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The Fascination of Laure Clarke

By BIN Chune
Part2

But we're in the back room st the bookstore s
relatively unimportant place, dealing as 1t does i1n
books, which depend 83 we know on the Incressingly
irrelevant medium of the printed vord | have just
taken the trash out, an object lesson In how Irrelevant
the printed word is My trash load consisted of eight
boxes of stripped books which | dumped in the
compactor {n the under belly of this glass-and- steel
Northeast Portland shopping mall Eight boxes of
books, their covers stripped off and sent back to the
publishers for credit  Eight boxes, each containing
some two hundred paper backs, most of them gar bage in
content as well as in fact, to be sure, romances and
westerns and mysteries and elf sagas, predictable,
for muleic stories, the worst of the worst, so slovenly
written for the most part they don't even meet the
depressed standards of category fiction But some of
these books are good books Good books get thrown
sway |t happens We over -order here st J Johnson
Booksellers 'We get more books than we can sell It's
Just the way of the cor porate world Better to have too
much than not enough, better to drive those sgles The
book can slways be stripped out, only its cover
retur ned 5o ever ybody saves on freight, the publisher
gives the corporation full credit - - this is, after al)
the largest bookstore chain in the country, and what
publisher i3 going to piss off the single largest outlet
for its wares? We throw out some fifty cubic feet of
books per week This is not an atypical store, nor 1s
that an atypicel figure Multiply fifty cubic feet by the
number of stores in the chain and you come up with
better than 50,000 cubic feet of books thrown swey
weekly by J Johnson Booksellers Continue
multiplying - - go ahead | arrive at 2 4 million cubic
feet of hooks tossed out every year by this cor poration
How many trees died for these lonesome tomes 7 That
stultifying question remains lodged in my head a3 | sit
inthe back room eating my lunch, s cheese sandwich,
and listening without wanting to listen to Laurs and
Yern. They understand the relative uni mportance of
books They're not talking books at all, they re talking
P-and- L, and grosses and nets, and plans and budgets |
will try to describe them here |'m hoping if | can
describe Laura Clarke with her clothes on | can keep
away from that unsatisfactor y and sdmittedly somew hat
sdolescent reason why | ever, ever, for God's sake, got
involved with the woman

Yernfirst. Whoo Respite [arlier we noted Yern's
parmanent residence in the 1970a His hair is
feathered and blown back His collars are too big He's
8 wide, slope-shouldered, bodybuilder - used car
salesman type with s husky voice slways on the verge
of cracking, & voice that sounds as though it's been
per manently sltered by excess steroid use He's talking
inslanguege | don't know | resllycant do it Justice
here in the back room of J Johnson's because 1t's ina
language | really don't know It's puffed out with
scronyms and pet phrases |1kes PMA and Romancing the
Product, and it is this last one that clues me in, finally,
because | know that's what he's doing a3 he skins back
his 1ips and points his pearly whites in Laurs’s
direction He's Romancing his Product right here in
the back room, and his product |3 what every
salesman’s product ultimately is, nothing but himself,
the snake, this married man, hitting on the woman |'ve
been involved with for at least a few weeks now, with

no more concern for my presence than if | had been s
speck of fyshit

| must admit it annoyed me, Yern flirting with Laura
rightin front of me | dont really like sdmitting
though on what level 1t did annoy me, & very primal and
masculine level Thet's what I'm living in fear about
here, that is what makes it 50 hard to put pen to paper
and honestly express my experience, because if I'm
honest, if | truthfully tell you what it was that grabbed
me about Lauras Clarke so far back in the mist of
narrative, some ten days ago o leat, what it was thet
propelled me toward her  then | know | will lose s
certain number of you | know | will be judged

AR AR R R

| hate this 1'd like to end it right here, but | can't
Standard narrative might be suspect these days, but
still. There 13 an sesthetic one ought to observe One
really can't stop things just because i1's getting o bit
touchy [1's & simple matter of self- respect
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The thing is, | just wish | had never let myself get
involved with Laura Clarke | dont think it would be
possible for two people who are more incompatible to
have gotten together , much less to have been together
for 83 long a3 we have, which 15 al least & week now

Like the other day | take some trash into the back
room and when | come back she ssks me why | didn't
bring the handtruck with me and | just tell her it's
because | didn't bring the handtruck with me And she
says, But we're going to be moving those bargain books
off that table and we 1] need the handtruck and | say,
Yeah, but we won't be moving those bargaln books until
after the noon crowd clears out, which won't be for
snother half-hour yet And she says, Yeah, but we'll
Just have 10 go and get the handtruck then and that's so
inefficient (one of her favorite words) , we could have
saved a trip And | say, Christ, [7] get the handtruck

when we need 11, what s the big deal, but the thing is
when i1t comes o Laurs | know what the big deal is, |'ve
worked with her for almast two years now, | ought to
know Mer priorities are all fucked, that's whet the big
deal s Really She's completely focused on seving
time on nitty little things, so focused that the big things
got completel y sway from her  Like her DUI. Did | tel)
gou about her DUI? That's Driving Under the | nflusnce
inthis state don’t know what it's called where you are,
and boy has it been an i nefficient experience for Laura
Clarke She caught the attention of the police one night
with her sloppy driving, and whe! was causing thet
sloppy driving? She was eating a Taco Bell burrito end
trying not to get hot sauce on her blouse, causing her to
weave between lanes |'ve told her & dozen times she
shouldn't eat and drive and what has she slways seid?
“I'm & busy person,” she’s always said, "I have to eat on
the run It's more efficient ™ Yeah, it's cost her
$2,500 and counting so far, that’s how efficient it's
been And her past involvements, three in s row,

bam - bam - bam, married men, all of them who together
managed to gang- break her heart The thing is, she's s
loon, see, & definite loon, | know that, | could go on and
on hers for pages and peges  veritable reems, sbout the
strange and screwed - up ways of Laurs Clarke, really, |
have that much material, but | think you get the drift

| think you know the score on Laurs now  And | have to
wonder just what, pray tell, gou will think of me when
I tell you | believe |'m falling in love with her?

But | must describe Laure now, and | find thet in my
thought of her | can really only think of one thing sbout
her, the reason | wanted to touch her and hold her thet
mght after work some several days sgo Momentous
11fe decisions sometimes hinge on pure animea! desires
How frightening that is! | wanted to meke love to Laure
Clarke because  Dum-de-dum Because of her
bressts, that's all there 13 to It She has Incredible
breasts There Thisis sc embarrassing | meen to say
1t's not embar rassing that we're sttracted to each other
sometimes, probably even most of the time, on the
basis of overt sexual charscteristics, thet's a given,
but still My fascination with Laurs Clarke's clesvege
embarrasses me here because | can now be justly
accused of objectifying women | mean | understand to
an extent | suppose the problems feminists have with
white male litersture thet objectifies and degrades
wvomen | mean | understand it | guess ss muchas s
white male can | guess |'m qualifying the hell out of
oll this, | know thet But I'm just saying |'m just
trying to be honest here And | have to sdmit that the
finger of judgment can be fairly pointed st me because |
consider Laurs an object of physical desire solelyon
the basis of her Incredible bressts It was her Dreasts
that made me want to make love to her, and it was her
breasts that led me 1o those other things about her |
found | could fall in love with, like her mouth, and her
Tips, and the way she uses her mouth and her lips |
1ove her mouth and her 11ps a3 well a3 her breasts now
And the way she strokes herself when | lick her
breasts, and the noises she makes when we re making
love  See how one thing lesds to another 7 You start
by pointing your camera on e gal's tits and the next
thing you know you're reducing & humen being to set of
Matisse curves and a couple orifices Like | say, it's
embarrassing, but still | cannot deny my reality But
| suppose | could st least apologize for it I'msorry
I'msorry,Imsorry, Imsorry
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S0 I'm inthe back room staring st Laura’s bressts
while trying not to stare st her bressts - - it'sa very
Zen thing - - and it's tough not to be overt about 1t,
she's wearing such a low -cut top and all, the same top
she wore some four or five days sgo when, sfter several
drinks at the bar around the corner we came back here
because she had forgotten her cellular phone and | had
grabbed at her  that night we had gotten involved She's
wearing the low -cut top even though 1t's winter  and
cold 1n our back room, and she's leening forward & bit
from where she 13 perched on s low stack of boxes,
staring up ot Yern They're egging each other on with
their sales talk and | 'm sitting here on the other side of
the room wolfing my cheese sandwich, shifting my
camers eye from Laurs to Yern to all the books we have
back here, all the extra copies of the titles we carryin
quantity, the new Sidney Sheldon, the new Danielle
Steele, the Stephen King and the Dean Koontz, the Meeve
Binchy and the Rush Limbaugh and the Big New Diet
Book and the Big New Investment Book What & lot of
crap And | think | even say thet out loud but I'm not
sure [t's not as If Laurs or Yern notice me or
anything So | shift to & little hand- held camers and
take 1t out onto the floor, then set up & big camers on
runners and push 1t down the center of the store,
bookcase after bookcase on either side of the frame
falling to the way as | pushon | think & good song for
the soundtrack here would be that Eric Clapton one,
“Layla,” the piano solo st the end of it anyway, but then
8 customer waylays me and | can no longer maintain my
directorial stance.

He asks me i we carry the new Her man Melville
novel

| tell him | wasn't aware of & new Her man Melville
novel

He tells me he saw it at Food Mart

| tell Mim Herman Melville's been dead for ot least o
century.

He looks at me like I'mcrazy
| suggest the possibility thet he's thinking of &
different suthor

He says Like who?

| tell him he 1) have to give me something more to
work with before | could hazard a quess, something
more than “Twe words sounds |1ke Her man Melville ~

He says, they re suspense - thriller kinds of books,
reslly populer

“Nelson DeMille?” | quess Bingo His eyes light up
Buzzers and bells go off | take him to the book and he
follows me to the register and | sell it to him
Immediatel y behind him 1n line 15 & very old wvomen
with a lost expression “Excuse me,” she says She
speaks very slowly “There's this new book on
Alzheimer's Disesse byt | cant remember the name
ofit”

| wait, not quite knowi g what 1o tell her

“And | cant remember the suthor = she adds

| tell her | don't recall seeing & new Alzhel mer's book
but | take her to the section where it would be if we had
1t and we talk for a bit but then | have to get back up
front. On the way |'m sccosted by o customer of truly
gargantuan proportions She is pouring out of the
romance section, blocking my path to the front Her
hair 13 stringy and patches are missing from the top of
her head Tender pink scalp shows through, al most the
color of the splotches on her round ple face “I'm
looking for this book " she says She hes s grevelly
voice. “lcant find 1t ™ | ssk her the title “Cyupcake
Kizses,” she says, “by Janet Smith ™ | tell her 1711 try
to order it in for her and scamper my way past her
quickliy to the front to check the microfiche to see
which of our distributors might carry it She follows
me up, other customers bolting to safety st her
sdvance, and when she 13 maybe ten feet from me she
bellows out, “Thet's Cupcake Kisses s romance novel ~
And wor k continues on 11ke that for awhile and I'm
wondering how long Laurs and Yern are going to talk in
the back while | handle the front slone | could always
buzz for help but it never does get quite busy enough to
demand this measure, and enough time elapses anywey
thet it 13 S 30, time for Laurs to leave, and Bryan
arrives from the back, her replacement and | say to
Mm, “"Are Laurs and Yern still back there?” He nods,
and finally Yern comes up and leaves and | am
unaccountable relieved, or maybe it 13 accountable To
lose Laura? To Yern? Adesth merchant like Yern? and
| guess | momentarily forget that Laurs 13 something of
the death merchant as well

Lauras finally comes out of the back room about &
quarter to six “Hey,” | say She nods “Look,” | say,
getting her off alone momentarily in the Horror
section. “You're coming over tonight 7™ She begs off,
sutomatic excuses of laundry and heir care oozing out of
her mouth My heart pounds as | watch Laura then, s
display of Anne Rice novels framing her Medusa hair —
have | told you anything about her Meduse hair 7 Or
her soft blue eyes? She 13 bundled up, it 13 winter, dvd
| mention that? when all this is over, will you have &
sense of how the westher was”? well it's been cold It's
been cold for & long time |f we had iakes around here
they would be frozen, and if you were going to fish in
those lakes you would need an ice axe to get at those
fishes lurking under neath That is how the weather has
been

Laurs leaves then and | stare at her as she walks out
into the mall 1t's only been a couple of days, actually
It happened only once, and 1t happened after we got very
drunk It happened only once but | wes hoping more
than anything that it would happen again
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Now there's this bar we often go to, those of us who
are pals on the staff, and thet is most of us, and Laure
too, she and | have been close friends for some time
here at J Johnson's Booksellers Often | go to this bar
ofter work [t's an sasy ber to get to It's right outside
the north entrance of the mall, just scross the street
Laurs and | have often had drinks there ‘We used to be
verygood friends, back before we

got involved The bar has big, plate glass windows
and you can 3t at the bar and stare 1nto the mirror
behind 1t and watch the passersby out on the street
The bar iscalled Mr Lucky's As|say, Mr Lucky'sis
right outside the mall outside scross the street and
Laurs and | have been there often in the years we have
worked together | understand it 13 3nowing outside the
mall, out there where the bar 13 and the cars and the
telephone poles That is whet & customer tells me |
stand there and watch Lauras leave the mall but she does
not turn right, she turns left  To the right is the
direction of the lot she always parksin To the lef,
however, 1s the way to the mall exit leading to Mr
Lucky's And that 1s the way she 13 heading In the
direction of the bar Have | made thet clear ?

| stand behind the register waiting until six o'clock

Christmas isover The dinin here had been i ncredible
scarcely a month ago, but now & little muzak plays, o
little night muzak, & bitter sweet love song we all know

| walk quickly through the mall to the mall exit and
stand on the street corner across the way from Mr
Lucky's where Laura and Yern sit locked over a drink
In their beginming is our end, that much | know, and |
Just stand there wondering what to do, make s scene
toss off & tantrum or two? The snow falls out of the
dull grey sky onto the derk dull pavement where the
cars whiz by

The snow is the most beautiful thing here, the most
beautiful thing | have seen in s long time, at least since
that single time | saw the sunshine make an artistic
statement on the smooth round form of Laure Clarke &
she lay on my bed But that is s long time ago sl ready
It really 1s gone, and the snow makes a poor substitute
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At sixoclock my replacement arrives and | go In the
back and get my coat and scarf and find my gloves Then
| go out into the mall It 13 quiet, 30 quiet now that
-~



