Editor’s Choice

Just Release
[Fictdon]

Dane Graham

Carter is a pencil staring through the arched kirchenentrance at his wife cling-
ing o the edge of the green granite cotinter, her white sand thighs draped only
with an apron that is sheltering Rick, the twenty-something landscaper.

Rick is slurping.

His right arm is moving up and down like a locomotive valve gear and
Linda is the whistle. He is grabbing Linda's thigh like he’s trying to squeeze
juice from an apple. Oblivious as Carter-has been to his cheating wife, Linda
{eyes closed and lower jaw protruding) is justas oblivious chat her husband is
watching her.

Carter counts the terracotta tiles to his wife: 24 forward, 3 to the right. His
arms straighe at his sides, the zipper running down his leather jacker and the
belt synched just below his navel partition him like the grid of the kitchen
floor. Dishes shake as Linda kicks the cabiners with her heels: Her breasts are
quivering dnd her breathing is 25 erraric as 4 seismic charr, Carer is unmoved,

standing i the optimum earthquake safery zone watching his wife shake apart.

Carter sers the iced white mocha that had been dangling at his side on the
counter. The condensation on the plastic will be the anly evidence of his pres-
ence-—nof thar Linda will netice. She is covered in condensation as well. Ir's
oozing from hér onte the counter and she doesn't care. He backs out silendy,
still underected, grabs his golf clubs from the garage and leaves Linda to Rick
and his slurping,
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Carter buys a large bucket of balls, spills them into the tray and unsheathes his
bulbous, yellow Nike titanium driver. He does not bother to slip his golf glove
over his left hand, figuring he has a right to be a bit careless now. Knuckles
white in grip, he wails on the ball.

Set. Grip. Swing. Ping. Grab. Set.

He swings harder and harder, balls rising off his club head like seagulls in a
coastal wind. Then, on an impulse, Carter shifts his aim from the narrow alley
of the ball-scartered range to the right, straight at the similarly car-scartered
freeway. The forty-or-so foot ner does little to contain his angered drives, balls
soaring onto and over the road.

Carter norices a teenaged counter assistant mime a swing for the head golf
instructor through the lobby window. The boy throws his hands over his head
and points directly at Carter. Carter responds with a chop of a wave and hits
another drive off-the-mark.

“What are you doing, sir?” the golf instructor loudly interrupts from
behind, taking off his hat, revealing matted black strands of hair atop his
ghost-white scalp.

“Nice afternoon, innie?” Carter pauses and looks out into the field of
balls. They are a million lost souls. “Say, do you think you could help me
with my slice?”

“You're aiming directly at the road,” the golf instructor points to the freeway
crammed with rush-hour traffic. Carter rakes a whiff of the fuel-perfumed air
and looks up at a cottonwood swaying lazily in the breeze, the distant rumble
of traffic perfectly accentuating the calm of the moment.

“Well, I usually hook the ball. I was just trying to compensate for my
hook.”

“I'm sorry sir, but I was watching and you were hitting the ball right where
you were aiming,”

Carter bends over and tees up another ball. “You think so? Here, just
watch.”

“Sir, please.”

Carter winds up, aiming straight down the middle of the range and sends
a slice bending like a banana to the right, dead into the center of traffic.
“Slice, see?”

——— R R E—

Tucker, the Lhasa apso, rolls his head to the right, eyes glistening at Linda, She
is dewy naked out of the shower, dampening the plush cream carpet. Posing
for the full length mirror, Linda cups her plump breasts, pinches the skin on
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her stomach she calls her “belly pooch” and turns to the side to smack her
firm ass.

“Youd fuck me. Right, Tuck? I should get fucked with this body, righe?
I know, I know. We'd make love.”

She bends ro pick the cauliflower-furred dog up to her level to exchange
kisses.

“Och! Your breath stinks! Let’s brush your teeth.” Linda cradles Tucker in
her arms brushing the small teeth as if they are a baby’s. She loves the warmth
on her chest and the little hearr beating on hers. “Clean!”

Linda cups her lefr breast and holds Tucker’s wet nose to her nipple,

“Drink, baby. Thar’s it.” She gently massages the back of the dog’s head like
wispy baby hair. Carter doesnt want children. He's forry-seven and she’s thirey-
one, He says that he already has a child in Linda and that Linda already hasa
child in Tucker.

Linda will not ger dressed today. Instead, she sits on the leather sofa list-
lessly scanning the channels, Tucker sprawled across her lap. It’s not only the
loneliness and seclusion that makes Linda chafe with restdessness and anxiery
to the point of rejecting the constraint of clothes, it’s the sheer boredom. There
is nothing on television in the afternoon, she does not read, and most of her
friends are career women. 63

She and Tucker have much in common. Like Tucker, Linda wants to be
petted. She wants to lick and be licked, to wag her tail on Carter’s pant leg.
She wans to unmake beds, throw china on the floor, unscrew condiment lids,
toss drawers from the landing into the crystal chandelier, squirt kerchup like
blood on the white walls, hike up her skirt and get pinned up against them.
She wants children to skid across the hardwood floors in socks playing hide
and seek, tag and rackle, like puppies.

More than fulfilling some of Linda’s basic sexual needs, Rick is a minor
cure for the boredom and uselessness that consumes her, And he's young, he's
strong, he has abs, he’s a descent lay. But Linda finds Rick and his life hid-
eously childish and trivial. She tunes him out like aftermoon television.

He'll tell Linda about his pickup truck-+a huge, shiny, Jolly Rancher blue
Chevy with raised near-monster-truckssized tires and 2 customized chrome
flame cutour grill. The kind of truck that won's miake it down 2 one-way street.

“I bought new subs!”

“You see the new Toyos [tires]?”

“Like the flame decals?”

“We should go to the drive-inand lay in the back

“Ler’s go for a ride.”

The last stacement evokes s easy response from Linda: “How bout we
just go for a ride here?” and she falls back on the bed, hops on the edge of che
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couch, falls to her knees, bends over the counter. She enjoys Rick’s company
most when making sure her needs are met, shoved our of sight beneath her
apron, as cold and faceless as a vibrator.

Linda stops flicking the channels and turns the volume down so she can
only hear the crescendos of cheers from the talk show audience. She pets
Tucker’s head and wartches the ceiling fan spin. At least Carter has intellect, she
thinks. At least he has a job, a damn good job!

I am what every woman wants to be, thinks Linda, & princess in a castle. She
knows thar Carter cannot give her the “complete package,” handsome, young,
smart, rich, ambitious, romantic. But then Linda thinks, Maybe I'im the one
who needs to change? Maybe there’s nothing wrong with Carter? Maybe I'm the one
that doesn't deserve him and all of this?

After all, Carter does give her all the important things. Money, security,
clothes—everything that you look for in a good husband.

et BB e

Linda stretches awake from a nap, lying in a naked X on the cold, white
bedspread. Golden evening sunlight expands into the room from the cracked
blinds, casting gray shadows across the ivory Palouse of her form. It’s a beauti-
ful collision of straight and curved lines, like axes crossing a bell curve. She
rolls over to the phone on the nightstand to call Carrer.

“Hey Hun,” Carter answers, “What's up?”

“Nothing. Just took Tucker to the groomers, went to the nail salon, paid a
few bills.”

“And whar do you need?”

“Nothing, really.”

“How about dinner?”

“Oh, I didnt get around to getting it.”

e P W e

Carter pauses. A bottle of Glenfiddich sits in a paper bag in the leather passen-
ger seat. The thick meaty smell of beef stew, visions of curled manicured toes,
bared bleached canines, and the sound of an older brother patting the back of
his younger sister who is trying to hum a single note—images, sounds, smells
from the afternoon—creep into the conversation. These thoughts modify her
voice like a lung cancer voice box.
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The modulator turns “Took Tuck to the groomers” into “Gor fucked by the
pool cleaner.” Didr’t ger around ro getzing it? Oh, she got around to getting 22,
Burt Carter won't say anything. He'll learn to live with it like a sprained ankle.

What's worse is that he knows she's unhappy. He knows he's about as flat in
bed as a floor plan, bur that might be on his own account.

Carter doesn't really like sex, even gerting off. It’'s all grune, huff, thrust, and
sticky juice. Its altogether unclean. Carter had a bench built into the shower
so he could wash off all of the filth as it’s made. If the perfect storm of inebria-
tion, Viagra, and smooth jazz struck the couple {on a weekend, of course),
Carter would interrupt the touching and kissing and he'd grab her by the hips
from behind and usher her into the shower. The murtual release of built-up
Auids was not necessarily a matter of desire, only convenience.

“Busy day, huh?” Carter says into the receiver,

“Yeah, why?”

She sounds unmoved, unchanged, normal, thinks Carter. Maybe nothing
happened. Maybe it was just a dream.

“No reason. Look, I'll get some burgers, sound good?”

“Sure.”

Py Y

Carter emerges through the same doorway he neatly walked through earlier.
The coffee is vio fonger on the counter and he Jooks ar Linda forany incongru-
ent facial expressions. Doesshe know he knows?

Carrer quickly disniisses that thought, She probably picked up the coffee
while chatting oii the phone or lecturing Tuckér abous not going potry in the
bedroom, Ainging the BalEAill plistic cup ineorthe trashean without a thought.
She wouldr't natice. Lindas life isn't inconvéntenced by such trivial derails.

Heow could she be so sareless, 56 sipid? thinks Carter. She knows Carter’s
schedule. She kiiows that he takes half days on Tuesdays. She knows thad And
almost worse than Lindas unfaithfulness to Carter is her disrespect for the
cleanliness of the counter, The incident will chanpe how he butters his toast,
how he pours his coffee or peels & banana with rubber gloves. No matter how
many cleaning products he buys, how hard he scrubs, the counter will always
be rarnished, Sponges are porous, imperfect, and things will go uncleaned. Buc
he willserub uneil he o bare the fileh,

Cartersets the bag of Jack in the Box on the connter. Itirls him o know
that she'was fucling someone else when she could have been preparing dinner.
However, Carter 15 grateful that she is fiot cooking something with her dirty
hands. Having lived with Linda for vears, he suill scruggles with the thought
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of her preparing his meals. He prefers not to watch people cook, even spread
cream cheese on a bagel. Instead, he hides behind the newspaper.

A hanging lamp is a spotlight in the middle of the island between the two.
Linda unwraps Carter’s cheeseburger under the light, sets it on a whie plate,
drops the fries into an artful pile like pickup sticks and drizzles them with
ribbons of ketchup. She grabs a Corona out of the fridge, slices a lime and
squeezes its juice into the botde with the “French” tips of her fake fingernails.

Linda is tossing a bowl of salad with her hands and both ends of Carter’s
mustache bend up like bushy black eyebrows as he looks over the top of the
business section.

“Why don't you use a spoon? I didn’t see you wash your hands.”

“I washed them. Are you afraid of my germs? I am married to you.”

“Just wash your hands.” He snaps the paper out in front of him, a sort of
thought condom. He imagines Linda reaching her hand down the front of
Rick’s grease and grass stained jeans, into whatever exotic sweat cheese had
accumulated at the intersection of his anus and testes. He coughs as his gag
reflex engages.

“Pll use a spoon. Christ,” she mumbles as if from another room. She pushes
Carter the bottle of Corona, “Here.”

“Actually, fix me some of rhat would you?” Carter points to the botde of
Scotch on the counter next to the door, “Thanks.”

He sinks back behind the paper.

e BB B

Usually, if he didn't approve of Linda’s cooking or food and beverage prepara-
tion, he would just push the plate to the side with an elbow, maybe slice a
portion of the meal here or there wherever he deemed it most clean, and take
his Coca Cola into the living room to watch the evening news. But the Scotch,
his vocal disappointment, and his unusually late arrival are signals to Linda
that something is not quite right with her husband. Even though she is fuck-
ing Rick, she senses that Carter might be keeping something from her, and she
is jealous.

“Celebrating? Wow, what's the occasion?” she asks as she pours the Scotch
over big ice cubes in a crystal tumbler,

“Just Tuesday. Can I get a knife and fork?” Carter does not touch food
with his hands. Cheeseburgers, pizza, fried chicken, hot dogs, Snickers bars,
bananas, peanuts, everything, he cuts all of his food into bite-size pieces with a
knife and fork.
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“Here you go, Hun.” Linda tries to-burn a hole with her eyes through the
paper. There are a thousand things that Carter could be secretly hating her
for—wearing heels on the hardwood, sot miaking dinner, not making the bed,
gaining a few pounds—but the thought énters her mind thar his unusually
cold behavior (it’s usually cold, but #hisy could be product of a certain some-
thing he knows, or perhaps just thinks he knows. Like the floor disappearing
beneath her feet, the dread of being discovered pulls the weight from her body.

Lindas phone buzzes across the surface of the counter and she flips it open
to check the text message box that Hghts up the screen. The message from Rick
reads: Same time tomorrow?

Her heart buzzes in her chest like the phons. Her ears and pores clog. She is
blushing and wants to step outside for air because there just isn't enough air in
the kitchen, isn't enough air in the whole house.

Carter is eating slowly with a knife and fork in half-inch squares, chewing
on a few select molars like he has 4 worhache, He glances up from the paper,
stares at the phone for two seconds {he is counting in his head), twitches his
mustache and looks back dewn. Linda snaps the phone shut and shoves it in
her tiny rear jeans pocket. She will answer larer:

e e L

Carrer flips 1o the life section. The covet is paginated 1o resemble an entry in
a middle ages Bible illustrated by scribes. The wolumns of text are lined with
pillars and ivy and the center picture isframed in-an prnate arch. It depicis a
Catholic priest sitting cross-legged atop an altar atehied over an acoustic guitar.
His eyes are closed and strained, his mouth frozen insuch an extreme expres-
sion that it looks like another being is pulling its way through. The rite of the
article is “Jesus Presley.”

Father Jameson, a priest in his early thirties whio had come recently from
missionary work in Tanzania, is drawing faree crowds for his unconventional
style, raucous sermons, and resemblance to Jesus. The man has, according
to the article, single-handedly brought Raith back w 5t, Augustine’s Catholic
Church, drawing followers from all walks of life like the son of God himself,

Father Jameson’s jaw is rigid yer fragile, Iikeia misuse skull in an owl peller.
His long, light brown hair is tied in a pony behind his head. Carcer underines
the word “forgiveness” with his eyes, the werd appearing muldple rimes in
the article.

Heaven. Forgiveness. Baptisni. The words switl abour his head like Abraca-
dabral Alakbazam! Bingo! Magic words, words thar can change Linda. Words
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that could clean the filthy layer cast over his life better than scrub brushes
and bleach.

“I think we should start going to church,” he says aloud.

“We do. We go with your mom and dad every Easter.”

“No, I mean [ think I need God in my life. I think that’s why I've been in
this funk lately.” He throws back ice-diluted Scotch with a pained wince.

“You've been in a funk?”

“Yeah, a funk. Things just haven't been right with me. I think it would be
good for you, too. Anyway, look ar this article, okay?” His moustache and
eyebrows are still finding equilibrium from the shock of the Scotch.

et G P Jree

Linda reads the article, looks over the picture of Father Jameson again and
again. That look. Pur a knife in his hand and he’s stabbing his wife in the chest,
yelling “1 love you, Goddamnit I love you!” Pur a gun in his hand and drop
him in the jungle and he’s running through mud with jungle rot, jumping
over Punji sticks to rescue his bloodied best friend, screaming as a bullet strikes
his kidney. Put the world in his hands and he's a boa constricror, dislocating
his jaw to swallow it whole.

But with the guitar, with the altar, Linda knows that look is passion, is love.
The look is believing in something so absolurely that it oozes from its beholder
through muscle, skin, vocal chords, everything. It cannot be contained. That
look is what she needs.

“Yeah, okay, let’s try it.”

“Excellend” Carter mumbles through a mouthful of crunching ice.

e 0B e

St. Augustine’s Catholic Church isn’t just on the corner of James and Illinois,
it is the corner of James and Illinois. As the sun rises in the east, the massive
brick steeple casts an even longer shadow over houses and small businesses to
the west. St. Augustine’s rules this block the way the Catholic Church once
ruled the world.

One need nort venture much further down Illinois Street for the oaks to lose
their stature against towering, shimmering office buildings whose tinted win-
dows reflect and refract the church steeple, the snowcapped mountains, and
the thin winter clouds. Light streams in through St. Michael, the Virgin Mary,
and Peter in red, yellow, green, and blue, in all shapes. God’s full spectrum,

illuminating parishioners.



Just Release

On Sundays, those shimmering buildings are empry, their streets deserted.
The only noise is shaking in brittle colored panes. It is pounding through the
fingers of the organist, through brass pipes; bellowing thiough the bell tower,
curling and tumbling into the hazy blue January air like smoke. On Sundays
the city has one heart and it beats oll afrer toll ar the rop of the hour atop a
tower, piercing the air like drops of blood in 4 bowl of water.

Carter, in crisp khakis, a white-buton up and a de srriped diagonally with
three shades of blue (troposphere, strarosphere, mesosphere), might be over-
dressed. Linda is wearing a shorewhite skirt, a low cut blouse, and bright pink
heels with straps. She is everything in berween: leps, chest, dnd ankle.

“Wow,” Carter mumbles, “God wouldi’t even have 6 be omnipotent to see
up that skire.”

“Omnipo-what?” she locks physically like she is thinking, staring up into
the sun and scrawching the top of her head. "Hey, it e right ar my knees!”

“Alright.”

“What should've I worn? A floor length denim dress?”

“Well, just something a little more; T don’t know, discreer.”

“I was just trying to dress up.”

“Yes, dress up—like a graduation or a formal dinner. Not like you're going
to a frat party.”

He’s like my father, thinks Linda.

B £ ] =

Carter and Linda arrive at the church at 8:07; seven minutes later than the
eight o’clock mass begins. They walk in; past the holy water fonts and the
entrance room with the marble floor and statues of saines siming silently
within the inset arched shelves. St. Francis of Assisi is covered in fauna (squir-
rels, foxes, doves, etc.) with a shocked and loving "T'my 3o blessed” smirk locked
in stone on his face.

Inside the tall wooden doors, Carter looks up and around at the ceiling,
It’s so high Carter has to wonder if there’s graviry up there, so high that if
he jumped off the balcony he mighe just Hoar, Hed roll and tumble and
look down at-all the people lined up so neatly, dors for heads and blue sticks
for legs.

The walls are vibrating with the bass of the orzan and the entire congre-
gation is standing, singing at the top of their lunps. The priest, the Father
Jameson of the newspaper article, turns as if pulled on strings from above to
the late arrivers. The guirar isnt 2 guitar, ivs a fire, an explosion of sound and
heat. His robe is whipping about him like 2 flag in 2 hurricane and words
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burst from his mouth and into his clipped microphone as if God is performing
the Heimlich maneuver on him as the final refrain begins.

And He will raise you up on eagles wings!

Father Jameson holds the neck of the guitar with one hand and puts his
arms like an eagle over his head. The congregation turns to Carter and Linda.
They are moving with the music, moved &y the music, like waves crashing
against rocks. Incense tickles noses like sea mist.

Bear you on the breath of dawn!

Linda and Carter turn in unison toward each other. Father Jameson shakes
his head as he belts out the lyrics. He is performing an exorcism on the guitar
and it is screaming musical chords as he beats the devil out of the strings. Then
Father Jameson points at the late couple. He mouths, “Yes, you.”

Make you to shine like the sun!

He is upon the couple, his face is so gentle. Carter can't think of any
childhood moment when his parents looked at him with such affiniry. The
collection of candles flanking Father Jameson light up his silhouette, puts him
in flickering, fiery focus, like a hurricane survivor emerging from smoldering
ruins. The organ is blasting, vibrating Linda with the same force as the quake
that rock hold of her in the in the kitchen.

And hold you i-i-n the palm of His Hand!

Father Jameson cups their faces as Carter stands straight like a pencil and
Linda holds both of her hands over her chest. If Father Jameson breathed, they
would fall over. The music ends, nort in toral silence, bur with a trail of rears
and shuffling, like water dripping from gutters after a rainstorm. The women
crying, the men staring at Father Jameson, awed, envious, and moved like he
had just intercepted a hail mary and scored a winning touchdown.

“All visitors here are sons and daughters of God,” Father Jameson says to
Carter, turning his lightly bearded face from over to Linda and then back
around to the congregation. “What are your names, children?”

He leans into Linda and holds his clipped microphone up so that she can
speak into it. He smells of incense, beeswax, and Old Spice deodorant.

“Linda Pennington,” she waves awkwardly in a half circle.

“Carter Pennington. Sorry we're a little late.”

“Carter, look,” Father Jameson pulls back the floppy sleeves of his robe and
turns his wrists over several times. “No watch. God doesn’t wear a wristwatch.
People! Yes, all of you! I don't care if you need a watch for work, but when you
are in the house of God, for Christ sa—you thought I would slip up—for the
love and adoration of our Lord Jesus Christ, please turn off your watches. Sit
on them. Take the batteries out of your phones. Because when you are here,
right here in this moment, that is the only thing that God cares about! If you
come every Sunday, get here twenty minutes early, sit in the front row, but you



