PAUL SLADKY

Relativity

we first took up, a year ago September, one night down at O’Leary’s
parked in my yellow Barracuda sitting by the river drinking beer,
half-on half-off a blanket too small to hold us both. “It’s like the word
albino’s all I got to hear,” she said. “Worse than fatty-fatty-two-by-four.
Worse than sunburn.”
Three degrees from MIT, expert on the solar eclipse, even writes a book,
Spicules and Sunflares in the Chromosphere, but hates the sun. “Love the star,”
she said. “But UVA and milk-white skin? Pink eyes don’t stand a chance.”

The only time I ever heard Haley say the word albino was right after

Haley floats across the driveway with a bologna-and-potato-chip sand-
wich on a paper plate, her mammoth shadow spreading on the concrete. I
hit the horn, a riff off Buddy Guy’s “Crawlin’ Kingsnake,” and she rolls a
dimple with her eyes, folding herself onto the ancient tree stump. I think
Thanksgiving Day balloon the way the stump sucks up inside of her, invis-
ible, her body jacked-up in the air. That floppy green hat and purple blanket
draped around her shoulders makes her look like Aubrey Hepburn in Roman
Holiday, diamonds sweating on her forehead like a crown.

She drinks a beer and eats her sandwich, watching me do the windows
with a ball-peen hammer, quick little jabs all the way around, bouncing
smooth-edged chunks of safety glass like hailstones off the hood.

I finish the windows, front, back, sides busted clean. She tosses me two
beers from the cooler. “Looking good, Hamby. I like it airy.”

I pop the tops and drink the beers simultaneous, one in each hand. “Just
the paint left. Axles. Shocks. Suspension’s looking solid.”

She nods and folds the paper plate in half.

“Yesterday I came in at 361.” Raising the can to take the last swallow, I
glance at her sideways, but do not ask.

Haley turns her head, eyes closed and nose pointing to the trees. Finally,
it’s a slow forced whisper. “Three eighty-seven. And a half.”

“So, we’re okay.” I push the power-window button and the motor starts to
whir. “See that? Dumbass windows think there’s glass in there.”

Haley crushes the beer can between her palms and flips it like a nickel in
the trees. “Ride that lizard, Hamby.” She gets up slow and moves to a chair
across the driveway. It sags under her thighs, then immediately a front
leg snaps. She catches herself with a quick foot then lumbers back to the
stump. “Friggin’ Walmart,” she says. “Oughtta be a verb.”
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The power sander spits a cloud of pink dust as I do the roof then hood
and quarter panels, pulling off the bumpers as Haley tapes the chrome.
Eight cans of quick-dry primer and that cherry-red Trans Am is nothing but
a flat, pink-gray smudge ready for a coat.

She stirs a gallon can of Night Sky Blue with a stick, and I start on the
hood with a three-inch nylon brush, moving down toward the headlights.
People ask me why I paint my cars by hand, all those brush marks, nylon
bristle hairs stuck up and down the hood. I tell 'em, Why? Because I'm not
supposed to. That a problem?

The brush across the hood feels like a cat’s tongue licking my cheek,
hypnotic, till I'm this puny little kid up north again before I got so big. On
my belly in Gran’s living room, a box of crayons full of blues—Robin’s Egg,
Cerulean, Azul Mariano, Pacific, all the way to Night Sky Blue, the one I
loved, bluer than Lake Superior in a metal pail.

I don’t remember bolting back the bumpers on, but I guess I did. The
ratchet’s in my hand. They’re there.

Haley tosses me another beer. “Looks like a blue lagoon,” she says.

I twist the sweat out of my bandana. “How about we take a ride?”

“But what about the paint?”

“What about it? Paint is wet until it dries.”

It takes a few minutes for her to squeeze in and stretch out flat in the back-
seat. The rear end sags, but she likes it back there, more comfortable, she
says. Sitting up front’s like wearing underwear too tight, plus the bugs up
your nose through the window hole.

We wait for the light at Gervais and Bull, rubber goggles strapped on
tight, the engine humming with a thick smell of fresh paint. “It’s like a
rocket, Hamby. Launch her off.”

I goose the gas. “Full-bore?”

Haley lifts her hand above the seat and snaps her fingers.

When the light changes, I mash the hammer down. Rubber squeals. The
needle hits 110, and my body’s plastered in the bucket seat. 135. 138. At 144
my hands are shuddering on the wheel, cheeks like bungie cords stretched
behind my ears. Outside, everything’s a blur. Inside, nothing’s moving,
perfectly still like we’re going zero—radio knobs, rearview mirror, speed-
ometer just green numbers sitting on the dash.

I top out at 146 then coast across the Chevy bowtie painted silver on the
blacktop. I pull over, and we pop another beer, the sun hanging low over
the trees like a ripe orange.

“How fast you think, actual speed?”

Haley is quiet in the back, then says, “Earth’s vector speed is 98,425 feet
per second, relative to the sun. But relative to the Big Bang, a net vector
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sum of 181 million feet per second, if you want to think of actual more like
that.”

“What about us? Speedometer 146. How fast, really?”

She snaps her fingers. “One little tick, 98,425 feet.” Then snaps her fingers
again. “Another little tick, another 98,425. At 146 down the highway, factor
in 200 feet per second.” She pauses. “Actually, 214.66. Then subtract drag.”

“But inside, you know, it feels like we’re going zero.”

Haley crushes her beer can and tosses it out the window. “What you see
depends on where you're looking from, Hamby. What you feel is what you
feel, wherever you feel it at.”

“How?”

“Come on, skip the math. It’s Saturday night. What we gonna do?”

A pickup truck barrels past without a muffler, popping sharp explosions.

“It’s a nice day for a sulk,” she says.

“What’s that mean?”

She pinches my cheek. “It’s funnier if you know the song.”

“How about a swim? Hot July night. Cool us off.”

The only answer is the silent rise and fall of her breathing in the rearview
mirror. Finally, she says, “I never swam before,” her voice painfully sad,
almost invisible.

“You mean never in your life?”

“Nada.”

“Not once? Not your whole entire life? Not once you never swum?”

“Never swimmed. Never swam. Never swum. Nobody ever taught me
how.”

“Ain’t much to teach. Find some water, dump your ass. That’s all swim
is. Your body knows what to do.”

“Sink is what my body knows.”

“No, trust me, darlin’. Your body will not sink. Adipose tissue floats
supreme.”

“I don’t own a bathing suit.”

A force like gravity suddenly grabs my head and pulls me over the seat to
her face. It’s a soft fall that fastens our lips in a long, slow Kkiss.

“Don’t you worry. You won’t need one.”

I turn onto the levee road off Bull, the wheel ruts to O’Leary’s deep with
dried-up mud, then smooth gravel to the circle of catalpa trees at the eddy.
The river stretches out smooth and glassy up and down, bats crisscrossing
low then disappearing in the dark like marbles rolling off a tabletop.

I park at the edge of the catalpas and slip the keys under the floor mat.
“Come on, let’s swim.”
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Haley doesn’t move, just lies on her back staring up through the window
hole. I sit there watching her in the rearview mirror, waiting, hoping her
eyes will find mine. “Tell me, Hamby,” she finally whispers. “What happens
when you meet someone?”

“What do you mean, what happens?”

“First time you meet somebody, what’s it like?”

“People I can take or leave. Mostly leave. All the shit they bring.”

“No, I'm asking when you meet somebody. First time new. What’s it feel
like? Where does it feel like you’re going? You know? The next thing.”

“Never thought about it.”

Quiet fills the car. “For me, it’s always a dead end. People want to go
wherever I am not. It’s like they’re scared.” Her words crawl in separate
breaths across the car seat. An owl hoots high in the pine trees. “Okay, let’s
pretend we never met before,” she says.

“But you know who I am.”

“No. I don’t believe we ever met.” Her hand reaches over the seat, waiting
against my cheek. “Hi. I'm Haley Robicheaux.”

I reach up and squeeze her fingers with a shake, not letting go. Bats are
diving kamikaze from above, flicking away just before their bodies hit the
windshield hole like there’s glass in there. I don’t say anything.

“You don’t want to play?

I shake my head.

“Why not?”

“Because we came to swim.”

The fleshy curve of her elbow fills the rearview mirror. “Because I'm too
fat?” she says.

“No.”

“Because you don’t really want to know me?”

“No. I do want to know you.”

“Then ask me a question,” she says. “Anything. Some secret thing you
want to know.”

My mind sits still likes it’s stuttering. “There’s no answers I need. I don’t
have any questions.”

“Think of something.”

“There’s nothing I can think of.”

She stretches out the silence, waiting.

“Okay, so how ya doing?” I finally ask.

“Me? I'm doing fine. Sitting by the river in a car. Listening to bats.”

“This doesn’t tell me much.”

“Then ask me something real.”

Bat wings purr like rubber-band propellers on those model airplanes
made of balsa wood. “Then tell me how you wish you were,” I say.
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“How I wish I was? You mean right now, how I wish I was?”

“No. Forget it. Come on. Let’s swim.” I pull her wrist, but her wrist pulls
back.

“Nobody ever asked me that before. Like they got some other story made
up in their minds, some story they’re afraid to change.”

A skunky, sour smell rises up inside my shirt, the smell of who I am, the
same smell as when they open the monkey cages at the zoo and that warm
cloud of animal gas suddenly becomes your breath.

“My whole entire life, Hamby. Nobody once ever asked me what I wish
for. And my whole entire life I'm wondering, who’s ever going to marry
me?”

A bat zips through the windshield hole, whisking past my head and out
the back. The air remains still, moon sitting on top of the trees, the speed-
ometer glowing a big green zero in the dark.

“I will,” I say.

The catalpa leaves seem to come alive with shadows wavering across the
hood. Haley just lies there. “Are you asking, Hamby?”

“Yes. I am.”

In the long quiet, there’s a soft slur rising from the backseat, one leg up
in the rearview mirror, toes pointed, sock sliding off, then the other. She
fumbles with the buttons on her blouse then slides her bra straps down
her arms. A milk-white nakedness fills the car with the honeyed smell of
plumeria.

I get out and strip my pants and shirt on the gravel, then squeeze back in,
one knee on the console with the driver’s seat between my legs. It’s tight,
but pretty soon we get it bouncing fluid-smooth, our body weight enough
to roll us if we hit it right.

When I slide off, Haley’s skin burps, and we both start to laugh. My foot
tingles with pinpricks as she strokes the swell of skin behind my knee.

We shy off each other, not knowing what to say, wiggling around holding
each other’s fingers. I know it’s her first time, too. Then the next thing is
I'm waking up with Haley’s tongue inside my ear.

“Come on, sleepy boy,” she whispers, her hips bucking gently against
mine. “How about it?”

“Yeah? I don’t know how much it I got left in me.”

“You got it. I can feel it.” She licks my ear again. “Come on. For the good
ship lollipop.”

“You think I'm Superman or what?”

“Yes,” she laughs, burrowing her nose into my neck. “Superman. And
I'm Lois Lane.”

A crinkling sound of dried-up leaves comes from under the catalpa
trees, like an owl killing a mouse. Then a kid’s voice, laughing. “Come
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on, Superman. You can do it.” Ten feet from the car, three orange dots are
bouncing in the dark, the glow of cigarettes in the pine trees with three
kids stretching their necks to look inside.

I claw the headrest, twisting my shoulders and pulling hard, the car
bouncing with a sway on the gravel. “Muzzy little fuckers and your shit-ass
brains. Get your ass outta here.”

Haley pulls me to her chest. “Calm down, Hamby, okay? It’s okay.”

My foot blasts a mule-kick on the door, ankle pressing the horn. I hold
it hard as Buddy runs the voodoo down, blaring like a metal elephant in
the night.

Broken twigs crackle in the leaves. “Come on, let’s get outta here,” one
says. “This guy’s crazy. I ain’t waiting around.”

“Hey,” the first one says. “Watch this.” A pinecone bounces off the hood,
then another, followed by a sudden flurry of feet kicking through the leaves.

“Come on back, you fuckin’ chicken shits,” the kid yells. After a long
pause, another pine cone hits the roof, and the last orange dot disappears
slowly in the dark. “Kiss my ass, Superman.”

When it’s quiet, I hook my arm around the headrest and pull up, fist
pressing the console for leverage. Haley pushes my shoulders as I pull, then
we push and pull together, again and again. Nothing moves.

Haley’s naked body engulfs mine like a water balloon sucking me up
inside of her. “Hamby,” she says. “I think we’re stuck.”

She slaps my back, and I feel the laugh ripple through her. “Omigod.
What are we gonna do? Wait for somebody to find us?”

I wrestle the car seat, jerking hard. “We ain’t waiting for nobody, I'll tell
you that.”

The moonlight falls yellow on her face making the pinkness in her eyes
seem deeper and more pink. “Hamby, don’t you think this is hilarious? I
never lived in a blue lagoon.” Then she points her finger through the back
window hole toward the moon. “Look,” she says. “It’s full.”

“All 'm looking at is floor.”

Her fingertips run gently down my back, then slowly stroll back up. “Two
hundred thirty-eight thousand miles away. A solid mass of rock. People say
it’s beautiful, but that’s just a story they made up.”

The shadow of my head rises like a camel’s hump on the seat.

“They call it moonlight. But moonlight in itself does not exist. It’s light
reflected from the sun.”

On top of her, my body feels like a buoy floating in a blue lagoon, slipping
slowly through the deep calm that saturates her, like I'm moving through
the water to some next place.

I kick the horn again and Buddy wails a long blue line. “Fucking stuck.”
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The car starts rocking with us laughing, pinpricks speckling up and
down my legs. We lie there holding each other, my body slipping deeper
into Haley’s calm, feeling like that summer up at Gran’s when I fell off
the Arrowhead Bridge, forty-five feet into Lake Superior, water forty-two
degrees, thrashing and kicking as the rip current pulled me deeper out
and deeper out into the deepest lake that’s on the planet earth. All I could
do was kick and choke, struggling up and down as sharp pains sucked my
chest flat, arms and legs burning, getting weaker until they finally couldn’t
do it anymore, and I just let go, drifting farther into that deep blue calm,
nothing burning, nothing lost, everything just going going gone. Until sud-
denly, by some miracle, my pants bubbled up with air and I flipped over,
and there I was floating on my back, sunlight in my eyes, the water holding
me up as the rip current slowly reversed until suddenly my pants ran out of
air, and in that moment, by some other miracle, I learned to swim.

Haley squeezes me tight, our bodies stuck together warm. I push the
soft dimple on her knee until my finger touches bone. A second ticks. Our
bodies move another 98,425 feet. I want to tell her how it happened, how
I learned to swim, and that I'll teach her, too, how to really swim, like
swimming-with-your-body-moving-places-in-the-water swim.

But she pinches my lips. “Don’t worry, Hamby,” she whispers. “We will
swim.” Like she already knows what I'm trying to say.
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