ice, it made Leah feel more nervous. Apparently sensing that, John’s smile turns into a much more serious expression. 

“Well, here is the bathroom.” He leads Leah to the opposite end of the room, where there is a closed door. Opening it with one hand, he flicks on the light with the other. 

“You can change into your robe in here. The students should be walking in any minute. You did bring a robe, right?” 

“Uh-huh.” She pats her backpack hanging off her right arm. Just then a couple of students wander in and begin to set up their large sketchpads on the easels. 

John gives a little wink, and then strides off to greet some of the students. Leah walks into the tiny bathroom with a toilet and a small mirror above the sink. Slowly undressing, she looks at herself in the mirror. Then, hastily she throws on the terry cloth robe with a daisy on the front pocket.

 “What am I doing?” She actually asks the plate of glass, her reflected eyes staring at the nervous girl of a woman. But, knowing that she couldn’t back out now, she walks out the door. 

By now the classroom is in a ruckus, not at all quiet as it was before. The wooden easels are being screeched against the linoleum floor, papers are being shuffled, pencils are being sharpened, and some Italian soprano is singing an opera in the background. Leah tries to step softly onto the platform, but as it creaks it seems the whole room suddenly goes quiet and she realizes that she is now visible. Foolishly, she realizes that she must have thought that her robe had made her invisible, like a foolish king she once read about as a child. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Life Drawing. We are lucky enough to have a figure to draw today. You know, they are hard to come by,” John bellows to the audience. He has become a circus master. 

“Alright, Leah. Why don’t you start off by putting one arm on your hip, let your other hand fall to your side. Put all your weight on this leg.” He demonstrates. “Got it?”

Slowly, Leah unties the cloth belt. Closing her eyes, taking a deep breath and holding it, she lets the robe fall off her shoulders. One arm out, then the other. She lays the shroud over the chair. Trying to Scramble faces, she feels her cheeks burning. She imitates the pose John had demonstrated. 

Never before had Leah felt so hot and so cold at the same time. Her insides were like fire, yet a breeze from an unknown origin tickled her kneecaps, the small of her back, and swept across her chest. Picking out a spot on the wall, next to the clock she decided to take herself out of the room, to somewhere where she was once again ambiguous and once again clothed.

“I can’t remember why for the life of me, why I thought this was a good idea. Why did I decide to do this?” she thinks.


“To feel again,” she answers the questions filling her mind. “Well, now I feel. I feel forty some eyes staring at me. Staring at my parts. The curves of my hips, the line of my breast bone, the angles of my elbows.”


“One more minute,” the ring-leader chimes against the angelic screaming of the Italian.


Pose after pose, Leah becomes a little more comfortable. They don’t know me, she tells herself. Holding positions for minutes after minutes is just as good as yoga. Then John finally calls out, “Alright everybody, pin your drawings up on the wall and lets have a look at them.” Then speaking to me, “Thanks, Leah, that will be enough.” 


As the students put their sketches of the figure up on the wall, she slides back into her robe still draped over the chair. Starting back to the bathroom, she can’t help and sneak a peak at the pictures of her naked body on the wall. Breasts, hips, thighs, shoulders. All her, but at the same time, not. Beautiful drawings of curved lines, shaded and varied. 

III

Bill let the front door slam behind him. Taking long strides across the front yard, his feet shuffling through the blanket of brown, dead leaves fallen from the giant oak, he finally reaches his Suburban parked on the street. His legs feel heavy, as though he has waded through a current. Exhausted, he clumsily searches his pockets for his keys.

Breathing in the brisk night air, it burns his chest. A clear night, the giant moon in the sky seems as though it is a giant magnifying glass, reflecting the light from the sun and scrutinizing his every action. Walking out on Anita like this is wrong. He knows that. But how could he explain that he had met a woman with the vivacious qualities that he used to see in his wife. Anita used to have spunk. She used to have fire in her eyes and she used to make his head spin. But with each passing year, she had lost a little bit of that heat. And he wanted it back. Liza has that fire. Even though she is the same age as Anita, somehow life has not taken away her excitement or her energy. But how could he possibly tell Anita that? How could he form the words?

Finding his keys, Bill opens the door, starts the engine and begins down the street, not knowing where to go, or what to do. He really isn’t hungry anymore. The only sensation he can feel is guilt and lonliness.

The streets are dead in the neighborhood. By ten o’clock at night most of the families on the street have most likely turned in for the night. Every house looks the same on the street, something Bill remembers Anita complaining about when they first moved into the neighborhood, but it has never bothered him before. 

“Anita, it’s a great neighborhood. Good schools, lots of families. Safe. We won’t have to worry about our kids here. They can go off and ride their bikes and play with other kids from good families. Isn’t that what we always wanted? Besides, who cares if the outside of our house looks like everyone else’s? The inside won’t. The inside will be ours. And isn’t that what really matters?” Bill remembers saying to Anita when they were thinking about buying their house some twenty years ago. 

Anita had let him speak, without interjecting any disagreements, but when she finally gave into him, said yes to buying the house, her eyes showed defeat. At the time, Bill had shrugged it off, but driving down the street tonight he sees what Anita has seen for the past twenty years. Large white houses, with double garages. Two stories, two windows, one door. Perfect manicured lawns, under the fallen autumn leaves, that undoubtedly, like clockwork, will be raked up first thing tomorrow morning, and blown off the driveways and sidewalks by one of those leave blower things. For some reason, the thought of the whole neighborhood doing yard work at the same time, as it often occurs on Saturday mornings, makes him feel a little ill.  But luckily, Bill arrives at the intersection that signals the end of the neighborhood. 

He stops at the stop sign, contemplating his next move. He grabs his cell phone resting on the passenger seat and quickly punches in a phone number. 

“Liza. Can you meet me? How ‘bout The Lounge on Garris and 11th. Okay, bye.” 

*

*

*

*

*




Bill enters the small, smoky bar. The place is empty besides a man and a woman in the corner drinking Bloody Marys and the bartender sitting on the stool, watching the television hanging in another corner. A little bell chimes as the door shuts, and the bartender then turns around to look at Bill. 


“What can I get you?” The bartender doesn’t even wait for him to take a seat. 


“Miller. Draft is fine.” 


What am I doing here? I love Anita. I need to fix this. Bill runs his fingers through his hair, as he does when he is anxious or stressed out. 


The bartender, about sixty-five years old with silver hair and glasses, sets the beer in front of him, along with a bowl of pretzels. 


“A buck and a half.” 


Bill hands him a wad of bills.


“Keep it,” he says. 


Nibbling on the pretzels and staring at the television, a bell chimes with the sound of the door shutting. Bill turns around, and there is Liza standing in front of the door, lighting a cigarette. She is wearing a black dress that hits right above her knees, and tall, black leather boots with heels. A crimson scarf is wrapped around her shoulders, and shiny black hair is falling in her face. He has never seen her hair down before, and is taken aback by how beautiful she is standing amidst the smoke, even against the tacky orange shag carpet and brown paneled walls. She had changed clothes since their dinner at her place earlier in the night. Suddenly, he feels a pang of guilt asking her to meet him here in this hole in the wall. She deserves to sit in a nice place, lighted well, with a bottle of fine wine. Not this dive. Not for this reason. 


She looks up, and her blue eyes meet his as she inhales a drag from her cigarette. 


“Nice place,” she says jokingly as she makes her way towards him. He could tell she wasn’t mad. In fact, he knew her well enough that she would probably prefer this type of bar than one she would actually look like she belongs in. 


“For the lady?” the bartender asks.


“Miller. Draft,” she says as she scoots up onto the stool next to Bill. “So, what do I owe for this late night rendezvous? Twice in one night. So very uncharacteristic of you. Why, Mr. Endal, are you falling in love with me, or out of love with your wife?”

Her left eyebrow arches, and she gives a half smile. Then she bursts out laughing, 

unable to keep a straight face. Bill looks down at the bowl of pretzels. He can’t decide whether he quite understands her humor. But her edge is very sexy. So up front, and that is what he likes about her. She reminds him of when he first met Anita. 


“I’m sorry, baby. That’s not funny.” 


She puts her hand on top of his. Her nails are clipped short, and she doesn’t have soft hands like he expects of a woman like this. They are tough, calloused. Hands of an artist and writer. There are still traces of paint under and around her nails. But, her touch is warm, and he likes the way she turns his hand over and sensually makes soft swirls with her finger on his palm.


“Do you forgive me?” 


With her other hand, Liza lifts up Bill’s chin so that he is looking at her. Her moist lips meet his. His eyes closed, he hears the chime of the door once again and senses people walking up to the bar, but then stop next to him and Liza. However, the shriek is what makes him open his eyes. 


Standing before him is his college aged daughter with a middle-aged man with yellow tinted glasses with  glasses. Her mouth is agape. 


But, Bill doesn’t even think about Liza, and what his daughter has just witnessed. His attention is on the man with blue jeans and a denim shirt, and the fact that this man, who must be about Bill’s age, is holding his daughter’s hand. 


“Who’s your friend?” Bill interjects, without letting his daughter say a word.


“John Ambrosia,” Liza pipes in. 


“Liza,” John nodds, “How are you?”


Bill looks at Liza completely astounded. They know each other?


“And Leah, I don’t think I have seen you with your clothes on before!” Liza laughs at her joke and takes a sip of her beer. 


Bill feels like the room is spinning. He looks at his daughter, now red-faced and glaring at Liza. What could Liza have meant by that statement? It is apparent that neither John nor Liza has made the connection yet. 


“Dad?” Leah questions, seeming to not quite believe that it is really him.


“Dad?” Liza questions, or more coughs, choking on her drink of beer.  


“You know Leah?” Bill directs at Liza, astounded. 


Bill looks back at his daughter, who now has tears streaming down her flushed face. Her teacher has since dropped her hand, and is looking quite sheepish. 


“Yes, she’s a model in the drawing class I am taking.” she explains, then looks at John, now understanding the situation. “And John is the instructor.”

IV


Silence. Leah has never known her father to be at a loss for words. He always knows the right thing to say, but now they are in a predicament that never in a million years she dreamt of facing. Looking out the window, she wonders what to say to him. Or worse yet, what is she going to say to her mother? 

She left the bar with her father, leaving Liza and John standing in confusion and embarrassment. He had grabbed Leah by the arm and walked her right out to the car. She never could stand up to her father and didn’t know how to protest, or put into words the emotions that had frozen her brain. The very rumble of her father’s upset voice has always made Leah’s eyes well up with tears. But now, she realizes, she has no reason to be frightened of her father. She was doing nothing wrong. She is an unmarried adult in charge of her own life. He is the married father, sucking face with some tramp from the studio.

“Dad, we are going to have to talk about this.”

She turns her gaze to her father. Shrunken in the plush leather seat of his SUV, he no longer looks the bulky, handsome man she remembers from her youth. Creases in his skin fold at the corners of his eyes and his mouth brings his countenance downward into a sullen, contemplative expression. His eyebrows are quenched together, concentrating on the road before him.

“Dad?” Leah tries again. “Say something.”

Very slowly, pronouncing each word as if it is a great strain to vocalize, he says, “Leah, I am very disappointed in you.”

Feeling her face begin to flush with blood rising from deep within her, she burns with pain and anger. As if she were twelve years old again, this statement is a slap across her face and this verbal blow brings scorching tears to her eyes. She closes them to keep the tears at bay and takes a deep breath. Be strong, she thinks to herself. Confront him. Don’t make this about you. Don’t let him off the hook.

“Disappointed in me? What about you? What about being disappointed in you?” Leah waits for a reply, but he doesn’t even glance at her. Her father’s

face is expressionless. She goes on, detaching and discarding the intimidated child from the strong young woman raving accusations that seem to just fly off her tongue. 

“You were the one kissing some tramp! Does mom know? Do you honestly think I am going to keep this secret from her? Have you even thought about what you are doing to this family? I don’t think having a drink with John can even compare to cheating on your wife!”


With that, her father’s nostrils flare, his fixed eyes narrow, and he sharply pulls the vehicle off to the side of the road. With one quick gesture, he flicks on the flashers and turns to his daughter. 

“Leah, you don’t know what you’re talking about. You are twenty-two years old and have no idea what it is like to be in a marriage. Your mother and my relationship is none of your business!”


“None of my business? You are my parents. Dad, you are having an affair!” Leah squeaks out this last word. She can no longer sustain the sobs creeping up from her chest, making it more difficult to stay calm.

“And what’s this about modeling naked? What, is this guy? Your pimp? What’s next? Hooters? Playboy? Porno?” Her father stiffly runs his fingers through his hair three swift times. 

Leah hardly recognizes this man, only a foot away from her in the front seat. “Don’t be ridiculous, Dad! It’s art!”

“Oh yeah? And how do you know this John character isn’t married? Hell, he’s got to be my age. That’s disgusting, Leah. Is that what I am paying your tuition for—so that you can sleep with your teachers?”

Her father’s words rip apart her insides. She reminds her self to be assertive. Don’t back down, she thinks to herself. Sternly, she comes back, “John isn’t married. I’m not sleeping with him. And he’s not my teacher. But, Dad, this isn’t about me. I am an adult. Can’t you realize that? I have done nothing wrong.”

“Well, you could have fooled me. It looks like you are making some pretty stupid decisions. And John certainly looked like he was expecting more than a term paper.”

“Look who’s talking about dumb decisions! You’re throwing your life away. Do you think that I am ever going to be able to look at you the same?” 

Leah doesn’t even wait for a reply.  “Does Mom know about Liza?”

“No. But, tonight I was going to break it off with her until you waltzed in with that panty-chasing pervert. And I am going to tell your mother. Let’s just pretend this never happened.” Her father’s face is red, and his left eye is twitching. 

Leah doesn’t answer him, just turns back towards the window. Cars rush by, streaks of light and then the burning glow of the red taillights. She has never seen this side of her father before. In high school he would be angry with her for staying out past curfew or for getting a speeding ticket. However, she had never before said he was disappointed in her and never before said such awful things about her. She wonders if this could be the same man who would wrap her up in her sleeping bag as a child and tell fairy-tales under makeshift tents made of flannel sheets and dining chairs in the living room. If this could be the father who she would see steal kisses from her mother whenever they used to meet in the hallway or in the kitchen or in doorways. 

Suddenly, Leah realizes the reality of her parent’s marriage. In this instant, she sees her parents as human beings with human problems. Her mother isn’t happy. She never has been. Her father has been a controlling force in both of their lives. In all the happenings that have gone on in the last several months, her break-up with Jeff, her new job as a nude model, and her quick relationship with John, she realizes that this has all happened for a reason. She was heading down the same road as her mother by being with Jeff, and now she has been able to see the truth. Leah now has the opportunity to avoid the monotonous and unfulfilling life her mother was forced to have.

“Take me to my dorm.” Leah says flatly. 

Her father pulls back onto the busy road, kicking up gravel from the shoulder. When they arrive at her building she wastes no time opening the door to get out. She doesn’t even want to look at her father. He repulses her. 

“Leah.” Her father says as she steps out. “I do love you.”

She looks at this man, this stranger, her father, through stinging eyes. As the crisp autumn breeze catches under her collar, causing a chill to run down her spine, she looks her father directly in the eyes. 

With a sinking feeling in the depths of her stomach, she imagines her mother at home, probably empting her grandmother’s bedpan or starching her father’s shirts and manages to choke out to this new stranger before her, “You have forgotten how to love.” 

But Leah doesn’t even hear her own words, only the deafening slam as the Suburban door shuts. 

V


The white paint on the back of the bathroom door is chipping and peeling. “That is the next project,” Anita thinks to herself. She turns to the mirror and can remember when there were no dark bags under her eyes and no straggly gray hairs at her temples. Turning the cold water on, she lets the fresh liquid pour into her cupped hands and then splashes it on her face. She buries her face in the warm, freshly dried, hand towel and breathes in the familiar scent of dryer sheets—the same scent her mother used and her grandmother used before her. Unable to contain her emotion any longer, giant sobs resonate from deep within the core of her stomach and bellow out into the cloth, stifling her cry.


“How did I get here?” 

Anita’s knees give out on her and suddenly she is on the cold linoleum. She could remember when Leah was born on a blustery, autumn night when Bill was away on business. Anita remembers falling on the same linoleum, doubled over with contractions and her cries of pain. She felt the same loneliness that she feels now, as if a black hole is swallowing her up. On Leah’s birthday, she crawled out into the hallway and dialed 911. After being rushed to the hospital and delivering ten hours later, Bill finally crept into her hospital room a few hours later. She was sleeping. 

The nurse had taken her tiny, baby girl away and Anita was left to heal from being torn apart by the two people she loved most, alone, in the pale green room. She had felt Bill’s kiss on her cheek but did not open her eyes. The roses in his hand could not hide the stale smell of smoke and beer that vaporized from him, and she refused to open her eyes to the man who made her taste anguishing bile whenever she needed him the most. Most mothers cry tears of happiness, so she doubted Bill ever knew her tears were out of pain, fear and loneliness. She had hoped that the salty tears from her cheeks stung his lips.

A loud sob woke her from her memory to her present reality, but it wasn’t a cry of her own.  The wail came from her mother’s room across the hall. Instinctively, Anita rose from the ground and wiping her eyes with the sleeves of her shirt, ambles to her mother’s doorway. She could not even feel her feet hit the ground. Little pin-like pains sting her legs and her head feels unattached to her body, like a balloon hovering over her shoulders. 

Standing outside the doorway, she presses her ear to the door. Anita can hear quiet sniffles from beyond the oak entry. Anita stands there for a long time, with her hand on the knob, but unable to enter. She feels frozen. The hallway is dark and Anita can feel it surrounding her, like the large abyss that has been slowly grasping her by her ankles and wrists for the last several months since her mother has come to live with her and as her marriage, simultaneously, has been falling apart. Tonight, in the hallway, outside her mother’s room, the hole of depression and isolation seems to have taken shape as a net and she suddenly feels as though she cannot breathe. She feels that tonight, she might not be able to escape it. 

Her mother’s crying has dwindled and now the silence reverberates in Anita’s head. She is alone, just as her mother is. 

“Mom must be so lonely,” she thinks. “She no longer knows who I am. She doesn’t recognize me. She has no one to comfort her—only the muffled chaos on her mind.” 

For that instant, Anita realizes that tonight she might as well have been in her mother’s head and not her own. But it is only her feelings and emotions that parallel her mother, for she is still Anita—still forty-five year old Anita. Looking down the shadow of her hand holding on to the brass handle, it reminds her of a corpse’s in the shadow of the night. Then, Anita makes a decision and turns the knob.

Crossing the doorway, she stands in the small room that has hardly changed since Leah moved out four years ago. Except, now a decrepit woman is snuggled into the small bed, but she appears as though she could be a child snuggled into the flowery comforter in a fetal position. The moonlight is streaming in through the window, so that a circle of light encircles Anita’s mother’s sleeping head. The expression on her mother’s face strikes Anita and she realizes she has not seen her mother look that peaceful in a very long time. 

Like in a trance, Anita passes through the room and kneels beside her mother and watches her chest rise and fall one last time before seizing the unused pillow by the sleeping woman’s side, standing up and pressing the cushion over her mother’s face. Hours seem to go by as Anita clutches her eyes shut, sensing the pathetic wiggle of her mother’s body under her the weight of her locked arms.  Finally, it is over. Anita gasps for her own breath, realizing that she had been holding hers through it all. Looking down at her mother’s lifeless body, she lifts the pillow. With a sigh of relief, Anita whispers to the darkness, “No more pain. Never again will you be lonely.” 

VI

Bill pulls into the driveway of his home in the early morning before the sliver of the moon falls asleep under the blanket of the horizon. Looking up to the cerulean sky as he walks to his front door, he can only find one star still sparkling against the abyss-like backdrop. But, as he grasps the handle of the door, he looks up to get one last glimpse of the night diamond and it disappears before his eyes, smothered by the new day. 

The floor creaks as he enters, and this morning the cat, curled on the arm of the couch, only lifts her sleepy head instead of running to greet him. The house is quiet, which isn’t that odd since it is so early in the morning, but for some reason Bill can’t help but think it peculiar. 

The room is torn apart from remodeling and Bill feels a sweeping feeling of guilt and sadness from the stripped walls and old couch. Never before had he given this environment a second thought, but now he can see what Anita sees day in and day out. 

“At least it will be done soon,” Bill thinks, trying to give himself some comfort, but knows deep down that it is only shallow solace. 

Bill hangs up his coat and loosens his tie, realizing that it has been tight on his neck all day as the cat puts her head back down and curls up into a purrless sleep. He still hasn’t decided what to exactly tell Anita. Knowing that his infidelity is a secret that can no longer be kept, he could only hope for her forgiveness. Meeting Anita and falling in love with her was the best thing that ever happened to him, even if it has taken him this long to recognize it. 

He creeps up stairs, trying to be quiet, and with each groan of the stairs he cringes a little. The silence of his home seems almost sacramental; he only knows that he didn’t want to shatter it, as if the quiet were a tangible object. Glancing into Anita and his bedroom, he is a bit taken aback by the bed, still made and undisturbed. He enters the doorway and listlessly begins to look at Anita’s items on top of her dresser. 

He picks up the porcelain hairbrush, an heirloom from her great-grandmother, and pulls out a strand of her long red hair. He holds it up to the new morning light rushing through the window. The memory of how he felt when he first saw the color of her hair flooded in from the past. He had never seen anyone with that shade of hair before, and sometimes when it shined in the sunshine he couldn’t believe he was dating such a beautiful girl. He still can’t believe he married such a beautiful woman. 

“How could I let this slip away?” he thinks.

He lets the strand of hair fall to the floor and goes back to Anita’s bottles, boxes, loose jewelry and compacts. He fondles an emerald bottle of perfume and sprays it into the air. The fragrance instantly stings his nose, and he sneezes. Then, sneezes again. And then he realizes that he had not done that for a long time. Anita must not have worn that scent for a very long time; in fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he sneezed like that from smelling her. 

Moving away from her things, he started out of the room to begin looking for his wife. He knew that sometimes she would sleep in the recliner in her mother’s room. But, on his way out of the room, he became faced with a collage of photos hanging on the wall by the doorway. Bill looked at the pictures of his family—Anita, Leah and himself—all memories of when Leah was just a child. In all of them, they were smiling. His favorite was the one of three-year-old Leah on his lap, holding her favorite book upside down, Alberta Goes to the City, while he has his head back, snoozing. It seems he has just opened his eyes from that nap to find his life in shambles—a daughter that doesn’t respect him and a wife who is falling out of love with him. 

Bill leaves the bedroom and peeks into Anita’s mother’s room. She is not sleeping in the recliner, but on the floor in front of her mother’s bed. She looks so young sleeping there, her skin glistening in the moonlight reminding him of the first nights they made love, now seeming like the beginning of time. Some nights he wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing that she was next to him, so he would often watch her sleep wondering what kind of wonderful dreams she was having. One night in particular, when he caught her curves highlighted by the midnight light, is his first recollection of falling in love with her. And now, seeing her lying there, an overwhelming sensation comes over him. He knows that he was never good for her. 

With a deep wretchedness spawning from the depth of his stomach, he packed a bag of his things and scribbled a note saying: “Goodbye, Anita. This has all been too much and it is too late to change my mistakes. You and Leah are better off without me. I should’ve left you alone a long time ago. I’m sorry.”

VII

The sound of the front door slamming woke Anita. Lying on the floor in front of her mother’s bed, she is curled up in a ball. Anita peels her sticky, tear-stuck eyes open and blinked through the burning of her contacts. The room has lightened and sunlight now replaces the moonlight streaming in from the windows. The pale yellow walls had always seemed dull and depressing before, but, ironically, today the walls seems to glow with a new luster, which made Anita wonder if the night before was only a terrible dream. But, no, it was not a dream. She is still clutching the pillow encased with tiny red roses and flying blue birds.  

Picking herself off the floor, she cannot stop looking at the lifeless woman in the bed. Anita backs her way out of the room and stumbles into the giant blue vase on the mahogany dresser, sending it crashing to the ground. 

“Bill must be home,” she thinks. “With this behind us, maybe we can finally make this work. With no more stresses, no more distractions, our marriage can work now.”

“Mom! Are you up there?” 

Leah’s voice is what resounds from downstairs.

“What is she doing here!” Anita thinks frantically to herself. She leaves the vase on the floor, shattered into tiny pieces, and closes the door behind her. 

“Yes, honey,” she tries to reply, but has no voice. She realizes she is trembling. Taking a deep breath, she tries again. “Yes, honey. I am coming down though.”  

With a deep breath, Anita composes herself as best as possible and makes her way to the staircase where she meets her daughter with a piece of paper in hand.

“Mom, this was on the kitchen table. It’s from Dad.”

“What?” she asks, confused. 

Her daughter’s eyes are wide and brimming with tears. She takes Anita’s hand.


“I have something to tell you. He’s not coming home, Mom,” Leah’s voice breaks and suddenly she is sobbing, “Dad has a mistress.”
 


Anita stands there, holding her daughter’s hand and pleading with Leah’s plunging look of distress. Her mind is numb, yet thoughts are thrashing in her head. She clenches her eyes close, as if shutting them in.


“Mom! Say something! Are you okay? Mom?”


“Yes, dear. I am okay. I will be just fine.”


And in the shadows of the hallway, looking into her daughter’s face, Anita truly believes it. She knows she will be okay. Anita knows, for the first time in her life, she will be okay alone. 

