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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1California Queen

When Steven got on the boat to go fight in Iraq, Lexi cried for the rest of the day.  She wanted to cry herself to sleep, but she could not bear the thought of the California queen.  It was a large bed, extra long so Steven’s feet wouldn’t dangle off the end, and it made the tiny bedroom feel like a doll house.  The center sunk in a little, it was the place where they would always fall asleep in each other’s arms.  Never before had she though the bed was too big, but now it certainly was.  She knew it was ridiculous, but some part of her was afraid of the bed.  The bed meant lying down and waiting for something to happen.  It meant forfeiting the day’s momentum to quiet darkness.  The bed was a beast that waited patiently for the moment that it could swallow her whole.  So Lexi curled up with a comforter on the living room recliner and read a romance novel until she could no longer keep her eyes open.

For several nights she slept in the chair, although it was extremely uncomfortable.  Her back was constantly sore and she awoke many times a night from the pain of one of her limbs falling asleep.  She considered buying a couch just so she could sleep on it even though she knew it was not financially possible.  She slept on the wooden floor some nights, but after too many bruised hips and knees she went back to the recliner.

Her thoughts were always on Steven.  If she lingered too long on his prickly hair, the way he turned red when he was embarrassed, she would crumble and cry for days, unable to stop.  But her eyes always became sober again, and she would force herself to keep her mind on other things, anything other than him.  


After many weeks of restless sleep she awoke with a sharp pain in her side and stood up, collected the comforter and pillow, and entered the bedroom.  In the ambient moonlight the California queen bed looked soft and it called her name like a mythical siren.  Lexi lied down and stretched her body out diagonally across the bed, sprawling her arms and legs and wiggling her toes.  She wasn’t used to occupying so much space, she felt the impulse to wrap her arms around something.  The bed was soft, but she knew in the back of her head that it would not comfort her.  It was too big.  Tears began to fall, but then she rolled over to the far edge of the bed and drifted away to sleep with no further thought.

When she woke up, she felt well, revitalized.  It was silly to sleep anywhere other than the bed, sleep was important for her happiness.  From that day on, certain little things grew in importance and came to the forefront of her life.  Like steaming spinach and making meatloaf: things she liked to eat, watching soap operas on her days off, writing love letters to Steven.  And by the same token, other things which once had been important – going to the movies in summertime, cuddling in bed with Steven, even talking to him on a regular basis – seemed to float out of reach, and she did not put up a struggle to reclaim them.  She decided that it was too painful to keep all of Steven’s ghosts around, it was easier to let some things go.  This way of life made living possible.  Eventually Lexi did not cry anymore.


After one year and a day, Steven stepped back onto American soil and peered over the heads of the people in the crowd.  Lexi was running to him, and he waved at her, he was skinny and clad in desert camo.


“I have missed the hell out of you,” she said, jumping into his arms and covering his face with kisses.  


He quickly settled in and acclimated back to civilian life and the cool beach climate.  He complained that it was cold all the time.  His hair began to grow out and Lexi noticed some new grey hairs on the back of his head.  His face had more lines, he frowned more than he used to.  But he did not seem be sad or shell shocked, or thinking about much of anything.  He would sit on the recliner, watch tv, and frown.


“Tell me a story,” she said, sitting on the arm of the chair.  “From over there.”


He looked at her, smiled and put his hand on her knee.  “Well, this one time, we were on our way to Baghdad, and we find this camel.  It’s all skinny and mangy, fleas jumpin off it, probably hadn’t been fed in weeks.  So we walk over to it and one of my guys pulls out this bag of peanuts, feeds the camel a handful.  And before the guy pulls his hand away the camel pukes up this softball size chunk of hard mucus right into his hand.”


“Gross,” said Lexi.  “Then what?”


“Then it was the guy’s turn to puke.”


Lexi wrinkled her nose.  “And?”


“What?”


“What happened after that?”


“That’s the story, that’s it.”


“Come on.  You never talk about real stuff.”


“Real stuff?” he asked.


“I mean, like what were the people like?  Was it hard being out there for so long?  Did you ever . . . did people shoot at you?”


Steven took his hand off her knee and dropped in his lap. 


“I just feel like you’re not telling me anything,” she said.


He sighed, “What do you want to hear, Lex?  That it was like hell every day?  Wanna know what happens with the camel?  The herder who owns it, he’s a teenager, scrawny as the camel, he sees us circled around it and he goes nuts, yelling and throwing his arms around.  And of course the stupid bastard’s got a machine gun like everyone else around there, and he comes running at us, shooting in the air.  None of us speak Arabic, but we’re telling him to stop, you know?  He keeps runnin and hollerin, and then the stupid bastard points his gun at us.  So I put him in my cross hairs and popped him in the head.”


Lexi’s mouth was open.  “Was he dead?”


Steven raised his eyebrows and stood up.  “Yeah, Baby.  So how about Chinese?”  She grabbed his outstretched hands and stood up.  Then he kissed her on the lips.



That night they made love.  Afterward they lied in bed, each on their own side, silent.  Lexi closed her eyes.  The bed seemed bigger now, even bigger than when she had slept on it alone.  Her consciousness yielded to a dream of the bed growing, destroying the apartment, swallowing the building, enshrouding the neighborhood, then the entire state of California, growing out into the sea, bridging the gap over the Pacific Ocean.  Steven rolled toward her and put his head on her chest.  


“I love you, I can’t tell you how much,” said Steven, wrapping his arms around her waist, pulling her from the dream.


Lexi regained her bearings and ran all of her fingers through his hair.  “I love you too, Baby,” she said.


Steven sniffled.  She felt hot tears on her breast.  His fingers grappled at the flesh of her hip.  And though she wanted to, she could not cry with him.
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