Topic: Wild card, but all stories were required to use the words
or phrases “the 2008 elections,” “gas prices” and “dog park.”
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The Test
By Cullen A Curtiss

W’hen Clare pulled David into the bathroom, he'd been kneeling on the floor
of their bedroom following the instructions on how to set the VCR clock for
more than an hour.

Through the pregnancy test’s plastic window, they watch the baby blue stripe
bleed. She tells him to hold the instructions up beside the tester, to compare the
stripes. Using her digital sports’ watch, she keeps an eye on the numbers, forget-
ting and then remembering the time it all started as if her mind is blinking open
and closed. They don't speak, but she can hear David thinking—not about what
this might mean, but about how to react.

The growing stripe is soundless but very loud behind Clare's eyes and in her
chest—the same shocky reverberation she feels when she is up too high, on a
ladder or a chair lift, or when a confrontation is imminent. A door slams in their
apartment building, and she takes a quick breath. Then a dog barks once, and her
head throbs.

Holding the instructions, David’s hand is tentative and twm:hmg Like a squirrel,
she thinks. How unattractive.

The stripe stops growing. The minute is up. Probably at the same time they both
realize it is foolish to keep staring at the results, but they keep staring, much the
way she's seen people do at the pump as they watch gas prices rise unabated. It
cannot be true. This isn't fair. Someone should fix this.

Clare thinks about how close she is to exploding, how close she is to destroying
the stillness by throwing up her arms and coming into contact with every single
object in the room—the test, and then the incense holder and leopard-print soap
dish in one swipe. She stands up. He follows.

Clare is doubtful that she'll get what she wants, but feels she has reason to
expect something from David right here, at this moment. A hug perhaps, and a
particular kind. Not a dismissive, charitable, or pitying one, not one that involved
patting or petting. Nor a deep and smothering one, accompanied by the drama of
tears.

And certainly not this. His shoulders in his ears; his palms open and unsure. His
twisted mouth, his skittish eyes.

When her mother killed herself a year ago, he skulked for days. He obsessed
about quieting the noisy things in their new apartment: the drip of the kitchen
faucet, the front door hinges, a rattle in the ring of the phone. If only he could have
rubbed her back or asked if she wanted to sleep alone, instead of assuming that
she did. Only recently had she forgiven him for being unprepared to act, for not
treating her the way she wanted—for being David.

But now he is holding his breath, waiting, as if he is nine and has broken a spe-
cial mantelpiece dish. As if her pregnancy is entirely his fault, and he is saying, “T'll
never do it again as long as I live, I swear,” and also as if he is completely innocent:
“It wasn't me. I didn't do it. He did it.”

If only he would do something with his hands, say something with his head,
with his heart. Declare something. Anything.

“Whatever you want to do, Clare, I'll do,” he could say. He could put his hands
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on some part of her body, some place no one else would touch her, hke on her butt
~orherneck. =
She would accept that—it might not be as much as she needed, bux itwould be
enough. She'd much rather slap him for being wrong than for béing a coward.
- She begins counting. She’s seen parents do it to their kids with great effect. of
course, children understand the rules. She knows it is slightly unfair. She should
tell him what she’s thinking, but there's just too much.-And-only barely can she
remember the spff at the beginning—when he bought her a plane ticket to intro-
duce her to the farm #hiére he grew up. He showed her how tomilk acowand -
made pancakes for her with berries from the property By twenty, she promises
herself she’ll walk.
. One, two... David sighs andstuﬁshlshandsmhmpockets makmgﬁsts This
misonlyacceptable when he can't decide which movie to see, or whether to
- take Stella w&@uggﬁgrunalnke Arid then, even, perhaps it's notbecause
she has to make the decision and then be responsible for it going bad. g
Five, six...David embarrasses her. Drinking'in secial situations, he is first
obsequious, then boastful, and then more boastful, while everyone else is just
“normal. He namedrops. Authoss he's met, celebrities who have his name in their
‘Blackberrys. As the lead Democratic Party organizer for the 2008 elections, he does
know more people than most, but why does it have to matter so-much? People” . -
seem impressed, but she knows that they're pmbemg pok&bemme they akvays
excuse themselves. But it’s worse when he isn't drinking. He-either broods all riight, -
onemchfromhet,assh circyits the panty ather,clannshertuthe E
3 mhm&mbee& She thinks she shotuld
. Jhut 5 rate and people look ather lﬂwthey
. are sorry. She doesn'tteﬂhunabwtaﬂofthe parties she goes toanymore, . i
Nine, ten...her best friend outlawed discussing David a year ago. Until Clare has .
new insight, her sisters also dnntm 1o hear it. Receritly, even Clare has omitted
the fact of him in her life on occasion. Even when heis ]erkmg inside of her, drip-
] i e has memorized

1t:t0 be? Eaﬁﬁmmaster plan? But to teach her’

i _Vlﬂvehim?*;»f " L
Thirteen, fourteen .people have suggested a ﬂleraplst, but sheh;ows dae
would have to explain why she’s been David'’s girlfriend for the past tm-md-a—balf
years. Convenient, always there. But isn't that something?

Seventeen, exghteen the truth is there were ' before Davxd mentiutmg

ckylike he is. They say what they think, but what they think is hard to hear, and

ery they Son't stick around. It has always been like this.

;,&elmlcs at Davnd witb:&staie ‘that she gives no one else, least of all herself.

ation in it, making her mouth curl and her forehead

o Bihes, but it doesn't feel awful or boring. Her eyes give her away. They

arenot narrawed If they could just start anew, she thinks.

By the count of twenty, his eyes are blinking. The light begins to buzz and dim

# doegwhen it's been on too long. He shifts the weight on his feet. ,

“Clare?” He pinches clumps of hair in his beard.

“What, David! What?” She shouts in his face, grabbing his arms.

He backs away. “I'm just... just..”

“You're just unbelievable!” Clare mm against the glm door of the show-

er stall. “Damn you!”

. She runs into their bedroom and grabs her keys, her coat, and her bag. Turning,
3 David in the doorway of the bathroom and he is fingering a button on his

* shirt. She carft'think of a time he's looked more ridiculous and she wants to say -

something flip like “Ciao” or “Sayonara,” wants to kick him in the balls, butcher his

beard, or tell him she has just never been a happy person, and that she needs his

help. But she can't find any words. The going is all she has. It would mean every-

thing if she could just do it. So, she does it.

. You can't leave,” Dmd demands, asifheis trymg out for the partof a general in

Heanng this, Clare turns in the doorway and sees, not Dawd at first, but the
VCR clock. It is still blinking 12:00. Midnighit or noon, she wonders The beginning
. _ofanew day or a continuation of the same?
"7 “Ican'tleave?” Her head throbs again and the adrenalin makw her hands ache.
“I don't want you to leave.”
“Now?” Her voice feels like it’s cofning out of her ears. -
. “Ever” L
«**Biat.” She stamps her foot. Isn't it all too impossible? =~ s
'+ And befere she cas#liink it, he is stripping her body of her coat, keys, andbag
- She wants him to keep going, to take everything off of her. Shewantstognevem
¥ heavy hot tears for the distespect, and the waste.
e “Bavid; will you...” she begins, buthelsakeadypuﬂingmiﬁsﬁktmdpush-
mﬂlmhexneck.shemherselfbmatheéeeplymddmpsherbody
“into his arms. "
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