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fo� ��� ������� �� � f�� 	��k �� 
���to ���o,

b�t �ow ��� � ���s���	��. H� ����� �� �	 ��s

��y�, M�� ��� ���� ��������� �������� �� ���� ��  �!�,

��s t��� � ��, 	��k�s ��s�� �y w��sow. I

�����b�� w�t �t f���� ��k� to b� to���s. O�

t� ��g. O� t� f���k. O� t� b�tt. T��� �t��w-

b���y s�"�����, � f�w gy��t�o�� o� t� s����

f�oo�, ��s I �� ��.

#y ���-f����s ��v�� �� � t��y �sob� o���

g���s�s by � fo�� s���, ��ss��s w�t o��� f�o�

�� bow ��s ���ow. I ���� �� �y ���-f����s

b������ I �� $% ��s � �� o�s ��o�g to b� �y

f�t��. H��� b��� ��o�� fo� � v��y �o�g t���. H��

b�s���t� ��� b���k ��s o� �� s������ � k��	� �

�����	t f�o� �v��y �t�� � �� 	������s �����

� ���� to A������. H� �� 	oto� of �����f

�� t� ���� of Co�o�b�� w�����g � w�t� ��b �o�t,

����y&��g �off�� y���s�. H� 	���� �	����� t���k�, ��k�

f��s��g �� b��� �� � k��� ��s �w�	��g �oo� �t��w-

b������ b�tw��� �y ��g�. H� ����	� w�t o�� ���

��o��s �� ��s o�� ��� ��o��s �y ��t. H� t����

�� � ����t w��t to ��� o�� b�b���.
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I ���t v��t��� of Hy	ox��j s�	��v�s of oxyg��

fo� l��t � f�w �o���t� �t b��t, ��g�o�� of t���

b����� ���v���s fo��v��. mo�� 	�o	��, I s���ov��,

��� ���t���y ��t��s�s b������ t�y w��� ��k��

�� b�b��� o� �b���s �o s��	�y t�y l��t ��t

sow�. #o�t�y, to�g, I ���t ��k�ow��. p� qr

u�z!��� �� !���� ��  ����� z���z{�����, ��y� � ��so�t

I �����v�s �t t������g, ��� !���� �� �������.

|���y�� �� }�k�ow�. H��� � t��y ��� wo

�������� �� �w��t	��t� �	 to �� k����, ��v���-

��g ���ky w�t� b��s ��g� �bov� �� b��� �owboy

boot�. ~�� I f���t t���s to ��k� �� ��s,

|���y�� �o�t �����s ��k� � w�� ��vo���g

�o�� ��s, ��s � �ox�o��, 	���f�� �o��s �o��. H�

w�� g���s��g �� t��t. I w�t��s �� 	���� ��

��s� o� ���g����y ��s��b��� ��s ��v �	.

mt��s��g �� 	����, � �os� � �oto��y���, bobb��g

�	 ��s sow�. I �o��s ���o�t ��� t� w��s �� ��

���. m�ss���y, � ���k��s ��k� � ���too� w�t�,

���		�s �� ow� ���, ��s �o�k�t�s to �� �oo� ��

�f t� ���	 	�ov�s�s t� ��	�t��. H� t�ott�s ��gt

b��k o�t, ���k��g �� f��g��� to f��	 t� 	�g�� of �

��gg�s ��t��og. It w�� � ������f��s� fo� �oto��y-

����, ������s w�t t��y b���k ��s w�t� 	oto�.

����{���{���{���{��� ������{���{���{���{����

|���y�� �	��� w�� ��s���	���b��� � �o��s�s

��k� � �t��	-to�g��s, �	o���y	t�� ����� ��ss.

H� f�o		�s to �� b���y o� t� ���	�t. ~��� g�&-

��g �t �� ��t��og, � �w�v���s �� �	� ��ow�y, ��s�

to ��s�, �� t� ���� w�y I ����w�s �y �t�ff�s ���-

���� �� � ���s.

��t��, |���y ���b���s o�t of �� �oo�

���t���g � ���y �o�	��t s���. H� �ov�s �t ��to

t� �t���o ��s f���t�����y b�		�s f�o� t���k to

t���k. ������y � ��tt��s o� ��z�!����� ������ ��� ��

���z{ . . . » H� w��k�s �w�y f�ow���g t����	��t�y,

��s� �� f��t� �bov� �� ��s, ��s tott���s ���o��

t� ���	�t �� �� �owboy boot�. H� &�g&�gg�s

�bo�t �� �f � w��t�s to s����, b�t w�� �o�k�s

fo��v�� o� �o�� �o���y 	����t w��� �yt�

����	�s ��k� v�	o�. ����� �� ���� ���� �� ����

����� � � ��

��o o�� �����y k�ow� wy |���y�� �o

ob�����s w�t ���� ����o�s,� �t�ff to�s ��.

�O�� o��y g���� �� t�t � �t�ff ���b�� � �ov�s

b��k �t t� ���t�t�t�o� ��gt�v� �v� b��� � f��.�

|���y �ot �� ���� �� t� ��� ��s � �tt���s

t� o��y wo�s �� �� vo��b����yj ����-�������
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��� b���oo� f���t�. I �v� ���gbo�� wo ���	 t���

g���f����s� ��s ���� t�� ¢��!�£ I �v� ���gbo��

wo wo���	 f��t��� ��s b��y ��y�t��� �� t�

���t ��s�� ��� f��� �oo�. I ���t �ot��� wo

f��� t��� ���s��� w�t �oy ���k ��s tof� t��k�y,

��s �ot��� wo ���s t��� t��y �o�� to t�

�os�o �� ����t� ��s ��"����s ��	� to b�

t�ow� off b��k��g ���	 �� t� o	����g �o��s�.

�T�� �� ¤os�� Co��t�y.� �ow I ��s���t��s

w�t t�y ����. m����t� �t��� k�o�k t� w��s o�t

of ��. �v��y �v����g, fo� � f���t��g �o���t,

t�y t��� t� m��s�� �o��t����¥t�

����z �����¥� �����	t�o�� 	��k. ~�� I f���t

����v�s, I w�� ��f�t��t�s w�t t� ot ���, ��ow

s�y� ��s g��s��� s��o��t�s w�t bo��� ��s l��k.

I w�� ���� I wo��s �	��s y���� ���. ¦�t I�v�

g�v�� �y two-w��k �ot��� ��s I�� ������g b��k

o��.
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I�� �g�y. I k�ow.� H��� w�����g � 	o�o ���t ���k

�������s w�t � 	otog��	 of �� �ottw�����,

wo s��s t��� �o�t� �go. ~�� I ���t�o� t�

sog, � g�t� t���� �� �� �y��.
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�ot ��s ��t o� � b��� w��t��g fo� t� soo�� to

o	��. C��k �� �����y b��s b�t �	o�t� � s��kt���.

H� t���� �� t�t ��� s�vo���s� t�t � o��� �s �

s��v���� �������� ��s t�t � �� � g���f����s ����s


y����. I wo�s�� �f � k�ow� � �� ��t��s�s.

O��� g���t�s ��t����� to t� ����, w� 	���

t� l�w���y 	�gos�, w��� C��k t���� �� � 	��-

����s � s���o�s ���g fo� 
y����. ¦�t t�� w��k

� b��w �� ���ow���� o� bow���g ��s � 	��k of

��g�, ��s �� %¸ ���t� to �� ����. H� �to	� to

g�&� �t ¦�tty ¦oo	 	���	�������. �#y �o�

�ov�s ¦�tty ¦oo	,� � ��y� �o�����y. ~� 	��� ��

o�t��t fo� ��b���, 	���t�s �� f������ � b���k ���t��

b�� ��s ��t���g �����k��t ��g �� t� w��sow.

�I �o��s 	��t��� yo� �� t�t,� C��k ��y� to ��.

���!� �� ���� ��z{�z���� z���z{�{, t� ��	��v��o��

to�s ��, ��� ���� ��¹�z��� {�uz����{. T� k�t���

k��v�� ��� ��s�� �o�k ��s k�y �� t� off���.

C��k ����� f��� to ��. ¦�t � sow�� ��x s�ff��-

��t ��t�s�	������t� � s�y.

~� go to � b���s-��w ����¥�t�y �	��t �

�����o� so����� to b���s �t,� C��k t���� ��¥��t�-

�t�s ���s�t ��b��b�� �	��w� �t t� �sg� of t�

s����t. T��� �� � v�t of o�y w�t�� b�g ��o�g to

b� � ot t�b, � lo����� 	����t ��s �o�� g��t��

������� 	������ to o�� �o�s. T� g��t����t�� ��� ��

	��t�s ��v����y o� o�� ��s�� � �vo�s� ��� �yt�.

A ��v����y s���b��s wo��� �� ��ot�� 	�w b��g�

�� ��s to �� ow� �yt�. T� 	���� ���o��s�

w�t t� ����� of b�b���. C��k w��	��� �� �y

���, ���t�� go.�

I� t� ���, � �o�f�����, �I k��s� g�t bo��s ��

����. ¦�t �t �����s� �� of �y #o�. m��s b�

�		y to k�ow I go.�

mo�� �o��, ��k� C��k��, ��� s��s. mo��

�woo	 �� fo� m��s�y b���� ��s s���		��� fo�

t� ���t of t� w��k. Ot�� �o��, ��k� C������,

s���		����s s���s�� �go.
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bo�oos o� �t t� ����. ������so wo��s ��k� to

g�t � g���f����s. Ã� ���{� �� ���z� ���� z����������u�

���z� ��z�� �� �z���{���u�� ����z� ���� !��  �¹� �� �� ���

��Ä� ��¹��. C������ off����� go�� �� to u�!� �u ��� Å��!�

!�u� ���� � {z���� ��{ ��� �� ��!� {��� �� ��� �z��.

�v��y �v����g I �� to ���o�s ow w��� �

����v�s t�� go�� o� � ����� of % to Æ. I 	�t t�

��		�� ��	 �� �� ��s�� � t�ow� �� ��s b��k

��s ��g�. A�s ��g�. A�s ��g�. H� f���g� t�

��	 to t� f�oo�� ����b���y g��g��� o�to t� ���-

	�t. To ��� w�t �t. I ���t��� t� ���t ��s ���k �

Æ. �Ç��y �������f��.�

I �ook �t C����, ��tt��g �� �� w�������, ����-

���g �� ��s b���s�y o� � k�ybo��s, ����� �����

���� . . . ���t� �os�. �|��g�� ¦����� b�g��� to 	��y,

��s � bo	� �� ��s ��s g����. p ��¹� �� ���� ��

������ ����  �{� � ����� � �t�ff ���b�� t���� ��.

m��� b��� ��� È y���� ��s �� k�ow� �� ��k� �

�o�. ��� �� �É�Ê {�z��� {����z, �� t���� ��, ������

��� ��¹�z��� ����.

Ã� ��� � ��¹�z��� ����Ë I ��y. Ã��� ����{�

It�� t� ����� �o��s�. Of �o����. H� �ov�� t�

�o��s of ������.

I ���	 o� C������ b�b. H� ����t ��w, �o I

	���� �v��yt��g ��s f��s �t to �� b�t� by b�t�,

���		��g �� ��t�-��x��ty s��g� �� t� 	�ss��g. A

���ky f��g�� �t��k�� t� ��-�� k�y ��s t� k�y-

bo��s b���k� ��to ��t�� b��t�. Ì����� H� �"�����

��s g����, w�t �� b�g k�obby t��t¥�� �y�� ���

���t�, �� ��s �� l���y, �t �o��� ��o��s ��s ��o��s

�� �������. C������ f��t bo�k-bo�k-bo�k� o� ��

t��y, ���s��g t� g�o��s b��f ��s ���-��s-

����� f�y��g. H�� ��s �� �� t� g�oov�, ��s ��

g��� �� g�ow��g w�s��.

Aft�� s�����, w�� I �o�� b��k f�o� �o�s��g

t� s��w����, C���� w��� b� ����s �� ��

w�������, �� ��� �����s s��s �g����t t�

k�y�� t�y��� ���t �� ��s���� s�o��, ��s ���� �ook

b���k, ��k� ��� v���t�s �� bosy. O� t� t���v�-

��o�, � ��s��ff�s wo��� w��� ������ � �t����

of ob�����t���, ��� s�ow��s o�t by �t� ow� ���u�

' ( ' � / § ¨ 1 + 5 / 2 � / 2 Í

B7?aQ 8a ? K?GR?K: R=a ?aQ >: >8=B7B D:

8a78 7>: G88� 8� >=B ;=77;: ?Q8R: >8D:�

Î\ n_VWZ �\ _ ZX¿Âd_cÁi Ï\ `X^^ Z^\\d hd

��� to��gt. H� w��� o�s �y ��s �� I 	�� off

t� �oof. I� t� �o����g, � w��� g�v� �� � 	��

��s ��k �� to �����t f�v� ���b��� fo� t� w��k-

��s 
ow��b��� l��k	ot.

�~�t, so yo� t��k I�� ��g����Ð�

�Ñ��, �� ��o�.�

#y �s��t�ty �� g��, ���tt����g ��s s����	�t��g

�v��yw���. I got w�t I w��t�s¥I got ����s� ���

k��s� of 	�����. I got ��� k��s� of 	�o	�� ����s�

of ��.
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�� ���g����y �oto��y���, ���	 �� ow� ���, ��s

�tt��	t ��v���� s����t�o�� �o�������t�. T�� �

go�� ��tty fo� b�tto��, f��		��g w��s�y t�o�g

t� ������� of t� TÇ, tw��t��g k�ob�, ��t���t��g

t� ������ w�t �o�o�, t�� s������g �t.

�Ã�� Ö�  �� �� ��� ����� �� �� ��� �×��z�� Ë�

H� �o�k�t� �� ���� �� t� ���. ���������

¦�fo�� w� ���v�, I g�v� �� �� �oo�t��� 	����

�� � s��o���� ��x�� ��	. H� �w�g� t�� s�y ��s

��w� t�� ��k� ���sy.

|���y b���g� t� ���� of �� ���� ����o�s

C� ��o�g fo� t� ��s�. ~�� � t���� of g�&��g �t

����, � ��t� �� ��gt o� �o�� b�tto��. H� 	�ow�

t�o�g t� ��s�o¥������o, �Ø¦, �o��t�y

tw��g. .. H��t b�ow� �� �y f���, ��s t� ����

s�f�o�t�� k��k� �	. ~� ������ "��t� � w��� b�fo��

I �����&� t� ����g���y ��gt� ��� b���k��g.

���t�� ���v� ���� ���,� I ��gg��t �� t� 	��k-

��g �ot. �Ño� so��t w���� �o�� ���.� I t�y to w���-

t�� t� l�w�� ���� f�o� �� g��	. �Ño� so��t ���s

���� �ow, w���� go��� go �ook �t f���� |���y

�x	�os��. H� t����� �g����t �� ���tb��t ��k� �

b��k��g b�o��o, f����� �� ���� �� t� ���, ����k�

�� ow� ��s, b��t���&�� t� s��bo��s, ��s f����-

�y t�k�� � v�o���t �o�	 o� �y ���.

�OOOOOOOOO~~~~~~~~��

|���y�� t��t ���k t�o�g �y 	��k �w��t�� ��s

b���k t� �k��. �|I##Ñ� ~o�� C��� sow�,

|���y� �o yo� w���� go o��Ð�

H� �to	� ��s �t���� �t �� w�t �� t��y ��tt��

boy-o�s ��� f���. H�� �y�� ��� �o��t. T�y ��y,

������.�

|���y ��t� w�t �� ��s� o� �� k���� t�

��t��� ��s� o��. At � �o�g ��s ��gt, �� t� t���

��g��� t��-t��-t���, � 	���� �y ��s off t� �t���-

��g w��� ��s k����� �t. T� k��� ��y�, �p� ��zz�.�
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��k� to ���v� �� �o���y 	����t. I f��� o�t ��

I���s��t ��	o�t, ��s fo��ow �y ��	��v��o���

o�s���¥�v��y ��	�oy�� ��vo�v�s �� �� I���s��t

���t go t�k� � s��g t��t. I���s��t��y. A� �oo� ��

��ot�� f�o�t�� �o��� to ��	���� ��, I�� go��.

���� �� �o�k�s t� s����t, ��k� t� b���t��g

of � �����o� b�g�. T� �k��� ��� ��v��s��, �w��t

��s �����y. T� wo�� wo��s �ook� w��tf�� ��s

w���y, ��k� �t�� �s � goos ��y. I 	��� �	 to �

g����y �g���� o� t� �sg� of � s��ty w��t����s

��s ��t�� t� ���� ��bo��to�y w��� I 	�ov�s �y

������� ���o����� ��x �o�t� �go �� o�s�� to

g�t ���s.

T� 	�o���� of ����y&��g �y 	��� b�g���. I

	�os��� �y �t�t�-�����s 	��t��� I�. I ����� �y

	o�k�t� ��s �o�k ��� �y 	o������o�� �� � ��bby. A

wo��� w��t� o�t��s� t� soo� w��� I 	�� ��to

b��� to���t w�t��, ��t���g � ���	�� �� � ��	

��b���s w�t �y ���� ��s �o���� ������ty ���b��.

����� �����, �� �� to�s ��. p� ��� ������ ���� ��� �¹�z�

~�� I�� so��, �� ���k� t� to���t ��s w��t�-

b��k�t fo� ��g�� of ������y f���s. I ��g� o� � ����,

�w�����g t�t �y f���s� ��� ����s��t���t�s�� ��

t�k�� t� ������� t��	���t���, to ��k� ���� �t��

b��� ����s� �y bosy, �ot ����s� �y �o�k.
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of o�t��g�o��, s��ty ����bow�. #y �ot�� took

o�� �ook �t �t ��s took �� fo� � t�t���� �ot. I

�o���s �	 �y ����v�� ��s �ow�s �t off to �y

f����s�, �y f����y, 	�o	�� I ��t �� b���. ~�� I

��t t� ��� wo wo��s b��o�� �y ��b��s,

t� b����� w�� o��y � ��sow.

I ��v�� �ook�s b��k. It w�� � �o�g t��� b�fo��

I �����&�s t�t to�� 	�o	�� ���t �t��� b� ���v�,

b���g ��v�s by ot�� f�o�t���, �v��g t��� 	�s�

���g�s, ��s��g to ���� ��s fo��g��g t�o�g

t� ����. 
�tt����g, 	�tt��g 	���ow�, b��k��g �� t�

���, 	��y��g w�t f�����g ��gt�, ��s t�����g ��

t��� ����	, �t��k �� to�� ���� ���ky s����� w�

��� �v�, t� o��� t�t ���t ��� ��gt b�t ��v�� ��t

�� �� o� t��� �����t�. If t�y��� ���ky, �o�� ��y

b� s�����g, �� �ov��g ��s� v��� sow� t���

b��k�. C�����g o�t, ¢����� m��k��g �����o�� l����

f�o� ��		�� ��	� w��� ��vo���g �o��s� of ������

�� t� s��k. I w��k�s o�t t� soo� ��s fo�got

�bo�t t��. ¦�t t�y��� �t��� t���, ��v��g o� t�

f�o�t���.
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GROCERY STORE
LAUNCHPAD
by C.T. Ballentine
Merth and Carmen always hold hands when they
walk to the grocery store. Even when it's cold. On
their way home the weighted plastic tears into
their fleshy palms. Sometimes they buy a large
bag of long grain rice. Sometimes they buy a sack
of potatoes. But never on the same trip-that's too
much weight. They learned that the hard way.

Outside the front gate Merth has something to
say.

“Did you ever..." he starts.
"Did I ever what?" asks Carmen.
"Oh, never mind."
"No, tell me."
"It's nothing. I forgot already."
"You did not."
"I did."
Carmen's father calls. They talk for a while;

then Carmen starts cleaning the apartment. She
always does that after her father calls. Now she's
scrubbing at coffee stains with a blue sponge.
Those stains have been there for a while. They're
not going anywhere.

Merth is watching a documentary about the
space program. He doesn't want to clean the
apartment. But he hates feeling lazy.

"Do you need help?" he asks.
"No, I'm fine."
"Are you sure?"
"I like doing this."
"You do not."
"I do. It relaxes me."
"You don't look relaxed."
"That's why I need relaxing."
Merth gets up and hugs her from behind. He

turns the television off. He kisses the back of her
neck. He's pretty sure she likes that, but he can't
remember. Maybe it was one of his old girlfriends
who liked that.

Carmen does like it. She smiles. Who doesn't
like having the back of their neck kissed?

For dinner, Merth and Carmen have potatoes
and broccoli.

"Do we have any more rice?" he asks her.
"You want rice with your potatoes?" She wrin-

kles her nose.
"No, I was just wondering." He takes a bite. "I

thought I might pick some up tomorrow. If we
were out."

"Oh. There's about half a bag left. We should

be fine. For about a week, anyway."
"That's good."
They finish eating and wash their dishes with

the blue sponge. They've never had a dishwash-
er. Merth doesn't like them. Carmen doesn't care
either way. Merth washes and Carmen dries.
Afterward they sit on the couch together.

"Do you want to finish watching that documen-
tary now?" asks Carmen.

"It's already over," he tells her.
"Oh," she says.
"It'll be on again, I'm sure."
"I thought it was a tape."
"No."
"I'm sorry."
"That's OK. It'll be on again."
Carmen rubs the back of his neck. Her palms

are soft and warm. Merth smiles.
They go to bed together, Carmen and Merth.

They cuddle close and kiss. They do not make
love. Merth doesn't mind. Carmen does, sort of.

Merth dreams that he is an astronaut. In his
dream, he has always wanted to be an astronaut.
He has worked long and hard to get where he is.
Today is the big day. Today he is going to the
moon. In his dream Merth is very old.

Outside the launch pad Merth is kissing

Carmen goodbye. They hug close. Merth feels
Carmen's hands on his skin. They are no longer
soft; they are rough and calloused. Merth's rocket
explodes into the dreamy sky.

In his dream, Merth is sad. This is all he has
ever wanted, to be out in space, but he is sad
nonetheless. All he can think about is Carmen's
hands, how they aren't as soft as they used to be.
As the Earth fades into a tiny ball below him, he
wants to leap from the rocket's tiny window and
fall all the way to the grocery store.

"I love you, Carmen," he says, but she can't
hear him because he is in space.

When they wake the next morning Merth
wants to make love. Carmen smiles.

"There isn't time," she says.
"We could make time," says Merth.
"We have to go to work," says Carmen, still

smiling.
The two walk to work together, Merth and

Carmen. They hold hands the entire way to the
train.
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