Her Voicein a Bottleby Tim Pratt

Begin with theenigma: | sat at the beach on adriftwood log, beside aring of stones surrounding coas
and charred wood, watching Meredith walk away, through the archway of anatura bridge, to thelittle
stretch of beach beyond. Her form dissolved from my sight, swallowed by thelight of the setting sun, and
| sat drinking abottle of dark beer, waiting for her to return. Her bottle, half empty, stuck up from the
sand beside her sandals and bag. After awhileit began to get dark and cold, and | walked toward the
archway, caling her name. | passed through to the beach beyond—my friendsand | called the spot “Hole
inthe Wall” because of the archway in the rock—and saw only sand, and cliffs, and waves. There was
nowhere she could have gone, unless she decided to freeclimb the cliffs, or swim out into the ocean,
neither of which seemed likely. The cliffswere sheer, and the water in Santa Cruz in February wastoo
cold to brave without awetsuit. After going to the far end of the beach—maybe she' d clambered out onto
the big rocksin thewater to look at tidepools, and been cut off from land when the tide came in?| made
my way back to the little burned-out campfire. My things were il there, but her shoes and bag were
gone, her bottle of beer tipped over and spilled. Had someone stolen her things? If so, why had they left
mine? Had she hidden from me and crept back while | waslooking for her, and run away? Why do such
athing? There were easier waysto ditch me, if she'd wanted to. Eventually | went home. | had no idea
where shewas staying. | didn’t have anumber for her. | waited for her to cal.

She never did. | ill wonder, sometimes, if I'll see her again, what I’ll say to her if | do, if maybel havea
way to cal her after dl. | run the scenariosto their logica or illogica conclusons, depending. | can think
of severa possible outcomes. None good.

#

Thisal happened sometime ago, when | was living on Maple Street in Santa Cruz California, right
around the corner from my second home, Caffe Pergoles (a coffee shop | renamed, transmogrified, and
made the central setting of my first novel, The Srange Adventures of Rangergirl). | remember my time
in Santa Cruz asakind of twilight year, a strange combination of living in my favorite place on Earth and
feding very done. | had agirlfriend who lived 3,000 miles away and visited occasionaly. We had an
open relationship, and there was another more loca woman | dated, but she wasin acommitted primary
relationship, so there was no deeping over, and acore of essential |oneliness remained whenever | went
home from her gpartment or said goodbye to her on my sidewak. It wasn't just romantic loneliness,
ather. | lived with my best friend Scott, who was wonderful company, but he was a grad student who
kept hoursthat ran opposite my own, so he was home when | worked, and vice-versa. Every week or
two my friend D. came up from Capitolaand we sat out on the deck at Pergoles, where smoking was
alowed-he' s a champion smoker—and drank pints of Guinness and shot the breeze. But the hour of
companionship here, or sex there, only served to illuminate my empty hours more starkly. | spent alot of
time writing donein cafés, and walking downtown to watch street performers on Pacific Avenue, and
prowling around the big bookstores, and eating cheese friesat 3 am. at the Saturn Café, and visiting
Holein theWall. All nice activities, and al fond memories now, but at the time | wanted someoneto
share them with, apartner for my heart (and someone to “hear my various witty remarks,” asafamous
cartoon character once said). | tried to think of myself asanoble Byronic figure, poeticaly standing aone
inthe surf a sunset, or looking down at the ocean from the sdewak on West Cliff Drive with my scarf
blowing dramatically in the seawind, but such poses aren’t much good if there’ sno one around to
gppreciate them. | wrote stories about chance encountersin cafés leading to tumultuous love affairs, and
threw them away asfeeble wish fulfillment. | fet sorry for mysdf and disgusted with mysdlf over the

sf-pity.

That' sthe state | was in when Meredith came back into my life. One day after work— was an office
drone and occasiond technica writer for alittle company up in the redwood-shaded hills above Santa



Cruz- ambled around the corner to Pergoles, as| usudly did in the evenings, so | could flirt with acute
barista and listen to the Old 97s or Modest Mouse on the caf€' s speakers and drink abeer and read a
book and maybe write alittle, and hope somebody | knew would come in and hang out with me. |

settled mysdf a one of my usua tables, back to the wall, eyestoward the door, and there | sat when,
just after night fal, someone | knew did comein. But | didn’t recognize her a first; or rather, | recognized
her, but | couldn’t place her, like seeing an umbrella on an operating table—she was so out-of-context that
my sensestook a moment to unscramble and interpret the data.

Meredith, without context: She wore a pale green summer dresswith small flowers patterned onit, and
her wavy brown hair was il long. Her narrow, beautiful face was till beautiful. Her nose was thin and
strong, and she wore apair of glasses with ova frames of some bright silvery metal. She was
nearsighted- remember, because she took her glasses off that night we lay together on my unfolded
futon in college, and shelooked at my face for along timethen, and | looked at her face, which was
transformed and softened by the smple act of removing her glasses. She wore abunch of cheap-looking
plastic bracelets, three or four on each arm, and carried a soft brown leather knapsack on her shoulder.
A willowy brunette. | had atendency, especidly in college, to get inexplicable flegting crushes on willowy
brunettes, probably as a side effect of knowing Meredith oh-so-briefly when | was a sophomore, twenty
years old and utterly hopeless at love.

| recognized her, and thought, “ Thisislike seeing aghost,” though | don’t believe in ghosts, and had no
reason to think she was dead, but she looked just the same as she had years ago—even the dress |ooked
familiar. She went to the counter— could see it from my table-and ordered adrink, and | thought about
getting up and going to her, but what if | was mistaken? It seemed too improbable, that awoman I'd
known for afew days in the mountains of North Carolinayears earlier, who last | heard was going to
Alaskato work inabrew pub of al places, would appear in my café in Santa Cruz at the very zenith (or

nadir) of my lonely pity-party.

She turned, she looked at me, she looked surprised, she walked in, she put her tea cup and saucer down
on thetable, she said “Hey, you,” she sat down.

| looked a my wrigt asif consulting awatch, though | wasn't wearing one. “Huh,” | said. “Y ou' re four
years late for our date. And here | thought you just sood me up.”

“I never claimed to be punctua, Tim,” she said, tearing open araw sugar packet and stirring the contents
into her cup.

#

When | was young, ten or twelve or so, | crippled one of our cats, maybekilled it. | was unloading
firewood from atrailer made from the chopped-off back of a pickup truck, chucking logs to the ground
by the wood pile where my dad could split it later. | threw alog and heard ayowl and looked down to
See one of our countlessyard cats twisted and twitching under thelog. | remember the sinking
horror—probably my first real understanding of the concept of irreparable damage—but | don’t
remember what happened to the cat, if it died or got put down or if it even lived and limped along. Ever
sncethen | am sometimes seized with the sense that things are fragile, and that | might destroy them, and
it freezesme-’ll hold awine glass and suddenly become aware of the pressure of my grip on thethin
crystal, and | have to put the glass down before | squeeze too hard and shatter it. | don’t want to break
it, but I'm afraid it will happen anyway.

For awhile | dated avery petite woman, light enough that | could lift her and carry her around
effortlesdy, and at first | wastoo tentative with her, my touches too hesitant, confusng smalnesswith
fragility. I'm till maybe alittle bit obsessed with breakability, and the potentialy dire consequences of



thoughtless acts.

| wonder il if | offended Meredith—either time she disappeared on me-made somejoke or gesture that
violated a secret taboo or spoiled the sweetness between us al unknowing. | think about the old fairy
gtories, about brownies and house eves, how easy it isto pissthem off: by leaving them new clothes, or
thanking them, or forgetting to put out fresh milk. Break the secret rules and the magic flees. Tossa
careless chunk of wood and hurt something innocent that never did you harm. Are you culpableif you
didn’'t intend your crime, if you didn’t even redize it was acrime?

Y eah. Of courseyou are.
#

The first time Meredith spoke to me was after awomen'’ sliterature class. Shewasn't in the class- don't
know why she sat in that day—but she came up to mein the hall after to tell me she wasimpressed by
something I’ d said about Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, something about afish symbolizing grief, if | recall.
Anh, college, when you could occasiondly get a date through the judicious gpplication of English-mgjor
bullshit.

“Areyou an English mgjor?’ | asked.

“No, I’'m studying mycology,” shesaid.

“Mushrooms?’

“Sure,” shesaid. “Y ou should come out with meto collect specimens sometime.”

At that timein my life, I’d made adecison to enjoy my youth and freedom and embrace whatever
interesting experiences came my way (which led to alot of drug use and strange love affairs), and
collecting mushrooms with a strange woman sounded like just the sort of thing | should do.

She took me out that afternoon. | drove in my silver Nissan Sentrawith the dent in the driver’ s side door.
(Every car I’ ve ever owned has had a damaged driver sde door, which would symbolize something if my
lifewerefiction, probably.) Outside Boone, where | went to college, there are lots of rolling hillsand
pastures, lots of cattle and horses and Christmas tree farms, and we went to afield full of cows. She
pulled on latex gloves-which | found sort of sexy—and gave me apair. “We re going prospecting in cow
shit,” she said cheerfully. She was wearing jeans and scuffed-up boots and flanndl, and | was dressed like
| mostly dwayswas, in hiking boots and jeans and at-shirt.

“Oh, so we'relooking for that kind of mushroom?’ | said. | knew hallucinogenic mushroomsgrew in
cow shit, and had heard stories of people harvesting them locally, though | understood you had to check
alot of cow patties and get pretty lucky to find any.

“Yep. It'sbeen rainy, so we might find Psilocybe semilancesatain the grass, or Pslocybe cubensisin the
shit-that’ s liberty caps and magic mushrooms, to you.” (I had to look up the names of the mushrooms on
Wikipedia- don't claim to have that kind of memory for didogue, so dl thetaking herewill be
approximations, except for afew conversations | recorded in my journal at the time, and even those are
probably unreliable.) She set off, and | followed, admiring her salf-assurance and certainty. She
cautioned me not to eat anything without consulting her firgt, and | replied, rather drolly | thought, that she
didn’t have to worry about me picking something out of alump of cow shit and popping it in my mouth.
Shegavemeadgrin. | figured | could learn to like that grin, even depend onit. She sent meto a
likely-looking patch of grass-who knowswhy it looked likely?1 took her word for it. She told me what
to look for, reddish or brown mushrooms that turn bluish when you squish theflesh. | didn’t have the



heart to tell her I'm color blind. I’ d seen plenty of *shroomsin dried form, and figured | could fakeit. |
didn’t see much. | mooed at the cows, which ignored me. It turns out fresh mushroomslook totaly
different from dried, as | discovered when she caled me over.

“Bingo,” she said, and began plucking ' shroomsfrom a pile of cow crap and dropping them into acouple
of paper coffee cups| held out.

“So we have to dry these before we can eat them?’

“Philigting,” she said, wiping her hands together, then pulling her dirty latex gloves off and dropping them,
insgde-out, into another cup. “Y ou only dry them if you need to preserve them. They’ re much better
fresh. Let’ sgo to your place and wash them off, what do you say?’

“Soundslike aFriday night,” | said. “Isthere enough for three people?’ | lived in alittle apartment of f
campus with my friend D.—the same D. who |ater lived one town over from mein Caifornia—and
eliquette dictated that | bring enough drugsto share.

“There' s enough here for three people to spend aweekend visiting God,” she said.
“Sounds like aweekend, then.”

D. wasn't home. | forgot it was his game night. He didn’t meet Meredith that evening. Actualy, now that
| think about it, he never met her at dl.

#
“So you went to Alaska?’ | said, spinning my empty pint glass between my hands.

Meredith raised one eyebrow—t'satrick | can’t do, and have aways admired—and shook her head.
“Nooo. Why would | go to Alaska?’

“I thought...somebody told me you went to Alaskato work in abrew pub.” Hadn't they?

“That was Sue,” Meredith said. “'Y ou remember, that blonde girl you had a crush on, the field hockey
player?Y ou wrote that poem for her and even had dinner with her a her house but it didn’t go
anywhere. Y ou should' ve cooked for her. Like you made me that omelet, you would have won her over
| bet. Anyway, she moved to Alaska, not me.”

| frowned. “Redly? All these years |’ ve had that mixed up?’ | didn’t want to believeit, but | could. I’ ve
had many opportunities over the yearsto discover the flawsin my memory. My little sster got dl the
memory inmy family. I'd liketo say | got dl theimagination, but actudly that was pretty evenly divided.

She snorted. “Y ou probably asked somebody what happened to that girl you had a crush on, and they
assumed you meant Sue, not me.”

| stopped spinning my glass, wondering that she could still wound me, though I’ d only spent aweek with
her long before. “It wasn't acrush. A crushis, like, aone-way thing. Y ou liked me, too. At least you said
0. You acted likeit.”

She leaned forward. “What wasiit you said to me, when you read me that poem you wrote about
obsesson? That loveisjust an obsesson that runs both ways?’

“A reciproca obsession,” | said.

“How’ d that poem go?’



| dredged up afew linesfrom memory: “’ Fill mewith yoursdlf. Make the world in your image, the moon
adlver coin that bears your face, the clouds your crowding limbs, and | will live in the cradle of your
heart.’*

“Y eah. The bit about the moon is pretty okay, but otherwise...”

| shrugged. “I never published it.” I" d published some of the other poems | wrote about her, after she
never showed up for our first rea date, after she never cdled or wrote. Probably better not to mention
those.

“| hear there saroller coaster in thistown,” she said.

It waslike gravity. It was like going hiking and dipping on awet hill and diding down, landing on your ass
and skidding. There' sno chance of sopping thefdl. All you can doistry to dow it down. Or, if you're
reasonably sure you won't land on jagged rocks or in a patch of poison ivy at the bottom, you can just
lay back and enjoy theride. | guessif you know certain degth is at the bottom of the hill you might as well
enjoy it, too. Why not?“It’slocd’s night at the boardwalk,” | said. “Rides arefifty cents. So are hot
dogs and sodas.”

“I’'mnot aloca,” she said, and grinned that grin | remembered.
“I'll vouch for you,” | said.
#

| won't go into the weird romantically-charged trip to the boardwalk, riding the rickety wooden roller
coaster and so on. | mined that vein pretty thoroughly in my first novel, and covering it here again would
fed like plagiarizing mysdf, and I’ d get mixed up about what | felt and what the charactersin the
novel-who gart faling in love at the beach boardwa k—felt. Y ou can imagine. A woman you had afling
with years before regppears a alow point in your life. Y ou go to a place where you haveto sit very
close together and focus on immediate and physica sensations, roller coasters, bumper cars, sea breeze.
Y ou can smell her again and you remember how she used to smell, muted but naturd, like pine woodsin
winter, and she still smellsthat way. Y ou talk about the rides and the chegp hot dogs and the ocean and
every word you say bearsthe weight of al the words you aren't saying, and eventually even the pauses
sound significant, at least to you.

Then she beatsyou at air hockey and asksif she can see whereyou live, and you say yes.
#

| took Meredith home and showed her my place, anicelittle house | shared with my best friend and one
of hisfdlow grad students. My room was nothing specia—afuton for abed, too many books, one nice
little stained-glass window over the desk. | picked up the blue glass bottle she' d given me during our
brief time together years before. It was like something from an old apothecary shop, about the size of a
spicejar, with asnug glass stopper to hold it closed. The bottle lived on my windowsi Il with afew other
mementos of old times. Meredith took the bottle and held it up to the light, a blue shadow falling across
her face. “Y ou opened it,” she said, sounding fond and disappointed al at once.

| shrugged, embarrassed. “Y eah, agesago.” Intruth I’ d only opened it the month before, on my drunken
New Year'seve, feding nogtalgiain my bones like lead poisoning. I’ d opened the bottle and put it to my
ear and listened, and thought | heard something, some last lost words. But | didn’t want to tell her that
and sound like afool.



“Oh,” she said, and turned her back to me, unstoppered thejar (I heard the pop) and whispered
something. Then she returned the bottle to me, sedled again. “Be more patient thistime,” she said. “Only
open it when you redlly need to hear my voice.”

My room felt too small suddenly, and | was too aware of Meredith as a woman—Meredith, who'd
declined to make love to me al those years ago because, she said, she wanted to look forward to it a
littlelonger, which was elther a gentle brushoff or akind lie or astrange miscaculation. “I’ll show you the
garden behind the house,” | said, and set the blue bottle down—gently, gently. More carefully than
Meredith had ever trested me.

#
Here are afew of the thingsthat struck me as strange about my week in college with Meredith:

The night we spent together in my room at the gpartment in college-D. and | called it the Cold Room
because the heat never worked properly—my aarm clock went on the blink, flashing symbolsthat weren't
numbers, and findly just dying forever. | pointed it out to Meredith, and she said, “Time doesn't apply to
us here. Thisnight will last aslong aswe need it to.” But though we touched, and kissed, and talked (and
nothing more), dawn came before | wanted it to, and sheleft asthe last dregs of darkness drained from
the sky.

That first day, when we tripped on mushrooms and walked through the park and sculptures on the west
side of campus and aong the creek, | kept losing sight of her—she' d vanish and appear acrossthe
streambed, behind an ugly postmodern sculpture, even once up in the low branches of atree. “You're
teleporting,” | said. “Bampf!” It struck me ashilarious.

“I'mjust trying to be everywhere a once. It' saweskness of mine.”

| remember we looked at stones and broken colored glassin the stream by the steam plant, and shetold
me about being alittle girl and wishing she could shrink down to exploreriver rock idands and theinsdes
of rabbit warrens and the interior of hollow trees. Peaking on mushrooms, the world avivid continuous
flow of color and shape and sensation, that sounded perfectly reasonable to me. “Why didn’t you do it?’

Shesad, “Maybe | did,” and then she disgppeared again. Just another hallucination, abit of lost time, my
distractible eyes deceiving me, but when | found her again minutes later her hair was wet and her pockets
werefull of damp stones.

We went to aparty three days after we met, at afriend of afriend’s, out in the country past Meat Camp.
| wanted her to meet everyone, but | couldn’t find any people | knew—it was abig messy party on abig
sprawling property, kegs and fires and knots of people playing music and laughing and passing joints
around. We lingered on the outskirts of the drum circle and warmed ourselves by the bonfire and finally
went off by ourselves and found arope swing dangling from ahuge old oak branchHust along rope with
afat knot at the end to put your feet on. We swung and laughed and saw firefilesin the sky, but it was
too latefor fireflies, so they must have been embers from the big bonfire. We took turns on the rope and
swung and laughed, moving out over dark space and penduluming back. But on one of her turns she
swung out, and | looked away for amoment—someone had set off afirework back at the party—and the
rope returned empty. She was gone. When | saw her the next day she said she'd just lost track of me at
the party. She didn’'t elaborate and | didn’t push. She could get testy when asked to account for her
actions or movements or motives or past. She was easy to be with but hard to know.

My timewith Meredith was mostly brief illuminations punctuated by swift and prolonged periods of
absence.



#

Out back in the little garden behind the house | showed Meredith the plants, though | didn’'t know their
names. (Later that year | met my wife-to-be, who also had a garden, and taught me the names of al the
flowers. But beforethat | could barely tell aflower from aweed.) “ So what kind of mushrooms grow in
Cdifornia?’ | asked, grasping for something known to focus on.

Meredith was knedling, examining someleafy plant illuminated by the porch light. Winter in SantaCruz is
the wet, rainy time, the green season. “How would | know?’ she said.

“Y ou're not amycologist anymore?’
“I| was never amycologist,” shesad.

| looked up at the night Sky. Too much light pollution here to see much in the way of stars. Okay, |
thought. “In college, the day we met, you told me you were amycologist, and then we went out looking
for mushrooms, remember?’

She stood up. Shewas nearly astall asme. “1 said | wasa musicologist,” she said. “Y ou must have
misunderstood me. | was studying music history, actudly, back then. The religious significance of music.”

The world had shifted under my feet again. My memory had more fault linesthan northern Cdifornia.
“Oh. But, we did pick mushrooms...”

“Sure. | liked doing drugs. | knew about certain kinds of mushrooms. But fungi aren’t my passion.” She
punched me lightly in the shoulder. “Y ou told me you were apoet, and | haven't spent the last few years
thinking you were a potter, you know.”

“Sorry,” | said, feding stupid and low. | didn’t know thiswoman at al. Why had | ever thought | did?
No, never mind- did know her, some part of her, some essentia part unattached to details of profession
or obsession. | know | did. “I’m not much of a poet anymore anyway.”

“Too bad. | left you alittle poem. | whispered it in the bottle.” She looked at the sky, as| had amoment
before. “1 should go. Can | see you tomorrow? Maybe go to the beach and watch the sunset?’

“Yes, of course. | know alovely spot,” | said. “Meet at the café?’
She leaned in and kissed my cheek, giving me awhiff of the scent of her. “ See you tomorrow.”

| waited up that night for my best friend Scott to get home and told him about seeing her, trying not to let
on how excited | was, how hopeful | was. “Wow,” he said. “ The famous Meredith. That's crazy.”

“I'll bring her over after weleave the beach,” | said. * Maybe we can have dinner? Y ou never did mest
I’H_”

“Sure” hesad.

Part of me didn’t redly expect her to show up a Pergoles. The last time we' d made a date—after that
night in college, that intense night, when | said | wanted to take her on ared date, to make thething
between us more solid and real—she’ d disappeared utterly from my life. But she was a the café when |
got there. Something in my heart let go. | thought everything would be okay.

We drove to the beach, and she appreciated the beauty and seclusion of the spot. We sat on the sand
and talked, but not about where she’ d been or what she’ d done. | only knew where she hadn’t



been—Alaska—and what she hadn’t done-study fungus or work in abrew pub. | told myself we had time
for dl that. | didn’t ask her how long shewasintownfor. | liked to think it wasindefinitely.

Then she kissed my cheek again and said she' d be right back, that she wanted to walk alittle ways down
the beach. | haven’t seen her since. | never even took a picture of her, and have nothing but the image of
her in my mind. Nowadays everybody has acell phone with acamera, they can document everything, but
even afew years ago those phones weren't ubiquitous, and anyway | hate talking on the phone, and
don’t even own acell now.

| went home and told Scott that Meredith had ditched me. | might have thought she drowned, except for
her bag and shoes disappearing too. He was sympathetic. He said of course she was unreliable, | knew
that, | shouldn’t let it get to me, but maybe she' d show up inmy lifeagain. Hesaid | should think of her
like an unexpected pleasant surprise. HE' saromantic, too, in hisown way. When | saw my buddy D.
later that week he just said | was better off without her, because she' d aways fucked with my head. “I
never even met her,” he said, “but | could see how bad she messed with you. Besides, don’t you have
enough women in your life?'Y ou redlly need another complication?’

#

Nobody ever met her. | mean, we saw people, when we were together, but we never saw anyone |
knew, and | never met anyone who knew her. At auniversity of 12,000 students, it wasn't that
surprising. Then again, | never knew for sureif she was astudent or atownie or junior faculty or what. |
never thought to ask. When | waswith her, | wasjust with her. | only wondered about her life outside of
me when she was gone.

#

| recently saw amovie where one of the charactersturned out to be afigment of the protagonist’s
imagination. Coincidentaly, I'm currently reading anovel—atotaly different ory—where the samething
happens. In the movie, theimaginary personisavillain, and in the book, he'san dly. Different usesfor
theidea, but the coreisthe same: adduded narrator externalizes some aspect of himsalf and perceives
that aspect asaliving, separate human being. It'satrick I’ ve seen over and over again, in lots of books
and movies, and it irritates the shit out of me. Not because | think it'sadumb idea-it can be used to
great effect—and not just because my selection bias makes methink it' s overused. It bugs me for some
deeper reason | can't articulate, and it always disgusts me alittle, the same way astory that turns out to
be adream in the end disgusts me. | fed duped, | think, for investing myself in something that turns out to

beimaginary.

Which is profoundly stupid, because dl fiction isimaginary. Eventhisstory, whichisfilled with true
stories of my life, isto some extent imaginary, whether | want it to be or not. My mother called me on the
phonetonight, and | asked her if she remembered me throwing alog and hurting one of the cats—*What,”
| asked, “ever happened to that cat?” Mom didn’'t remember anything like that happening. My little sister,
who has amemory so voluminous and precise that she can name the date of amost anything that’ s ever
happened to or around her, so had no memory of me hurting acat. My mom did remember the time my
brother fell off achair and crushed a cat to death, which I don’'t remember at al. Maybe | unconsciousy
gppropriated his story and made it my own. But | still fed guilty about hurting that cat, ashamed over
something that may never have happened. It' simaginary, but it' still redl.

Lisento me. Tak about English mgor bullshit.

| didn’t ask Mom if she remembered Meredith. Mom never met her. The most she'd be ableto say is
maybe she remembered me mentioning her. Which isthe most anybody |’ ve ever asked about Meredith



can say.
#

When | opened the blue bottle that drunken New Y ear’ s eve, long after midnight, with“A Long
December” by the Counting Crows playing on my stereo and too much champagne insgde me, | held the
bottle to my ear and heard Meredith’ svoice. | heard her say “I’'m on my way.”

At leag, that’ show I’ ve remembered it dl these years. But writing this, questioning my recollections,
made me go back to my old journa and look up the account of that night. | found my messy hangover
scrawl, written the morning after. According to my journd | held the bottle to my ear and heard the
words“I’ll never stay.” (“I'monmy way / I'll never stay.” That makes alittle poem, asmple couplet,
doesn'tit?) But | wrote that after deeping al night, with adry mouth and a pounding head, so who'sto
say my memory was't dready influenced by oblivion and dreams? The only memory | truly trust isthe
memory of how Meredith made mefed: like there was a greeat degp chasm opening up undernesth my
feet, but that was okay, because when | waswith her, | could fly.

#
Then again, if it hadn’t been for the chasm, | wouldn't have needed to fly.
#

Now it ssix yearslater, and | livein Oakland, with awifel loveand ajob | like and awriting career and
everything I’ ve ever wanted, mostly, and I'm only thinking about Meredith at al because | had to clear
off ashdf that held abunch of keepsakes yesterday. Thelittle plastic pumpkin from the performance art
show my senior year. The screw Adrienne found on the floor of the bar and handed to me, with a
pointed look, at that rock show when | was twenty-two. The stone Ganesha statue D. gave me. The
arplaneliquor bottle with anoterolled up insde it from Aubrey. The tiny wooden boat Scott brought me
from Europe. The set of coal little miniature canopic jars from my wife Hegther.

And the blue glass bottle from Meredith. | held it in my hand and thought about pulling the stopper out.
Would | hear avoice-the poem she' d promised? If she' d actualy promised it, and | wasn't just
misremembering. Would opening the bottle conjure her, cal her to me, like rubbing the lamp and letting
the genie out, only she' sadow genie who takes afew weeksto arrive? And what would happen if she
did show up, smiling and acting like no time had passed, like nothing had gone sour between us?

#

“We should run away together,” | said when we sat on the beach, holding hands.
“Y ou sad the same thing last time we were together,” she said. “Remember?’

“I think s0,” | said, but | didn’t remember that at al.

“It sure bests running away separately,” she said, looking out at the ocean, thinking over theidea, it
seemed to me. “ Then again, we wound up together again thistime, didn’'t we, on the other side of the
continent? Maybe we were running away together al along. Just dong separate pathsthat converged.”

#

My lifeis strong now. Meredith ways came to me before when | was wesk, fedling aone, in the
aftermath of one wrecked relationship or in the midst of others collapsing. And when she came, she
didn’t redly give me strength, only more doubt and worry. But somehow, when she was here, when she



was present, | forgot about everything else, and didn’t notice the wreckage or imminent collgpse. She
kept meimmersed in abeautiful, al-consuming now. | tried explaining thet to D. once, after she
disappeared the second time, and he took a drag off his cigarette, looked at me for amoment, and blew
the smoke out the side of his mouth. “ That girl’ slike heroin,” he said. “ Sureit feels good while you're
doingit. It feels better than anything has ever fdt in the history of theworld. But it hasaway of fucking
up therest of your life. Areyou picking up what I’ m putting down?’

#

So I’ ve got this blue bottle sitting on my desk now. | put it up on top of my computer, with the
glow-in-the-dark grasshopper and the collection of plastic scorpions. If Heather asks mewhy | moved it,
I"ll tell her | like the way the sunlight from the tall window catchesthe blue glass, whichistrue.

Part of me wants to open the bottle, just to put an end to wondering, to see one way or the other,
because the kind of anxiety that eats at meisthe anxiety of uncertainty—f | know | have to ded with
something, | just do, but when some vague unspecified fear hangs over me, it inhibits my ability to live.
Another part of me wants to throw the bottle into the ocean or chuck it into adumpster or drop it into a
volcano—hal—next timel’min Hawaii and we go on ahelicopter tour. Another part of me knowsit's
bullshit, that it’ sjust a bottle, aglass vessel awoman | barely know whispered into, and just because |
write fantasy doesn’'t mean | believe that stuff. I'm a skeptic. Sure, | knock onwood, | havelittle
superditiousrituds, but | know they’ re merdly magica thinking, that they don’t exert any influence on the
world, that & most they exert influence on my mind, which is enough, sometimes. Maybe destroying this
bottle would exert a positive influence on my mind. Or maybe getting rid of it would drive me crazy, like
reading agreat story in some beaten-up out-of-print paperback anthology and then getting to the end
only to find the last pages are ripped out.

I’m not alone anymore. Hell, I'm not twenty or even twenty-four anymore. | liketo think | could shake
Meredith’s hand and wish her well and put her out of my mind. Or that I’ d see her and fed nothing, the
way some crushes seem to dry up like mudpuddlesin the sun. But the same terror of breaking a
wineglassin my hand, of foolishly destroying something wonderful, gripsmewhen | think of opening my
door and seeing Meredith standing there, or running into her on the street on my day off. Thethings|
might fed for her could ruin aworld. There€ sasensein methat our story isunfinished, that it'sa
three-act play with only two acts already staged. That kind of nonsense comes from years of writing
dories, | think—on someleve |’ ve cometo believe my own bullshit fiction that there are resolutions,
closures, or happy endingsin life.

When | know the red secret to happy endingsis smply choosing the right moment to look away.



