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Alexander Gray

Timeline

n twenty-six years my daughter will be crying. As I sit in my best impression of parental stoicism, she'll lash out, saying she doesn't understand how
my mind works. She'll accuse me of never being a kid. She'll detail her plans:
how she plans on tying her bed sheets together and making her escape out
the window Gust as soon as she is done hanging herself with them, of course),
how she plans on never talking to me again after all this is through, and how
she plans on moving out of state when she attends college and never seeing me
again, leaving me alone in a home somewhere where I will eat out of a straw.
On the outside, I look hurt and surprised by her angst-soaked teenage cruelty,
me, a broken picture of a generation gap I swore to myself a quarter of a decade
ago I would never fall prey to. However, inside I can't help but marvel at her
vocabulary and be somewhat proud of the swooping and incandescent nature of
her insults, which come out of her lipsticked mouth in a campy antiqued style
that reminds me of old phonographs and zeppelins. "You are a scarlet-backed
traitor!" she sputters at me, almost sobbing now, as she slumps down on our
couch, tired but not defeated. It is then, at that very moment, that I know that
she will be all right out of my arms.

I

In four days Lindsey, my recently ex-girlfriend, and I will drive to New York
City in her mother's car. The plan is to have an incredible week of sex and sights
in the city of our dreams--our collective fantasies were always set here among
the peaked and oblique towers of Manhattan, lost in the crowded streets-and
then, however, upon returning, to never speak or see each other again. This
makes me upset. I find the prospect of not being able to see her in any shape
or form ridiculous. Despite this, the uncontestable fact was that this was coming, us hitting this wall after awkwardly groping and falling all over each other
over the last month or so since our breakup. We had been distancing ourselves
from mutual friends, seeing other people, all of that. The week prior to our
trip, I spend every waking hour burning CDs for the car ride. I try to fill the
albums with the most heavy-handed lyrical references to our relationship that
my iTunes can provide; everything from Michael Jackson's "Don't Stop Till
You Get Enough" to JefF Buckley's "Last Goodbye" is thrown on there in a
desperate attempt to sway her steadfast position that this madness is the right
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decision for the both of us. It never occurs to me that an accused pedophile
and a guy who drowned in the river are probably not the best candidates for
providing help to a dying relationship.
Ron is a douchebag. In any year.
In ten years I will be shivering outside in the cold, reading yesterday's news and
asking myself what New York City has done for me. There will be nothing in
the news that interests me. I won't give any money to the bums. The romantic
lighting from the restaurant directly behind me will impart a soft backlighting
that will provide amber accents to my hair. I will be aware of this. A taxi will
pull up, finally, and I'll brieRy stare at my rain-soaked reRection in the back
seat window. And I'll forget that I have been waiting for this.
In twenty-eight years I won't be able to sleep a wink. I won't even close my
goddamn eyes.
In twenty-six years my daughter will decide she'll go to the show anyway. She
will stuff bed sheets under her door to muffle the sound of her creaking open
the side window to her bedroom. She'll make every effort to produce no noise
whatsoever-the air in her room will remain undisturbed, unaffected by stray
sound waves bouncing about from a poorly placed picture frame or squeaky
window. I, being familiar with her rebellious nature, will be somewhat aware
of her plans to be disobedient, although later, minutes later, when I see her
empty bed and her curtains billowing in a blank and detached manner, I am
taken aback by her sheer teenage audacity. She had never managed to get away
from me before this.
In fourteen years, I will find myself a
on a passenger spacecraft. I
my ticket using both Google Image Search and the modern day equivalent
of Photos hop, which frighteningly enough,
me past security and reserves
me a seat in the coach section next to an attractive woman with dark hair and
long, black gloves. She smiles at me sweetly and proceeds to ignore me for the
remainder of the launch. After the ignition sequence, which terrifies me, it
becomes clear the spacecraft is too heavy; there is too much weight and drag
to allow us to rocket free of this world unencumbered-unless something is
jettisoned, we will find ourselves plummeting, deathbound to earth.1he conductor, way too young, face full of sweat and stubble, braces himself against the
heavy desperate G pull, and explains that there has been a terrible mistake, a
miscalculation; the spacecraft had been specifically calibrated to account for
each passenger's weight-an ounce too much and the spacecraft will never
cut its tether to the ground. "The cargo hold is locked down! We don't have a
choice. One of us must go," he shouts over the panicked screams of the cabin.
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In my seat, calm, clutching the counterfeit ticket, I imagine what it would be
like to have the simple courage to save everyone's life. I imagine what it would
be like to float unfettered.
Three years ago, Sarah told me I would make an excellent father. We were
riding horses in the twilight hours of dusk and I was frightened that we were
getting too near the electric fence that bordered the perimeter of her farm. I
hated getting too close to the edge of something dangerous. I squeezed her
tight, imaging the terrible electricity dart from my lips to her neck, burning a
hole and cauterizing it closed immediately.
After we dismounted and she took care of the horse, we made out right
inside the stable door. Her father came out in his pajama pants, worried and
suspicious, and asked us why the lights were off, but we were never caught.
In twenty-two years, my daughter runs away for the first time. I am asleep as
she tentatively opens her side window. She had tested the front and back doors
earlier in the day, but had found them too noisy and prone to squeaks as viable
escape options. She walks down to the nearest twenty-four hour Shell (about a
ten minute walk barefoot) and buys Nerds and some orange juice. She comes
back through her bedroom window and drinks the orange juice and puts the
Nerds on her bedside table next to some old pictures. Her hands are shaking.
She doesn't sleep all night. At breakfast the next day, I ask her if anything is
wrong and she doesn't answer.
A year ago I asked Lindsey to be my girlfriend. We were at Sanchez Bistro in
downtown Grand Rapids and I was nervous and scared. She had just gone to
the President's Ball with a guy named Will instead of me the night before and
I thought tonight was the night she was going to tell me she never wanted to
see me again. I was never good with girls and fancy restaurants and here I was
faced with the both of them. We, oddly enough, were given the best seat in
the house, a small two top on the upper balcony level overlooking the entire
dining floor. As I clumsily tried to interpret the salad fork and her facial expressions, I decided to just go ahead and ask her. Before I could get the words
out, however, she excused herself to the bathroom. Sighing, I took a picture of
her empty seat with my digital camera I had for some reason or another felt
the need to bring.
She came back and I asked her almost right away. She said yes and I felt
this pressure just rise off of me like mist. It was like sleeping and eating at the
same time. "What did you take a picture of?" she asked.
"Oh," I said, looking down at my camera, surprised to see I had already
absentmindedly deleted the photo, "Nothing really."
In forty-one years, I will wonder what it would have been like to marry. I will
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remember the times when I felt the acute pull of the absent spouse-not just
the bad times, the tired dusty middle-of-the-night awakenings and the waiting
by the clock, but also the happy times: seeing my daughter at the age of eight
playing in the park with her friends, being there when she got news of the job
down in Boston, being in the kitchen together, making fun of how nervous
her prom date was when he picked her up and so on. 1 will think about her
mother and wonder what she would have thought about our daughter, now
grown. 1 will pick up my phone to call my daughter (the clock reads eight-fifty,
still not too late) but after a moment's pause I will replace the phone back in
the receiver. She doesn't need to he bothered.
Two years ago, I broke up with Sarah on the back deck of my freshman
dormitory. Hours earlier that night, a night which was paradoxically hot and
stormy all at once, she had called and we ended up getting into a fight about
something or other that felt important at the time. "I'm coming up there,"
she growled through the earpiece on my cell. Confused, I asked her to clarifY
what she meant. Coming up here? Tonight? "You know what I mean," she
said. "I'm coming up there. See you in an hour and a hal£"The phone gave a
single click and died. The missile had been launched; I had an hour and a half
before everything detonated.
Somewhat panicking, I ran through a quick mental friend tally. Upon failing to fill up my left hand (I was somewhat of a social recluse), I proceeded
to completely go out of my mind. I walked through the rain to the honors
dorm, where I figured my two friends that I had met over the course of the
year would be staying. Upon reaching the front door. I was dismayed to find it
locked. I pulled on the handle irrationally, believing by the mere strength of my
emotions I would be able to yank the door free of its frame. No use. I leaned
my head against the cold wet glass, until a friendly smoker asked me what I
was so upset about. "Do you need a smoke?" he offered, a cigarette dangling
between two fingers of his outstretched hand. He wore a hat and jacket that
clearly was designed to protect him from the rain. I should be so smart.
"Maybe later," I coughed. I never was a smoker, but suffering felt good right
then. Maybe that was the reason I unloaded on him, briefly relating to him the
history of Sarah and I's relationship, a story that began promising enough in
the small town in which I was raised and then fell apart when I went to college, like so many long distance relationships do the first year the older of the
pair moves away to a place more exciting and more different than one could
have pictured while staring at the back of a classmate's head in high school.
I managed to retain my composure while telling him about the angry phone
calls, the listless times my body spent with her at home on the weekends, while
my mind and my soul called out for college, having never even spent a single
weekend on campus. He smoked two cigarettes while listening to me intently.
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"Damn, brother, that's a lot of gas," he said, eyebrows rising with sympathy.
"Yeah, it wears on you after awhile."
He let me inside the building, being a resident, and I thanked him for
both the access and the friendly ear. He shrugged it off. "This stuff happens,
man, you just gotta keep your head up and your hair dry," he said, pointing to
his hat. His folksy Hallmark wisdom actually felt good in a non-ironic sense
at this irrational point in my life and I actually felt myself smiling a little bit.
I thanked him again and headed upstairs. I never saw him again during my
entire tenure at the university.
Upstairs, my friends Kerry and Morgan made me hot chocolate and gave
me a blanket to lay on while we waited for Sarah's arrival, like kids staring at
the clock for a doctor's appointment. "You just have to do it, Alex. You just
have to do it,» they kept reminding me. All I wanted to do was sleep.
The breakup itself was fairly typical. A lot of yelling in the rain, a lot of
crying. I remained calm throughout. She ran away into the night and I chased
her until I lost her. I couldn't ever keep up with her.
Two days later, I found a note she had stuffed in my car. It read simply, "I
can't decide if this is a nightmare or a reality." It felt good to know that I wasn't
the only one walking around, feeling trapped in a lucid dream.
In eight years, I will be staring at the clock. From this moment on, I will
remember every detail of that clock, the position of the hands, the make and
model, the scratches on the exterior casing. For the next five years that clock
will never move for me. For the next five years the only thing that brings me
life is my daughter.
The doctor will come out and I can tell by his expression it is bad news. I
wonder whom it is that I am leaving behind. The hospital is full of auditory
distractions, beeps and cries, but I can't hear anything at that moment. It's a
moment that seems to last for years. I look at the clock once more, and sigh.
In a week, Lindsey and I are living it up in New York City. It's the third day
of our excursion and it feels like all of the problems and pettiness are gone, as
if we had left them behind like forgotten luggage. We wander around Soho,
buying iPods and clothing from trendy boutiques that feel smaller than the
end of my fingertip. I take a picture of Lindsey next to a toy soldier at FAO
Schwartz. At the end of each night, we fall into bed to watch Conan and
to make out, falling asleep in each others arms, not waking until one in the
afternoon the following day. We take the bus out to Central Park and I try
to find the angel featured in the movie Angels in America. As I take her into
my arms in the "Strawberry Fields Forever" memorial, I wonder if we should
give it another shot. But, before I speak, before I ask, she reminds me that this
is New York City. "This, these times, they stay here," she says. And I try to
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imagine it differently.
In four years I will be sitting in Chicago, being paid for writing about something
I like to write about for the first time. I will be wearing clothes I like, tee shirts
that are bright with primary colors, placing emphasis on my skinny frame that
hasn't changed much since I was in college. Some other things have remained
the same since college: my less-than-amazing financial situation, my overall
slacker lifestyle, and my computer, which, at this moment, will be sitting hot
in my lap as I pound out an article about being a loser. I will be overlooking
the river in summertime and there will be one brief moment where everything
pauses and I realize that everything for once is alright, that everything seems to
be aligned perfectly and the world is beautiful, the people on the river walk are
beautiful, the buildings, angular and sharp, too are beautiful and the water and
the sun and the air and the Jettas and the Saabs and the suits and the skirts, they
are all shining with this beauty that lasts for only one second, one imperceptible
moment that they all share together and that I catch and hold. This moment
on my timeiine, I say hi. This moment on my timeline, I am happy.

