Strip Poker

David lives on Mud Idand. At night when | am there we sit outon thefront steps
and look at the other people sitting onthar front steps He smokes a cigarette while | play
imaginay piano keys on histhigh. Fur Elise, theright hand part, whichisall | remember
fromfive years of lessons The street has the cheerful misty look tha comes from bright
artificial lights at night, and sometimes a breeze shifts theair tha sits wet and heavy on
my skin. Houses there remind me of childhoodbeach vacations thetemporary homes |
remember seeing squinty-eyed throughthe car window at nightas we pulled, findly, into
town. A deep, tired sigh of arrival. The buildingslook lightweight, wood panted in pde
yellow. Thewindows angled and huge andinsdecelling fans spide plants with thar
tangled shoots dangling wantonly from the high hanging pots. | can®hdp butfee tha
there no oneever hasto vacuum tha theduging and the polishing and thewashing is
donewith precision by unsen maids

To ge to Mud Idand | take Poplar downtown to Third, Third past a series of pay-
adollar-for-an-hourpakinglots, over thetrolley lineto the Auction Street Bridge | live
in Midtown, notfar from Overton Park, wherethezoois, and theart museum. In
Midtown you know you®@e in MemphisN trendy purple and pink restaurants next to
boaded-up and collapsng old houss, neat residentia areas a street over from nightclubs
less than two miles from the projects. We dor® go out at nightalone my roommates and
I. Noneof them were home when | blistered my finge ontheedgeof abumer at nine
o@lock at nightlast week, and later, David scoffed because | hadn®walked to the

conveanience store on the corner for some ointment. Over the phonefrom his well-lit
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living room hesaid, Ot® only ablock away, Olivia. Wha@ the big deal 201 wonde
wha they told uswhen we were younge that makes him not think twice aboutsomething
like tha, and makes me refuse to doit, no matter how my finge throbs | work at the
newspaoer, and, when hesays this, | think of all the rapereports we don®even run.

Last nightl went outwith my roommates. We walked down Madison to a beer
jointN the P& H, where the ceiling is amural of Memphis celebrities and a pitcher is five
ddlars. Itisaplacefor regulars;, we have graduaed to it from weekendsspent wandeing
with thetourists from ba to bar on Beale Street. | was forcefully drunk, talking loudand
taking stands | told a story aboutwork, abouttheawful, comes-with-the-territory sort of
assignment | often find myself flounde&ing throudh. They sent meto interview the
parents of a child who was murdered last week. Wha can they say tha we have not
thoughtof in those moments when we work to make ourselves bdieve such panis
possible? Merely to think aboutit takes a push of themind. It istesting yourself, to move
beyondthe automatic frown and Orha@ awful,Osaid in the sort of voice tha draws the
GwOoutinto an approximation of pity. Then amoment of nervoussilence, and someone
relieves theroomwith a changeof subject.

Last night| told the story. Q gotthere,Ol said, Gind the father came outinto the
yardN mind you, | was nottheonly reporter there. There were TV people and
phoographeas and a guy from an Arkansas paper, and thefather comes outinto theyard
to meet us aweek after his kid@ been killed, in a T-shirt tha has a bottle of Jack Daniels
onit with a hand wrapped aroundthe neck of the bottle.Ol pressed the side of thefrosted
mug to my cheek. QAcross thetopit said, Qack-off Daniels.@

Or ou@e kidding ONatalie said.
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No, | swear,Ol said. Qack-off Daniels. | swear. When the phob people went to
take his picture, hewent back in the hous and put another shirt onover it. Can you
bdieve tha?0

QDh, Olivia,OAllison said. Orha@ awful.O

Osn®it?0l said. Osn®that just awful?OFunny, though.First | told that story to
thepeople at work. Then | told my father. Now them. Every time it seems easier.

Today | seep until three and wake up withouta headache, but with the vaguest
hint of pan at theback of my skull. | pick over theclothes and booksl threw onthefloor
when | cleared off my bed last night and go to thekitchen for a glass of water. Hanneh is
gitting onthe coudh in her nightshirt eating abow of extravagant choolate cereal.
Orhey@e till asleep,Oshe says. GCan you bdieve it?01 shake my head. There are four of
usin thehous, abad numbe if we have a disagreement, because we tend to pair up,
thoughnot always in the same combinaions Themog recent fight we had was about
strip poke. It was me and Allison againg Hanneh and Natalie, who had proposd a game
to aroomfull of ourmale friends They promptly accepted, thoughof thefour of usonly
Natalie would play. Hannah sneered and wandeed off, and Allisonand | sat
uncomfortably onthe coud, Allison with her knees huggel to her chest and her chin
tucked in. Wha@ the big dedl ?0ONatalie kept indsting. OVhy won®you play?0She sat
there in a T-shirt and underwear while three men in boxe's studioudy looked at ther
cards

Q@n nottaking my clothes off,Ol said, and Allison just shrugged. She kept

laughing awkwardly at ingopropriate moments, wanting to leave theroom, but staying
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outof asense tha Natalie might need protecting. | stayed because | wanted to see how
far it would go, at wha point someonewould call it quits and whoit would be

It stopped after Natalie whipped off her T-shirt chadlengingly. Thedealer sat with
the cardsloosly between his pdms. There was a dangeaoussilence. Ot@ awfully late,O
Allison said stiffly, and the men began to scrabble aroundfor ther clothes as though
Allison had released them. After they left, we foudht because Allison and | had been so
unoomfortable, because Natalie felt defiant and Hannah defended her rightto display her
bodyas she chos. Hannah aways makes pronoun@ments like thisin her mog
infuriating voice; Glon®even try to tell me |®n notright,Oit says.

More satisfying than arguing was sitting up late in Allison@roomdiscussing it,
saying O know,Oin loud, excited voices to each other@ comments, making extravagant
hand gestures. Orhat was just so weird,Oshe kept saying. OVhy did she do that?0l
thoughttha it was thekind of thingwomen do in order to say they are nat prudes, tha
men have nothing on them when it comes to the crass side of sexudity. Natalie did it
because shelikes to hold the attention of aroomfull of men,0l said. CBhe wanted to have
them look at her and want her and be uncomfortable, maybe oneeven squirming alittle
in his boxes, trying to hidea hard-on.OAllison was looking down. She doesn®like the
word hard-on,Othoughshewill notflinch at Gerection.OShe says GarousedOingead of
homy.OCBometimes Natalie istoo much,Oshe said.

Natalie wanted to bein control,Ol told her. Q dor® think she ever wanted to let
it goal theway.O

Today isoneof ourslent days. Sundays are like this. We are tired, we are

disguded, and the house is a mess. We dor® shower until fourin theafternoon and until
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then we rotate aroundeach other throughtheroomns of the hous, cleaning, speaking only
as necessary. | scrubthedishes with vigor, great suds splashing up theside of the sink.
When | reach upto put away the cups atrickle of warm water runsdown my arm
throughthe sleeve of my nightshirt down my side It makes mefedl dirty, dirty and hot
Hannéeh goes outside and shakes out thethrow rug. After Allison gets up, she vacuumns,
Shestandsin themiddle of theliving roomfrowning with concentration while the
machinewhirrs plaintively over arecalcitrant Cheerio. 0For goodnes sakes, Allison O
Natalie findly says. Shebrandishes aplunge, on her way to the hdl bahroom where the
toilet has overflowed agan. GBet out of the way.OShe nudges the vacuumaside, bends
and picks up the Cheerio. Perhgpsyou shouldn®rely so much on moden technology.O
Allisongrimaces at her.

At five o@lock | am dressed. | feel restless; | don®want to bewith people; | don®
want to beaone | go outside and walk withoutpurpos down the block, quickly, hands
in my podkets. Walking outsidel cannotcall David, and | congratulate myself because |
have not spoken to him since early yesterday afternoon.Sometimes lately | have felt that
it would notbeall rightfor meto take his hand. | wonde if tha is odd thinking about
fitting my padm to the back of his hand when it rests on his thigh, curling my fingasinto
his. An acknowledgement of we, while sex is often an extreme of I.

Now | want him to come andtouch me so | will know it ismeingdemy skin. On
my own I@n notsure | can confirmit. Once | called him fromwork on a Saturday
afternoonof specia obituaries and checking fatalities with the highway parol and said |
was coming over, alist of phonyreasonsin my head in case heasked. When | gotthere

he opened thedoorbefore | even rang thebdl andwe walked down the hdl, shoulders
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bumping. | sat down onthe coud and he stretched out and put his head in my lap and
began to breathe

| don®tell my friendsthis, because | am well aware tha this is notthe sort of
thing you®e suppo®d to say. We are a clever bund of girls, or perhaps| should say
women, talking aboutsex, theart of giving ablow job, themore important art of
achieving orgasm. We do this in matter-of-fact tones, locker-roomtalk trangported to our
living roomand madeclinical. Sometimes when aman is over we gangup onhim. We
don®equivocate; we use al theright words, everyonebut Allison says Guck.OThereis a
gleefulness abouta group of women working to embarrass a man like tha. Especially
Natalie, who looksso sweet and blond The ddicate flower, we call her. Shelovesto
widen her eyes and say theword QpenisOin her danty voice.

At theend of thestreet | stop and turn around There isno oneto look at, no one
mowing thelawn or shootng baskets in thedriveway or walkingthedog Thehouss
look smug, like they don® need anything. They live here; people don®. People are just
passing through,rattling around Making too much noise.

A doorshuts down the street. The soundis from our house, and Hannah comes
padding up the sidewalk. She spots me and motions with her head for me to come.
OrelephoneOshe shouss. Sheis wearing a deeveless pink cotton sundress that buttonsup
thefrontand no bra. Her legsandfeet are bare, and she has her arms crossed unde her
breasts to suppot them. Thedressis a shade of pink tha is oddly unauited to her; it istoo
pde, too girlish. Osthat Natalie®?0! ask her when sheis close enoughto hear me.

Shelooksat me and her eyestwitch in toward a squint. Her face says| have

offendel her, thoughshe keepsher voice even when shesays, No, it@ mine Ol wonde
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why the question would upset her. Does shethink | am implying sheis notfeminine? All
| mean to imply istha sheis notfemininein theway tha Nataie isN pink, with bows.

Perhgps| shouldn®worry so much aboutthe shadingsof words 1t&like
correcting myself to call uswomen, which | am continudly havingto do. If youwant the
men to doit, Hannah says, first you have to doit yourself. Butit@ an oddword. | wonde
howold | will bebefore | can call myself tha without feeling pretentious | am 24, and |
still feel likeagirl.

| am often getting myself into trouble this wayN paying too much attention to
details. When | get drunkor | get highand | have sexN notjus sex butan orgasm, agood
one thekindtha itches at you until you can®stand it and you strain into it until you feel
it in your teethN that@the only time that | stop thinking. Otherwise | think too much,
aboutthingstha other people do naturally. At least | assume they do. Theworld would
bea panfully sef-consiousplace if everyonespent as much time consdering the
implicationsas | do. Allisontellsme| should andyze less often. But | don®think 10
take tha advice; | look at her and wha | seeistha sheis continudly disillusoned.
Sometimes shetells hersalf thetruth, but she has an amazing talent for talking herself out
of it, at least temporarily. Sheis capable of bang disillusoned aboutsomethingN alover,
her job, her motherN over and over for aslongasit® an issue Possibly forever. She
lacks Hannah@ staminafor holding a grudge

It ismy father onthephoneg and| try to ignare thedisappointment, thefeeling of
having been tricked, that | get when it is not David. (Hi, Daddy,Ol say, in thefauxp
daddy@girl voicel like to use on him sometimes. OVha@ up0

O boughtyou something today,Ohe says.
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| play dong Or ou bough me a present? Wha isit?0

GGuess,Ohe says.

A new car,Ol say. iamondearrings A yacht.O

He laughs (Bomething alittle less expendve.O

| knowwha he has boughtfor me. My father istrying to teach me aboutmusc,
gpecifically aboutjazz and blues. It isan interest he tried to share when | was younge,
when | thoughthewas foisting it on me ingead of offeringit to me. He is excited tha |
livein MemphisN hesaysit gives him an excuse to introduce me to theblues. Wha he
doesn®say is tha he can teach me because | am willing to learn from him now, now tha
| undestand tha he knows thingsworth knowing. QVhat isit?0l ask, making my voice
mystified.

Ot@aCD. Albat KingN Born Under a Bad Sign. A ot of people think it@ the
greatest blues album of the 60N recorded by Stax/Volt. I® mail it to you tomorrow. If
you like Clapton, | think youdl like this. So, anyway.OHe pauses for breath. How are
you doing

Qug fingOl say. | like it when my parents will accept tha for an answer.

GBood, goodOhe says. Of our mother says hedlo.O

How is Mom?0l ask.

Cshe@® good. Shel busy, you know. Work.O

O can appreciate that,Ol say. Hannah wande's in theliving room, sits on the
couch andflipsonthetelevision. She has puta green and blue cardigan on over thedress,
thoughit isnotat all cold. Shelooksas thoughshehas noideawha theseasonisandis

tryingto allow for all posibilities.
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QVell, sweetheart, 1A let you go,Omy father says. Qugt wanted to tell you about
King. Yougive usacall sometime.O

O will, Dad. LoveyouO

Q.oveyou, too.OWe hang up.

Or our dad?OHanneh says. Sheiswatching amusc video; avery young,very
undressed girl with frighteningly wide eyesislooking bewildered in aclose-up. Her har
is straight and the kind of stringy tha looksunwashed. Sheis so thin tha thethrug of her
lips seems almog violent after the deep hollows of her chesks. How could anyonefind
tha attractive?OHannéh says. | notice tha she does not changethe channd. Hannah has a
fascination with the sexist, with thethingsshe calls Qlegrading to women.Ql think thisis
true of agreat many women, thoughsometo doit with less detachment than Hannéh. |
have seen Allison and Natalie flip throughthe pages of a fashion magazine making noises
of exasperation at thedisgraceful anorexia of themodds, and then turn to oneanother
and say, O haveto goon adiet.OTher faces pained. It islike getting up real close to the
glass protecting you from atarantula, even thoughyou@e afraid of spiders and if you
look at it toolongyou start imaging its pinpoint feet on your hands your face. Slipping
your feet blithdy unde the sheets only to discover that it@ nesting in your bed. Ready to
scurry vilely over yourtoes.

Are you going to David@ tonight?OHannah wants to know.

| shrug andwandea ove to thebooksdves. Collegetexts, classic novds, feminist
readings thelatest and mogt critically received in contemporary fiction. ®on®we have
any pulp?0l say.

QVha?0
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Or ou know;, pulp. Thrillers, mysteries. Romance novds.Ol walk up behind her
and make my voice athroay murmur. @Mon®we have any sex books Bodice rippea's?
Cecelia gasped when she saw Derek@ pulsating manhood before her. Her loinstingled,
her full, rose-tipped breasts surging forward to . . . O

Cshut up,OHanneh says. Shewaves a hand at me dismissively. GRead something
educationd.O

(Ha.Ol climb over theback of the couch and sit next to her. Orha® educationd.O

Or ou don®nead any more education of tha sort,Oshe says, in thekind of voice
tha would produce a collective @oooQf there were others in the room. (Bpeaking of
which, are you going to David@?0

Q don®know.Ql take the remote control from her and turn to the news. (He
hasn@®called.O

00

o | don®know.O

QVhaN you have to wait for his invitation?Why don®you call him?0

This convasationis goingto get ugly. O dor® like doing that,Ol say.

QWhy not?OSheis facing me firmly now, easing into lecture mode Orha@®
ridiculousO

Q don®likeit.Olt is noteasy to get Hannah to drop a subject. Longbefore now
Natalie would have backed off; at this point, Allison would turn away thoughtully for a
moment, and then start talking aboutwha was on television tonight or wha homibly
worthless piece of trite had jud topped the bestseller list.

QWhy not?OHanna ingsts.
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Q don®like to seem demanding,0l say. | cantell that is going to set her off, 0 |
jump in. QVha | mean is, | dor@like to feel demanding. Some days | decidel will wait
until hecalls because | like to knowthat 1®n capable of it. That theday goes onjus the
same when | don®know where heis or wha he@ doing or if @ see him later. 1t& notfor
him. 1t& for me.O

Shefrowns Shewill accept this as explanation, but she@® not sure if shebdieves
it. Itis, a least, patialy true, which, when you are having atalk, is better than nottrue at
al. Like saying, Ot OK,Owith a shrug of the shoulders when someoneasks how | like
my job, like complaining to my worried parents and then qudifying with, But | really
like the people.OWhat 1@ rather say isthat it@ notwhat | thoughtit would be, that it
harder and more boring, and tha it takes an hourto work myself up to making the phone
calls| have to make in themorning. But tha would be peulant. After al, my mother
would say, no onereally likesthar job. Not really.

Ah, I would have to say, but David does. A week ago at dinne he expounded on
thisduring theirritating period between orde'ing and having the plate set in front of you.
Heisapublic relation man, which is nat so far removed, helikesto tell me, fromwha |
do. He does notsay thisin acombaive way. It ismore like an amen a summing-up
avowal of faith in therightness of our relationhip. We have thingsin common! heis
saying. Yes! Once, when hewas on vacation, David sent me a pogcard. Every sentence
ended with an exclamation point. The beach is gorgeoud We went swimming! | miss
you! Only the Q.ove, DavidOwent without one

O heard agreat band last night,ODavid said. O gave the guitarist my nunber, told

them to give me a call.ODavid works for asmall record labd. CBomeday |®n going to
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discover someongOhesaid. Memphisis duefor another Al Green. [t& been twenty
years since theworld®@ had a soul man they could dig.OUnde thetable, hewas rapidly
jiggling hisknees. | puttheside of my footagaing theside of hisand vibrated dightly.
Orou@ see, Olivia. 1@ bethe onethey quot in the documentary . . . OHe deepened into
voiceover. avid Eugene Hodgon witnessed the birth of stars.O

| laughed. Or ou@®e goingto let them say your middle name?0lt was two months
before he@ tell me what it was.

QVhen |&n famousOhe said, Gt won®matter.O

| was thinkingthat if we were in amovie they would show usten years later
watching the doaumentary, and hewould be wearing atuxedo, and | would besmiling
proudly and, with casud dignity, holding loosly to hisarm. | like theideatha life could
resonde like tha. Tha the personto whomyou say, when you are londy, tha you have
never been sailingisthe person whose hand you will be holdingwhen youfindly go. But
| don®know if that ever hgppens | dond know anyoneit® hgppened to. Or, at least,
anyonewho recognized it when it did.

Thenext time we goto theP&H, Hannah consumes at least a pitcher completely
on her own. OVhy dor®you quit your jobshe says. Or ou haeit.O

Q don®hateit,Ol say.

Hannah giggles. OVhy do youlie?Oshe says. Of ou hate it.O

| shrug. Ot@ OK.O

QVhat should we do after this?OAllison says.

Mon®changethe subject, OHannah says. QVhy do you hae your job?0

Q@n abad reporter,Ol say. O dor® have theguts.O
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QWha do you mean?Natalie says. O thoughtyou were goodat it.O

Q can doit,Ol say. But it@ harder than it should be. | don®ever get tha feeling
thegoodones getN that excitement of chasing alead tha takes you throughthe
obnoxobusquestion and the endless phonecalls, that buoysyou over tha. | jud fedl . . .
anxious Painfully anxiousO

No oneresponds | wonde wha they are thinkingN that they al hate their jobs?
Maybethey try notto think aboutit and now Qe forced them to. Maybe now they all
want to explain away wha |Qejug said so it won®have to sink into thar own
experience. A et@ dropit,Ol say.

QDK .OHannan grins QWha does David say to you before you fall aseep?0
Natalierolls he eyes.

QWha are you talking about?0l say. | start looking aroundfor thewaitress.

QWha does David say to you in bed?0she says. Before you fall asleep?0

QO don®know, Ol say. Q loveyou, | guess.O

Hannéeh grins Sheholdsher beer upto thedim light and swishesit, squinting.
(Ha,Oshesays. O thoughtso.O

| sit, saying nothing, feelinginsecure. Maybe Hanneh@ lovers tell her something
better, more meaningful. It never seemed to me before tha tha was thewrongthing for
him to say.

Onemorning at David@ house, two monthsago, | got up before him and went to
thelivingroomto open theblinds Outsde ayourg redheaded woman was walking a
largewhite dog Acrossthestreet afather sat onthe porch, jiggling his baby on his knees.

Trot your harsy, down in town. | saw a piece of pgper sticking outfrom unde the coudh,
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and | bentto pick it up. A notebook came with it, asmall memo pad of the sort tha David
uses to make his lists of thingsto do. It was covered with his handwriting, but it was a
scrawl, as thoughhe@ written it drunk or drop-dead tired. It said, CBometimes | wonde if
| till loveOlivia.Olt said, OFoday | thoughtabouttelling her it was over.Olt said,
GGoddamn, goddann 1@n tired.Ol felt theshodk of redizing tha the people you love are
thinking thingstha don®showin their expressions Theshodk of realizingtha they lieto
your face, camly, amog every day.

| threw it in thetrash, pulled outthebag and took it outsideto the big green
dumpger waiting for thegarbagetruck. Then | went ingde and puton my jeansand my
socks, noteven thinking at all, just burning, buming. | went outside and paced. It was so
much worse because he had been willing to write it down. And then | thought GBut you
don®even knowwhen hewrote tha.OAnd | thoudht, Of hehhasn®said it, he might not
mean it anymore.Ol went indde and took off my jeansand gotback in thebed. | putmy
cold hand on his warm stomach and pressed my cheek into his back. He turned his head
and smiled at me, gave me an awkward kiss ontheno<. | never asked. Othe women
would have. Hanng would have goneinto the bedroom brandishing the notebook.| can
hear her shouing, QVhat is themeaning of this?Oat his seepy, bewildered face. Natalie
would have kept the secret for aweek or two, and then shewould have cried and said,
Or ou don®love me,Owrenchingly sorrowful, over and over until hecried, too, and
sobbed, O do, | do, | do.OAllison 1@ notas sure of. | think no matter what shedid she
would have forgiven him. Which | didn®, quite. | just never asked, and at times, now, |

don®bdieve.
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Theother night Hanneh and | went to hear aband at asmall club. Everyonewho
sat sat quietly in ther seats; everyonewho stood swayed politely. Theonly exception was
onelong-hared girl near thefrontof the stage Shedanced as thoughshe and theband
were alonein theroom as thoughhe bodywas the beat. Nothing else could toud her. |
thought OMy God, she mug befucked up.Ol thowght maybe | should want to be her, but

| didn®
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