Winner of the 2008 Whitney Award, Best Novel by a New Author.
Winner of the 2008 award for the Novel by the Association for Mormon Letters.
Portions of Bound on Earth have won awards from Irreantum magazine (2003); Dialogue’s “Best of the Year Award: Fiction”(2005); honors from the Utah Arts Council (2006); and the Salt Flats Annual Emerging Writer Fiction Contest (2007).
“In this book of interconnected narratives, the language is beautiful and transparent, evocative in its descriptiveness. Its characters are complex and well-rendered, its ambitions serious and sincere. A compelling exploration of one family’s struggles toward intimacy and self-awareness in a world that pulls people asunder, Bound on Earth succeeds on many levels.”
—Robert Van Wagoner, author of Dancing Naked and Utah Arts Council judge
“Combining deep emotional candor and spare, elegant prose, Hallstrom’s debut novel is a poignant exploration of family, faith, and the ties that bind.”
—Kathryn Lynard Soper, editor of Segullah: Writings by Latter-day Saint Women
“Bound on Earth is a book in which the reader draws connections to the self; we see our own struggles, betrayals, hard loves, desire. It is a beautiful, honest chronicle of one family’s journey through time.”
—Sheila O’Connor, author of Where No Gods Came and winner of the Minnesota Book Award
“Angela Hallstrom demonstrates an admirable mastery of the art of fiction. The subtle background to this novel is the Mormon world view, established without preaching or assumptions of superiority. But it presents a far from idealized vision of reality. By moments the members of this extended family writhe with conflict, tension, depression, self-pity, and misbehavior. If there’s a lesson to be learned from this novel, it’s that the pain and endurance required to create a family are worth it.”
—Levi Peterson, author of The Backslider and editor of Dialogue magazine
Published by Parables at Smashwords
Copyright 2008 Angela Hallstrom
This book is available in print at most online retailers.
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
“Trying,” Irreantum, Autumn 2003; 2nd Place Irreantum fiction contest
“Thanksgiving,” Dialogue Vol. 38 no. 1, Spring 2005; winner of Dialogue’s New Voices Award; Dialogue’s “Best of the Year Award: Fiction;” and 2nd Place in the Utah Arts Council 48th Annual Writing Competition, Short Story Category, 2006.
“Christina” (previously titled “Unbroken”), Irreantum Vol. 7, No. 1 (2005)
“Accusation,” Dialogue Vol. 40, No. 3, Fall 2007
“Who Do You Think You Are?” 1st Place Salt Flats Annual Emerging Writer Fiction Contest, 2007
Bound on Earth (previously titled True and Faithful), honorable mention, Utah Arts Council 48th Annual Writing Competition, Novel Category
Cover art by Anthony Sweat
I offer my thanks to the journals who published some of the stories in this book: “Thanksgiving” and “Accusation” in Dialogue; “Christina” (previously titled “Unbroken”) and “Trying” in Irreantum; and “Who Do You Think You Are?” in Salt Flats Annual.
I would like to express my gratitude to the faculty of the Graduate Liberal Studies department at Hamline University, and Sheila O’Connor in particular. Without your wise guidance, this book would not exist. I also owe many thanks to the Association for Mormon Letters. My AML friends have inspired me, encouraged me, and worn down the path for me to follow. I am grateful, as well, to Anthony Sweat for his beautiful cover art, and to Elizabeth Petty Bentley for her careful and skillful editing.
I thank my extended family for their kindness, their example, and the love and faith they taught me all my life that (I hope) has found its way into this book. To my children Ethan, Elise, Jonas, and Wyatt: You are it. You are all.
And Forrest. A long time ago, you introduced me to a story about a little prince and a rose and the responsibility of love. Thank you for that—and for everything else.
“People have forgotten this truth,” the fox said. “But you mustn’t forget it. You become responsible forever for what you’ve tamed. You’re responsible for your rose . . .”
“I’m responsible for my rose . . . ,” the little prince repeated, in order to remember.
—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
The Little Prince
Joel Russell Palmer (b. 30 Mar 1920 Tropic, UT)
sp: Tessa Louise Shaw (b. 9 July 1925 Logan, UT; m. 10 Feb 1946)
|
Nathan Joel Palmer (b. 14 Jan 1950 Salt Lake City, UT)
sp: Alicia Rose Bennigan (b. 8 Sep 1950 Sandy, UT; m. 17 Jan 1972)
|
Marnie Lynne Palmer (b. 29 Mar 1974 Salt Lake City, UT)
sp: Michael Roy Iverson (b. 19 Oct 1973 Minneapolis, MN; m. 7 Aug 1998)
&
Christina Joy Palmer (b. 12 Nov 1975 Salt Lake City, UT)
sp: Curtis Leonard Gubler (b. 11 May 1975 Magna, UT; m. 26 Jun 1997)
sp: James Anthony Moretti (b. 3 Nov 1976 Albuquerque, New Mexico; m. 1 Nov 2004)
&
Elizabeth Rose Palmer (b. 5 May 1981 Salt Lake City, UT)
sp: Kyle Andrew Hewitt (b. 12 Jun 1981 Los Angeles, CA; m. 10 Dec 2002)
The Family 2005
Tess 1969
Nathan 1981
The Sunday Stories:
#1—True Marnie 1983
#2—Together Forever Tina 1985
#3—Helpful Beth 1986
#4—Accusation Nathan 1989
Alicia 1992
Marnie 1993-96
Beth 1996
Tina 1997
Tildy 1856
Kyle 2000
Marnie 2003
Jimmy 2004
Alicia 2006
Tess 2007
“Take care,” says my Grandma Tess. She is the first one to leave after Thanksgiving dinner because she can’t drive at night. She has two hours’ driving to do, north to Uncle Russell’s house in Logan. She’s worried about me. She wonders how I will bear up. She covers my hands with her own, and her skin is paper dry.
“Things seem hard right now, but you’ll see your way through. You’re my Beth. You’ve always been a strong one,” she tells me.
I’m lucky to have a grandmother like her. I don’t get the feeling she’s lying to me. I don’t get the feeling she’s telling me only what I want to hear.
We stand by the open door and sunlight streams through her thinning hair.
“I’m hanging in there,” I tell her. “Really, I am.”
“You can do this,” she says. “Yes, yes. You can.”
Today, no one has said Kyle’s name out loud. During dinner Aunt Christy said, “Do you think he’s well enough to be trusted around the baby?” Everybody knew who “he” was. But I didn’t look up from my turkey.
Finally my mom said, “Who knows, Christy,” in that great tone she gets when the subject’s about to be changed.
No one has said his name, but in his absence he seems just as powerfully present as he always has been. Everyone feels it. My sisters keep sliding the conversation around, trying to avoid topics like love and marriage, mental health and single motherhood. My dad keeps coming up behind me and putting his hands on my shoulders. Really, they may as well all just be saying, “Kyle, Kyle, Kyle.” A big family chant.
I keep listening for the door. I told him not to come. I said, “Kyle, it’s for the best. You know how my mom gets—it’s nothing personal, she just wants some peace—but you can spend time with your own mom. You can see Stella tomorrow. You can see me tomorrow. We’ll talk then, I promise, we will, but today is not the day. Today is not the day.”
He yelled at me. “Heartless,” he called me. “Homewrecker.”
I said, “Kyle, you are not yourself. Can’t you see that you are not yourself?”
Kyle imagines the family inside the house, laughing, eating, Beth and her sisters teasing each other and telling their inside jokes. His father-in-law, Nathan, in his chair at the head of the table, his mother-in-law, Alicia, sitting just barely on the edge of her seat, tense as a cat, ready to jump up and get somebody butter or salt or more ice. All of them pretending they don’t miss him, that he never existed, that they’re better off now without him.
He knows the food they’ve been eating because he’s had Thanksgiving at this house practically every year for the last eight years and it’s always the same food, yams with the marshmallows on top, homemade stuffing with cranberries and pecans. Kyle always got a drumstick. He got one and Nathan got the other, because they were both dark-meat men. “A real man likes the dark stuff,” Nathan would say, and it made Kyle happy, knowing that his wife’s father thought of him as a real man. From the moment he first met the Palmers he’s been trying hard, doing his best to be the kind of man he should be. He’d be lying if he said all the effort to seem cheerful and focused and strong hadn’t worn him down a little, but he’d been willing to do it for her. For them. For all of them, the whole family. And what good has it done him? All they do is listen to Beth and her side of the story, her little tales she tells: Kyle did this, Kyle did that, like she’s Little Miss Innocent, like nothing’s her fault.
And now she gets to sit there at the table as if she never did anything wrong and he’s left alone, parked in his car two blocks from their house, abandoned on Thanksgiving by the family that said he belonged to them, the family that acted so charitable and kind but really they were just waiting for him to slip up. Waiting for a mistake so they could pull out the rug and watch him rattle to the floor and say, See, you never were good enough for us, we never asked for you, we measured you and found you wanting.
Like at Stella’s baby blessing last month, his own daughter’s baby blessing, he comes and wants to be a part, that’s all, but everybody’s so hung up about his clothes, how they’re not appropriate for church, but what do they expect when his own wife leaves him, abandons him to fend for himself in their little apartment, and he has nothing, no money, no love. Who wouldn’t show up in shorts and a T-shirt if not just to make a statement, so they could see what they’ve reduced him to? And then when he goes up to the podium to speak and keeps talking, pouring out his heart about his sweet little daughter and his wife who has left him, and her family which has betrayed him, the bishop takes him by the elbow in the middle of it all to lead him away from the microphone and he looks down and there’s Beth, sobbing, crying, holding his beautiful little daughter wearing her beautiful white blessing dress, and he’s thinking, what does she have to cry about? Why is she the one crying when she’s kept everything for herself and left her own husband with nothing?
She keeps telling him, “Just get back on your medication and then we’ll talk.” Get back on your medication and then, maybe, then, someday, then, then, then, but he tells her they’re poisoning him with it, he can feel it in his blood, eating at his cells, chewing little holes in his molecules to let the poison inside. Sometimes he thinks she’s in on it—Beth, her family, the doctors, all of them, plotting together to poison him with those innocent-looking pills. He’s even said to her, “Are you trying to kill me?” That’s what he said the night she left him. “Are you trying to kill me?” All she could do was say, “Kyle, please, Kyle, please,” the baby carrier hooked over her arm, Stella crying inside—and her father, Nathan, waiting for her in the car on the street so he could carry her away.
But they can’t get rid of him as easy as that. He’s earned his place. He has a right. They were there at the temple, they can’t have forgotten when he was bound to their daughter—and so, yes, to them, to all of them—eternally. Meaning: Forever. Meaning: Without end. They’re hoping he won’t show up, of course, hoping he just burns himself out and disappears like a curl of smoke up into the sky. But he is a father, a husband, a member of this family. They cannot cut him off like a dead branch on a tree and leave him out in the street. And he will show them. He will behave. He has ironed his clothes and brought flowers for his mother-in-law and he’s planned what he’ll say to Beth—“You look beautiful, as always”—and then they will see that they shouldn’t be afraid of him.
My older sister Marnie and I are putting up Thanksgiving leftovers. We’re in our parents’ kitchen and all three of her boys race past us screaming.
“These kids are running circles around me,” she says. She’s not being metaphorical. Her boys are screaming good-natured screams—screams of joy, you might call them. But still.
I am putting up the pies. I take slices from each leftover pie and squeeze them together into one tin, pumpkin and French silk and lemon meringue side-by-side.
“They should sell pies this way,” I say. “It makes more sense. The variety. People would snap them up.”
“Well there you go,” Marnie says. “Your million-dollar idea.”
“I’ve been saved!” I say, and she laughs. I haven’t told her about my money mess—well, Kyle’s money mess, but since he’s my husband, it’s mine too—but I know that she knows. My mom’s a talker and my sisters are worse. Secrets are hard to keep. For example, I know that Marnie’s husband Mike makes $94,000 a year in his job as some kind of finance guy for General Mills. When Marnie heard I’d left Kyle, she was nice enough to call me up and ask if I wanted to come stay with her in Minnesota for a while—“Get away from it all,” she said—but I told her no. First of all, I’d feel in the way. Second, I don’t know if I could stand it, really, living with their cute little family in their brand new house, watching Mike swinging in the door from work at the end of the day and Marnie kissing him on the cheek. At least that’s the way I imagine life goes at Marnie’s house, and I don’t know how much of it I could take.
Marnie points a spoon at my baby, Stella. “I don’t think that child has made a peep in twenty minutes,” she says. She pats her pregnant stomach with her free hand and smiles. “I put in an order for one like that this time. Hope God remembers.”
Stella sits propped in the crook of the couch, gumming on a board book. She’s a good baby, wide-eyed and calm. A lap-sitter, Marnie calls her. She’s six months old and has yet to roll over back to front, but they tell me not to worry, so I don’t.
“The mysteries of genetics,” I say, and Marnie knows what I mean. Take Marnie and Mike—obedient, even-tempered types, both of them—and all three of their boys started screaming as soon as they left the womb and haven’t stopped since. And then you have me and Kyle. You’d think we’d be in for it, but we end up with this sweet baby girl, as even-keeled as they come. She’s been sleeping through the night since she was four weeks old.
“You deserve your Stella,” Marnie says. “She’s lucky to have you.”
Of course she’s not, I want to say. Don’t be ridiculous.
“See?” Marnie says, and I look where she’s looking, at Stella’s round face. “See how she watches you, wherever you go? She can’t take her eyes off you.”
I know, I know. Children see everything.
“Open your eyes and look at me,” he’d say when we fought. He wouldn’t let me turn around, walk away, glance at the floor or the sky. The last time we fought, before I left him, he grabbed me by the shoulders, tight. Shook me a little. “Look at me!” And I did: his green eyes lit with fury, his skin tight across his cheeks. Even then, a handsome man.
We are almost finished with the silver. Marnie stands at the sink with her arms in the hot soapy water and I stand beside her, rinsing and drying.
Mike comes up behind Marnie and smoothes his hands over her round belly. “Nap time?” he says into her ear.
Upstairs, their boys are thumping and jumping. I keep listening for howls of pain.
“Ha,” Marnie says. “Right.”
“I think Grandpa’s been looking pretty anxious to go to the park, don’t you? Give me five minutes and we’ll have ourselves some quiet.”
He leans down and I hear it as he kisses her on the neck. I pretend to disappear.
I am in a house of couples: halves of wholes, yins and yangs, eternal pairings. Marnie and Mike are here today. Tina and Jimmy. Aunt Christy and Uncle Rob. Everybody’s touching each other, even my mom and dad. Alicia and Nathan. I’ve heard it so many times it’s almost one name, Aleeshyanathan, like something you’d call an Indian princess. They seem to be touching a lot lately. I swear they hardly touched at all when I was a kid, or at least I didn’t notice it, but now I see them all the time. Like now: his hand resting lightly against her back, her head tilted against his arm.
I’m lucky I have Stella to hold on to. My Aunt Christy keeps telling me, “Why don’t you put that child down?” She says I just might spoil her. But I need her weight on my hip, her skin on my skin. She is mine and I am hers. Her heaviness keeps me pinned to the earth.
A few weeks ago my mom caught me crying in the bathroom. “You’ll feel better in time,” she told me. “You’ve made the right decision. A hard one, but the right one. You deserve to live your own life. You and Stella, together—you can make a good life.”
I didn’t answer her back. I just nodded like I agreed with her, mainly so she wouldn’t worry. She thinks I should divorce him. She hasn’t said it in so many words, but I can tell that’s what she wants me to do. I can’t talk about it, myself. Don’t even like to think about it.
But I have abandoned him. My husband for eternity, and I’ve left him to himself. There are times I think I’m a terrible person. My mother tells me, “There’s only so much you can do.” She says, “You’ve got to think about your daughter.” And I do. Constantly, constantly. I think of Kyle and I think of my daughter and I think of myself. I stay up half the night in my old twin bed at my parents’ house listening to Stella breathing and sighing in her crib, and I wonder if I’ve ever made a good choice in my life.
So this is what I tell myself. Kyle and I—our story—it’s like this news report I remember from last winter about a skier who got lost in the mountains. For days, the whole community was looking for him. They had search teams, helicopters, police dogs. But then a big storm came and blanketed any clues they might have found with a fresh layer of snow. The temperature dropped. They held a press conference and said, “We’re calling off the search; we’ll have to wait for springtime, for the thaw.” The lost skier’s father stood up in front of the cameras with his eyes full of tears and said, “It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, because I know he’s buried out there somewhere, but it’s much too dangerous for a person to venture out in these conditions.”
I think of Kyle, my Kyle, buried deep, surrounded by cold and blinding white. I’ve been digging and digging. I don’t know how long I’m supposed to keep digging until it’s okay for me to stop trying to find him.
Alicia stands by the front door holding Christy’s coat.
“Thank you so much for having us,” her sister-in-law says. “The meal was delicious. Everything, perfect.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say perfect,” Alicia says.
“Yes! Perfect!” Christy leans in. “And no surprise guests,” she whispers, conspiratorially, in Alicia’s ear.
Alicia can’t wait for Christy to go home. It’s been a peaceful day. Uneventful. Nothing like the baby blessing when Kyle barged in during the sacrament, his hair all disheveled, his eyes wild and frightening. She’s sure her extended family has spent many entertaining hours dissecting that whole scene, and she’s glad today hasn’t provided Christy with any more material.
When Beth moved back home with the baby this summer, Christy had called Alicia, breathless for details. Almost giddy.
“Bipolar?” she asked. “Isn’t that the disease you see on television movies where people have all the different personalities?”
Alicia could hardly bear answering; Christy could be so deliberately clueless. “No, Christy,” she told her. “It’s the disease geniuses sometimes get. Van Gogh. Virginia Woolf. It’s a particular struggle for the sensitive and the intelligent.”
Today Christy has tried to bring up Kyle and his situation at least half a dozen times. During dessert, she told Alicia she had gone online and looked up lithium, and she said, “It doesn’t sound all that bad to me. It’s a wonder why he won’t stay on it!” Luckily, Beth was out of earshot, upstairs nursing the baby.
Christy’s husband, Rob, is outside waiting in the car. Alicia hears him rev the engine.
“You’ve got a lot on your hands,” Christy says. “I don’t envy you. A distraught daughter and a baby at home! I don’t know how you do it.”
“We’ll be fine, Christy. Don’t you concern yourself with us.”
Rob honks the horn.
“That’s my cue!” Christy says, then reaches over to kiss Alicia on the cheek. She scuttles to the car, carefully balancing her load of Thanksgiving leftovers.
Alicia walks out onto the porch and waves as their Buick rolls around the corner and out of sight. The air is cool against her naked arms. The trees are bare; the ground is brown and dry. November is a terrible month, she thinks.
She wonders if Kyle is hidden somewhere, spying on the house, watching her. She wouldn’t be surprised if he were. And it wouldn’t frighten her, either. It would mostly make her sad. She wishes she could go back in time eight years to Beth and Kyle’s sophomore year in high school, the year they met. Maybe, if she had known what to look for, Alicia could have seen the signs. She could have warned her daughter. Instead of agreeing with Beth, seeing Kyle as interesting and brilliant and emotional, she would have had the good sense to recognize he was more than just a passionate kid. But she was almost as swept up as Beth had been. Here was this boy who came skidding into their lives at full tilt: so smart, so funny, so full of ideas. He’d help Alicia with dinner, doing crazy things like adding Tabasco to the spaghetti sauce and then saying, “Isn’t this the best spaghetti you’ve ever had in your life?” And they’d all agree that yes, yes it was. On Mother’s Day he would always send her a card, even before he and Beth married. Sometimes he would write, “Thank you for bringing Beth into this world.” Other times, “You’re the mother that I never had.” Although he did have a mother: an unpredictable, difficult woman who’d raised Kyle all alone. That’s where she’d told Beth he should go today.
“He has a mother,” she said to Beth. “It’s not like we’re all he has.”
“Yes, we are, Mom,” Beth had answered. “And you know it.”
But Kyle is not the boy she remembers. The tall, handsome, laughing boy who took her child to the prom, who turned nineteen and dressed up so strikingly in his dark blue suit and served a mission, who came home and said to her and to Nathan, “I would like your daughter’s hand.” She can’t say when the obvious changes started. Six months after Beth married him? A year? The doctors told them diseases like this sometimes come on in early adulthood. There’s no way they could have known. But she should have known. She feels betrayed—by her own intuition, by God—that she hadn’t somehow sensed disaster.
She looks down her normally deserted street and counts the cars lined up along it. Over a dozen are bunched in front of her neighbors’ houses. And who are the people that her neighbors have let inside? Grandparents with Alzheimer’s, alcoholic uncles, mean-spirited sisters. She knows her neighbors, knows their stories. She knows they have opened their doors on holidays to all sorts of difficult people who come underneath their family umbrellas. But she can’t. Not this time. She has kept her door deliberately closed.
The worst part is she doesn’t feel guilty for doing it. Because first and foremost, she is a mother. And a mother must protect her child.
From my upstairs bedroom window I can see my mother, coatless, standing on the porch. She keeps looking up and down the street. I can’t help thinking that she’s watching for him. Waiting. I told her, chances are, no matter what we say, he’ll still show up. But I don’t think he’ll dare if she’s standing right there. He’s afraid of her. Only her. Even at the height of his mania she can stop him dead in his tracks.
My mom is a beautiful woman. Prettier than me. She’s kept her hair long, just past her shoulders, and she colors it to the same deep reddish brown it was when she was my age. I used to feel sorry for her, that she married my dad. Isn’t that funny? I thought she sold out. He was a good dad, sure. Steady, dependable. Nice. But he seemed like an awfully average husband. When was the last time he swept her away on a romantic trip? Wrote her a poem? When I married Kyle, I even wondered if she was jealous.
Kyle’s latest romantic gesture was to buy us two one-way tickets to Australia. A few weeks after I had Stella, he came bursting in the door.
“It’s a place of mystery! Full of excitement! We can live by the ocean. Live off the land!”
That’s when I knew he’d gone off his medication again. I didn’t even ask him how he’d paid for the tickets or if we could get a refund. I just silently nodded my head and thought, “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”
Nathan wants to get away from the house. It’s not that he doesn’t love them—his daughters, his sons-in-law, his wife—but by nature he’s a solitary man. A lover of quiet. Even now, late in November, he tries to get outside and walk at least once a day. So when Mike asks him if he’ll take the grandkids to the park down the block, he’s glad for the chance to get some fresh air. He puts the boys in their coats and lets them bolt out the door. He keeps them in sight as they tear down the street, but he doesn’t call out to them to slow down or wait or hold hands. He lets them go. He thinks, boys need to run.
It’s when he rounds the corner to the park that he sees Kyle in his dusty red Honda, sitting. The engine is turned off and Kyle is staring, immovable, his eyes fixed off in the distance. The boys are at the park now—clambering all over the jungle gym, shrieking on the swings—and even though Kyle is parked just across the street, he gives no indication that he sees them or hears them. His profile stays frozen. Nathan feels suddenly nervous and ashamed, as if he has sneaked up on somebody, as if he’s in a place he’s not supposed to be. He is unsure if he should gather up the boys and head home. Pretend he never saw his son-in-law. But he has seen him. And even though Kyle hasn’t so much as tilted his head, Nathan’s sure that Kyle has seen him too.
Nathan sits on the cold metal bench near the swing set. Marnie’s boys are hollering, “Grandpa! Watch me slide!” and they don’t even recognize their Uncle Kyle sitting across the street in his car, listening and not listening. Watching and not watching. The afternoon sun hangs low in the sky and the wind sends dry leaves skittering across the sidewalk. It’s getting chilly. Nathan wonders how long Kyle’s been sitting without the car turned on. He wonders if the boy even realizes it’s cold.
He’s got to go to him. There’s no getting around it. No matter what Kyle has done—all the ways he has hurt Beth, all the lies he has told, and his stubborn refusal to stick with the therapy and at least try, at least seem to try, to get a hold on this illness that started strangling him so slowly that no one in the family thought to notice until it was out of control—no matter what, Nathan is responsible for this man. He opened his door to Kyle when he was still a kid. Watched as he burrowed himself deep into their family. And Nathan let him do it. Encouraged it, in his own way. And now he is responsible.
He walks toward the car, his eyes on Kyle’s unmoving face. He comes up to the window. Taps it. He can see the shine of tears across Kyle’s cheeks.
“Kyle,” Nathan says.
Kyle closes his eyes. He keeps his chin set firm.
“Can I just talk to you?”
Slowly, Kyle turns his face to Nathan. He opens his eyes. They are tired eyes, bloodshot and sunken. Weary. He doesn’t move to roll the window down.
“What do you want to say?” Kyle asks. His voice is quiet, muffled through the glass.
Nathan considers how to answer this question. That he’s afraid for Kyle? Afraid of him? That, somehow, he wishes Kyle would disappear and wonders how to save him? That he doesn’t know what to say?
Behind him, Nathan can hear his grandsons’ voices, clear and brittle in the air.
“Grandpa!” they’re calling. “Push us!”
“I just want you to know that you’re not alone,” Nathan says.
Kyle leans his head back and lets out an angry burst of laughter. “Really?” he says. “You think so? Well you could’ve fooled me.”
It isn’t until Nathan is almost to the house that he hears the engine rumble. He doesn’t know what it means, if Kyle is leaving or coming. And he doesn’t know what he wants it to mean.
He has always been a man of direction. A giver of advice. “Here,” he likes to say. “Do this, follow these directions, one, two, three.” Then, what had been broken could be fixed. What had been complicated could be understood. He remembers when Beth was a child, how easy it had been to rescue her. If she fell off her bike he could scoop her up, dust off her knees, and kiss her head. Tell her, “Keep trying, keep doing your best—in time it will get easier.” But not anymore. She is beyond him. Her life, her story, no longer his.
But he prays for her. For Beth and Kyle and little Stella. They are a family. He asks God to be gentle. It’s all that he can do.
He turns on the car and thinks, stay or go, go or stay, claim your life or run away. Always he’s thinking like this. In little poems. Little songs. He’s been writing a lot of them down in a notebook that he’s brought to show Beth, because sometimes she has such a hard time listening to him, really hearing him, and he remembers how she used to love his poems, way back when. He would give them to her, and she would cry and say things like “I love you,” like “What would I do without you?” It has been months since he has kissed her, months since he has touched a girl, even, any girl, and he thinks his skin might be starting to go electric with unused tactile energy. He’s almost afraid to touch her now. Zap! What if he touched her and an electric current shot out from under his skin and got her? Zip Zap! Maybe it would make her more afraid or maybe it would make her remember the powerful kind of love they share, the very real and, yes, shocking kind of love they have between the two of them. He’s always said she’s scared because their love is too strong and he is too real. That’s why she wants him on that medication, because he’s just too real without it, but he’s tried to explain that it’s the real him she fell in love with anyway and there’s no way she’ll ever love the other him, the sad, slow, fat, dull—the lurching mannequin he is on those pills. She’ll leave him anyway if he takes them. He knows it.
So if she would just take a chance, take a dive with him, go for a ride with him, let her hair flow free and wild with him and love him like she used to, like he knows that she still can. He thinks of Nathan, his face in the window, his sad, pale face. He said, “You’re not alone.” Not. Alone. If anyone could still be in his corner, it would be Nathan, a good man, a man who maybe sees beyond the surface of things. A kind man. The only father Kyle has ever known. After Stella was born he told Nathan, “I want to be a father just like you.” But Kyle was on his meds back then, and even though he kept trying to be a real father—a true man, like Nathan—he didn’t have the energy, wouldn’t have the energy unless he got rid of the pills, and maybe Nathan understands that. So he hopes Nathan answers when he goes to the door, or Beth, but not Mike, that Minnesota son-in-law with his button-down shirts and his big meaty handshakes and his questions—You got yourself a 401(k)? An IRA? You heard about that IPO? The last time Mike asked him a question like that, Kyle spelled out his answer, N-O, which he thought was pretty funny, and it flustered that Mike for a minute. If Alicia answers the door, he’s brought her the flowers. White roses, her favorite. He doesn’t know what he’ll say to Alicia—just hand her the flowers and look in her face and hope she recognizes that it’s only him, only Kyle, the boy who loves her daughter and loves her family and just wants them to give him a chance.
When my dad came home from the park he told me right away.
“I thought you should know,” he said. “He doesn’t look well.”
I keep thinking, how long? How long has he been around the corner, sitting in his car? All day? Since before the rest of us were even awake? I wouldn’t be surprised if he pulled up at four o’clock in the morning. Some nights he sleeps only two, three hours; he gets an idea in his head and he can’t stop thinking about it, can’t keep himself from jumping out of bed and acting on it. But then, in a way, I knew he was out there too. I could feel him from the minute I woke up.
I step outside our front door. The street is quiet. I hear, very faintly, the rumble of an idling engine. I wait for him.
He puts the car in drive, steps on the gas, curves around the corner. Then he sees her standing on the porch, her hands stuffed deep in her pockets, her hair pulled away from her face. She is wearing lipstick, a deep red he has never seen on her before. Her lips are the only color against her pale face. She looks like a woman, like a grown-up. Kyle thinks, This beautiful stranger—she knew I was coming, she’s come out to meet me, she’s going to welcome me home.
Inside, the family has been warned. Nathan told them, “Kyle’s outside, and I think I gave him the impression it’s okay to come over.” Alicia has gone to her room. Marnie and Tina—the sisters——they both agree it’s for the best that he come inside. After all, they argue, what are we going to do? Lock their doors on him forever? Stella’s his daughter. It’s Thanksgiving. He has a right. Christy and Rob and Grandma have all left, so who does Mom think she needs to impress? It’s only Kyle. No matter what, he is still Kyle.
The sons-in-law, Mike and Jimmy, decide to watch football. They will smile at him, say hello. Speak if spoken to.
Beth opens the front door and leads Kyle inside. His face is flushed and spotty. In his left hand, he holds a bouquet of white roses. He lifts his right hand and waves.
“The fam!” he says.
Nathan rises from his chair and shakes Kyle’s hand. “Good to see you,” he says.
“Been a long time,” Kyle answers, then laughs once, short and hard.
Marnie says, “Pie! We have pie for you. We have extra. There’s plenty.”
“Can I take those flowers? Put them in water?” Tina asks.
“Actually, these flowers are for Alicia. And where is my beautiful mother-in-law? The lady of the house. Has she deserted us? Up and flown the coop?”
The sisters look at each other.
“She’s resting,” Nathan says.
“Or,” Kyle says, “is she playing hide-and-seek?”
Outside, the sky is turning dark. Clouds are moving in.
“A storm is coming,” Tina says.
“It’s a good thing,” says Nathan. “We certainly need the moisture.”
Everyone nods, earnestly, eagerly. Upstairs, a baby cries.
“There’s Stella,” Beth says. “I’ll go get her.”
“No,” Kyle says. “No, let me. I mean, can I?”
Beth looks across the room at her father.
“How about you come with me,” she says to Kyle. “We can get her together.”
They climb the stairs to Beth’s old bedroom, Kyle clutching the roses in his left hand. Beth’s room is painted butter yellow. It’s still decorated like a high school girl’s: trophies on the shelves, pictures from school dances. In every photo it’s just the two of them, Beth and Kyle. Never anyone else. Different poses and outfits and hair-styles, but always they’re the couple with their arms around each other. Heads tilted in close.
Stella’s crib has been pushed against the far wall, the only place it will fit. The baby isn’t crying loudly. Whimpering, mostly. Patient. Kyle comes to the head of the crib and looks inside. The baby is on her stomach, struggling, pushing up against the mattress with her arms.
“Well look at you,” Kyle says.
Stella stops crying at the sound of his voice. Lifts up her head and sees him.
“Look at you so strong,” he says to her, his voice gentle, singsong.
She breaks into a grin.
“How’d you get there on your tummy?”
Then, from the doorway, Beth. “She’s on her stomach?” she asks. She walks over to Kyle and stands beside him. They peer into the crib together.
“She really is on her tummy,” Beth says. “I was starting to worry she’d spend the rest of her life flat on her back. The doctor said not to worry about her rolling. Said it would come in her own time. But I wondered.”
“Sometimes you’ve just got to be patient,” Kyle says.
“True,” Beth says. “Very true.”
Kyle slides his hand, slowly, along the railing of the crib, until his pinkie touches Beth’s. She doesn’t move her hand.
“When you love somebody, I mean,” he says. “Especially. Patience.”
Downstairs, the family is happy to hear about Stella.
“What a champ!” Nathan says.
“She’ll be running you ragged before you know it,” Marnie tells her sister.
Tina brings Kyle his pie. “I remembered you like pecan,” she says.
Kyle sits at the table. He is the only one eating. Someone has turned off the television and the family listens as Kyle’s fork clinks against his plate.
“I think I see some flurries,” Tina says. “Look. Outside. It’s about time.”
The family looks out the window. Delicate white snowflakes drift by, lonely, so slow a person could count them coming down.
“It seems, in my day, there used to be so much snow. By Thanksgiving time we’d have had a few good storms. But anymore even the weather’s unpredictable,” Nathan says. “Can’t even count on the weather.”
Outside, the flakes twirl in the wind. Kyle has stopped eating his pie.
“I’d like to show my daughter the snow,” he says.
The family turns and looks at him.
“Does she have a coat? I’d like to put it on her. Take her outside. Show her the snow. The two of us.”
The family looks at Beth.
“You want to show her the snow?” she asks.
“I would like to, yes. Very much. I’m her father.”
Kyle sits on the swing at the far end of the yard, holding the baby on his lap. He points at the sky. The baby’s eyes follow his finger. He pushes the swing with his feet, slowly. It is not too cold and the breeze is very light. The snowflakes are in no hurry. They spin and tumble and land on the baby’s coat. He can’t remember ever seeing a snowflake up close, and it looks just as it ought to, symmetrical and complicated and beautiful, the way God likes for things to be. He whispers to the baby, “Look.” A snowflake has landed on her sleeve. “Look how pretty.” The baby will not look. She keeps her chin tilted up at the sky. The sky is a mystery. And snow. And God. His little daughter understands this. Her tiny hands are getting cold. He covers them with his own. Leans his cheek against her head. Says, “We can keep each other warm.”
It is getting dark. I move out to the patio where I can watch them better. Behind me, in the house, I hear my family. I can’t pick out what they’re saying. I can hear only the tenor of their voices, their laughter and their silences. I bring my legs up and wrap my arms around my knees. Watch my breath turn to white. The swing creaks softly, marking even time.
Between Kyle and me is a path of scattered roses. He didn’t drop them all at once. He made himself a trail, like Hansel. He knows I am watching. I can see his silhouette, his dark shadow, rising and falling. His back is to me. He has his arms circled around her.
I listen for Stella’s voice. The smallest whisper of sound, the tiniest cry—I will hear it and go to her. The night is that silent. That still.
But then I hear a song, very faint. It’s Kyle, and he’s singing:
For health and strength and daily food
We praise thy name, O Lord.
A primary song. A Thanksgiving song. A short one, sung in a round. I remember singing it with my sisters.
He gets to the end of the line and takes a breath. Begins again:
For health and strength and daily food
We praise thy name, O Lord.
I can see his face bent toward the sky. I come up behind him.
“Sing with me,” he says. He doesn’t look at me. He looks up, and the snowflakes land on his cheeks, his eyelids. “It’s such a pretty song. But we have to sing it together.”
“Kyle,” I say. I reach out for Stella. He keeps swinging.
“For health and strength and daily food,” he sings, and waits. This is where I should come in.
“For health and strength and daily food.” Again.
I can’t sing with him. I listen to the moaning of the swing, the air pushing through the trees.
“Have you ever smelled her hair?” he says. “It smells just like the morning.”
He is crying.
“Kyle,” I whisper. “Can I have her? Can I have Stella?”
“It’s not good to be alone.”
“Can I have my baby?”
“I only ask for small things. The song. It doesn’t sound right when you sing it alone. It’s not complete. It’s a very sad song when you sing it all alone.”
“She’s getting cold.”
He stops the swing with his feet. I crouch down beside him, and Stella looks up and smiles. She lifts her arms to me.
“I would give you anything, you know,” he says.
“I know,” I say, and grasp Stella beneath her arms. Pull her to me.
“We love each other,” he says.
He turns to me. His eyes are wide and luminous in the moonlight. His face shines, smooth and white. I reach out and touch his hand. His skin is like ice.
“I’ve got to get her inside, where it’s warm,” I say.
“I remember,” he says. “You’ve always been afraid of winter.”
“You should come inside too. You’re freezing. I can feel it.”
He shakes his head. “I don’t feel the cold.”
“Kyle.”
“And the snow is very beautiful.”
I leave him out on the swing. I walk with my daughter toward the house, and it’s lit up and warm, a deep yellow glow against the night. I hear Kyle’s voice rise again in the air, singing, and I hear the creak of the swing and the scuff of his shoes on the hard ground. I don’t look back at him. The roses have disappeared in the snow. I tuck my daughter up tight against my chest, open the door, and take her inside.
He never told her not to go. Tess reminds herself of this as she sits waiting for the bus.
She sits erect, her ankles crossed and knees together, thinking of all her husband has and has not said. Every minute or two she brings her hand up to her hair and smoothes it. Her eyes stay fixed on the dark blue door across the street and two houses down. It is her own house, her own door. She watches, waiting to see if this door will swing open. She considers what would happen if he appeared on the front porch and called out, “Tess,” then tilted his head and widened his eyes. She wonders if that would be enough to make her stand, walk across the road, and let him lead her back into the house.
It is a fine morning, the vibrant kind in early fall where nature asserts its will to keep on living: the lawns are cool and green, the sky bright blue. There is no breeze. Tess had seated herself at the bus stop early—it is her first day and she doesn’t want to be late—and she wishes she had brought something to read because the few times people have walked past, they appear to be inspecting her. She senses them looking and she has to glance up and then smile, but if she had a book she could keep her head down and pretend not to notice anyone at all.
But of course no one’s inspecting her. She is only a woman, sitting, waiting for a bus. A woman holding a brand new canvas bag filled with notebooks and folders and pencils and pens. A forty-year-old woman heading out for her first day of school in twenty years.
She told Joel about her enrollment just three days ago. A terrible mistake to wait that long, she realizes. A simply terrible thing to do to him.
“So you’ve taken this upon yourself,” he’d said. “No discussion. No counsel.”
The skin on his face hung slack and pale. He wouldn’t look at her.
“Joel,” she said. “It was the only way I could think . . .”
“Fine,” he said. “I understand.”
“No. No, you don’t. I didn’t want to worry you. I didn’t want to make things difficult.”
“Difficult, yes. You are right, I am a difficult man. Difficult to talk to. Of course.”
She shouldn’t have said that word, “difficult.” It was a hard word. All those consonants. He struggled and slurred each time he said it.
“It’s not you. It’s not that I didn’t want to talk to you, not that you’re difficult. I’m difficult.” Tears stung her eyes. “I’m sorry. I never meant to wait so long.”
He didn’t move to comfort her. “I suppose you feel you must,” he whispered, still looking at the ground.
When her acceptance letter from the university had arrived in the mail all those months ago, she meant to talk to him right away. But days passed after she received it, then weeks, yet she couldn’t open her mouth. She took a bus to campus and met with her advisor. She registered for classes. She watched Joel as he struggled and hoped for the right day, an especially good day, but none seemed good enough to tell him. Despite everything that had happened, Joel still believed a man should provide. No matter the circumstances. She knew her plans to go back to school to prepare to enter the workforce would be very difficult for him to accept.
So instead of talking to him, she mentally practiced a speech she hoped would soften the blow. “It won’t be as bad as you think,” she’d hoped to say. “Perhaps if you can concentrate on your rehabilitation and not worry so much about finances, you won’t be under so much stress. You’ll see some progress.”
She planned to explain how she’d earned enough credits from her college days twenty years ago that, after a little over a year of intensive coursework, she’d have her nursing license. How as a nurse she could make a good deal more money than a secretary or a seamstress. How, after graduation, she could find a position that would allow her to work nights, when everyone was sleeping, so no one would miss her and she’d be there for cooking and cleaning and dealing with the children. How she’d always loved the idea of nursing—being a healer, offering others a measure of comfort—and that perhaps she’d even enjoy working. Perhaps they would all be happier.
But when she finally found the courage to tell him—too late, she knows, so late that of course he felt betrayed—she didn’t say anything she had planned. Instead, she cried and said she was sorry. Neither one of them has spoken about her decision since. And today, when she said good-bye as he sat at the kitchen table—his oatmeal untouched, the newspaper spread out before him—he didn’t answer her. He nodded his head very slightly and didn’t look up.
The bus rounds the corner and comes rumbling down the street. She stands, ready, her canvas bag slung over her shoulder. She watches her house, sitting so still and solemn it’s hard to believe a person is living inside it. The bus stops and the door sighs open. She pays her fare and finds her seat. Her back is to her house now so she can’t watch the door, but she imagines Joel standing there behind it, his hand on the knob he didn’t turn.
He said it was love at first sight, and Tess believed him. Even though Arlene Kimball had silky auburn hair and a waist a man could wrap his hands around. Even though Lucille Barker was blessed with eyes as round as buttons and a week’s worth of store-bought dresses. Even though Tess saw how these girls and all the others—pretty girls with slim ankles and eager mouths—tipped forward in their chairs to catch every word he said during Sunday School, she never wondered why she was the chosen one. She never felt threatened. She simply believed him.
He became the new Sunday School teacher the day after her twentieth birthday. It was 1945 and he was back in the States, fresh and handsome like so many young men discovering life after war. During the month it took before he asked her to dinner, she never raised her hand in class for fear he’d see it trembling. Instead she sat quietly and studied his face: the cleft in his chin, his strong white teeth, his hair swept back from his brow, curling a bit over his ears. Then when she was afraid she’d been looking too long, she’d close her eyes for just a moment and let his voice ring through her: commanding, sincere, as smooth as caramel. From the first day she heard him speak, she was willing to believe anything he said was true.
On their first date, he told her she was lovely. She had never thought of herself as beautiful, necessarily, but she knew of certain qualities that lent a quiet confidence to her bearing. Her smile was kind. Her pale eyes stood out in contrast to her heavy, dark hair. Her figure was womanly and soft. Still, during that first night out and for many nights afterward, she sat across from him amazed that this man—this real man, twenty-five years old and studying law—had looked into her face and seen something more than smooth skin or full lips. He saw that she was something more, something necessary, something that Tess had always hoped she was capable of being but hadn’t quite believed she could be until she studied his eyes and decided he couldn’t tell a lie.
One month after their first date, Joel proposed.
“I don’t have much to offer you,” he said as he slipped the slim gold ring on her finger. “Yet.”
She didn’t mind that there wasn’t a diamond. She didn’t care that they’d be living in her bedroom at her parents’ home until he finished law school. It seemed romantic—delicious, even—bringing him home to her childhood room, closing the door and being alone with him there in her old double bed. But Joel was planning for more. As graduation approached, he sat up with her at night and whispered plans for the life they would build.
“More than you’ve ever thought to expect,” he would say.
Then she would smile and rub his shoulders, happy because he was happy dreaming that way. They were both country children brought to Salt Lake late in their teens, and Tess hadn’t been raised to expect prominence or wealth or anything more extraordinary than a home with a nice tidy garden.
“I have all I need,” she would tell him. And she meant it.
The professor speaks faster than Tess can write. The other girls in class scratch along in time, their heads bobbing briefly to their papers and up again to their teacher, their expressions dull and slightly sleepy. Tess doesn’t understand it. She knows she must look strained—frantic, even—and she feels her heart racing as she scribbles “postoperative care” and then “medical intervention” but has missed how and why the two connect. The phrases hang there on the page, important and bewildering. In the three seconds she has taken to think about this, the professor has again skipped ahead and is now saying something about oral reports. She wonders if she is breathing too loudly and if the young woman beside her has noticed.
College is nothing like she remembered. Her nursing training before she met and married Joel had been challenging, but she doesn’t remember feeling so overwhelmed. Suddenly this young version of herself seems farther removed from who she is now than she ever imagined. Of course she should have known how out of touch she would feel. It’s the sixties and so much has changed. Yet sitting here surrounded by these fresh young girls, it comes to her swift and hard: she is growing old.
“It will be more difficult than you remember,” her mother said, just last week. It made Tess so angry she could scarcely continue the conversation. What did her mother know? When did her mother ever go to school—or deal with a handicapped husband, for that matter? “The mortgage and the medical bills together have almost run through all our savings, Mother,” she had wanted to say. “So what do you propose I do? Give up? Let the bank take the house?” Which would kill Joel, she was sure of it. The loss of his home would be his final humiliation. Never, never would she allow it.
But instead of saying this, she told her mother, “Well, now, we’ll see. I’m hoping for the best.”
And her mother said, “I’ll keep you in my prayers.”
“Thank you.”
“And I’ll keep praying for Joel too. For his recovery. Then you won’t have to worry anymore and things can go back to normal.”
“Thank you, Mother.”
“You’ve got to have faith, you know,” her mother said. Commanded. “It’s important not to give up on miracles.”
“Yes, Mother. I know.”
And she does know. She knows all about praying and hope and deep, deep wanting, and yes, she knows sometimes there are miracles. But sometimes there are not.
The professor finishes lecturing, says “Questions?” and waits a beat while nothing but breathing fills the room.
“Until next time then, ladies,” he says, and strides away.
The girls begin to chatter. Some laugh, stuffing their notebooks confidently into their bags. Tess stays seated, looking down at her unfinished notes. The classroom empties around her.
Her past is present every day, skirting around her mind like a party balloon trapped along the edges of a high-ceilinged room. Especially at night: she closes her eyes and the past appears, sometimes just a moment stopped in time, but often whole scenes played out with words and smells and sounds. She sees Joel lying on his stomach in the living room, the children wedged around him like puppies, all of them reading comics on Sunday afternoons. She remembers the time she and Joel locked themselves out of the house on Christmas Eve, the way he wrapped her close inside his terry cloth robe, the sound of his rich, throaty th,laughter as she whispered, “Christy! Let us in!” beneath her oldest daughter’s window. She recalls the smell of him before leaving for court: the polish on his shoes, the minty aftershave, the oil he used to slick his hair back, shiny and straight. She would reach down and kiss the top of his head as he read his paper in the morning, and almost always he would lean his head against her, just slightly, and smile up as if to say thank you.
His voice—the way it used to be—comes to her in dreams. Every time it’s the same: she stands alone in the center of something, a room or a field or a dark street at night, and she hears him talking. Lines from speeches he gave, or stanzas of poetry, or verses of scripture. Sometimes he’s talking right to her, telling her what she should do. “Tess!” he says, “Are you listening to me?” She can hear his voice, but she can’t find its source. It is always just behind her. So she turns and turns, his words trailing her around in circles. She wakes up dizzy, her bedspread clutched tight against her chest.
After class she waits in line for the phone. The line is longer than she’d expected, full of young people lolling around, chatting, laughing. She wants to clap her hands sharply like she does with her own dawdling children. Hurry up! Get to it! But these students have no need for urgency. They have no sick husbands waiting gloomily at home, Tess is sure. No unresolved tensions. No things unsaid. Her desire to hear Joel’s voice has been building all day, and if she doesn’t hear it—even just for a moment, a simple hello so she can read the tone of it—the anxiety clenching inside her will only increase.
Standing two people ahead of her in line is a woman even older than Tess. The woman looks out of place with her tight hair and thick shoes; her face is puckered and concerned. Tess hopes she doesn’t look the same way. Even still, she wonders if she should choose this woman as a partner and friend. She’d catch her eye, and just by looking at each other they could find comfort and solidarity. Maybe then this woman’s face would relax and they’d both remember what it was like to be young, how it didn’t always make things easier. They could remind each other how long these girls will have to wait before they understand the truth about anything.
But today is not the day for new friendships. Today has taken, already, as much energy as she thinks she can muster. Perhaps tomorrow she will go to her. Perhaps next week.
Her turn comes for the phone and, in the space between each ring, she plans what she will say.
“How is your day going?”
Or, “Are you feeling all right?”
Maybe she will say, “I miss you already.”
Or just, “I’ll be home soon.”
But the phone rings twelve times. There are other girls waiting behind her. Class is about to start. She hangs up the phone, but the words she doesn’t say remain with her, joining all the others.
This is how she imagines the day of the stroke:
The state capitol sits like a hive atop a great green hill. Inside, well-dressed people are buzzing. Men in gray suits, women in heels and stylish hats, all of them busy and important, clipping past each other, talking in fragments over their shoulders: “Got that?” “Tuesday, then,” “I’ll check,” “Don’t forget.” The heat and smell of so many human bodies mingles with the sounds of their voices, filling the building with life. It is early afternoon and hundreds of people pass through the rotunda, coming for meetings, leaving for lunch, rushing from office to office, heels ticking along with the second hand of the rotunda clock.
Joel strides through the walnut doors clutching his briefcase. He is almost late for court, so his pace is quick and he brushes past people’s shoulders and keeps his eyes fixed straight ahead. From across the room he hears his name.
“Joel!”
It echoes against the marble walls and Joel sees his partner Harry waving, halfway up the staircase.
Joel raises his hand to Harry as if to say, “I see you, I’m coming.” Then suddenly he stops. He stands there, still, like the center of a top around which everything else is spinning. He looks down at his feet, then up again, his eyes searching for Harry, his forehead wrinkled with confusion. Then his eyes widen and he opens his mouth and breathes in sharply, as if he’s stumbled upon a great surprise or a terrible disaster.
When he drops his briefcase and the papers start to fly, people turn and notice. And when his knees buckle and his body crumples to the floor, the people who are stopped and watching let him fall. The silence starts with Joel and expands, moving in waves across the room, until the quiet has captured them all. The giant clock ticks, and people wonder what to do.
She stands in front of the locked door, panting. She’s gone up four flights of stairs, and the room she thought she was trying to find sits dark. The number matches the one on her schedule—403—but she must have made a mistake about the building. The whole floor resonates with emptiness. Everyone else is where they are supposed to be.
She had been nervous about finding this last class of the day. Anatomy is taught in the science building, across campus from where the practical nursing courses are held. She had checked the building, checked the map, gone over the particulars twice or three times. As she entered the building and heard choirs singing, she felt the first flicker of anxiety that she’d made a mistake, but she kept on going up each flight of stairs, still trusting in her planning and double-checking. Now she finds herself in front of a darkened classroom, her stomach twisting with dread. She pulls on the door, just in case.
A long-haired man carrying an instrument case hurries past, his eyes on his walking feet.
It isn’t until he starts down the stairs that Tess dares to call out. “Is this the science building?”
He keeps on going down the stairs, his black case slapping against his thigh.
“Excuse me, I’m sorry,” she calls, louder.
He stops, turns, says, “You mean me?”
She nods.
“Well this sure isn’t the science building,” he says. He lifts his case at her and wiggles it by the handle. His mouth is smiling but his eyes are not. “It’s way across campus. By the library. Quite a hike.”
He turns away from her. She hears the bells from the clock tower ringing. It is four o’clock and she will be late.
She closes her eyes and breathes. She thinks she would like to slide herself slowly down the wall and sit, knees to chin. But she is in public. She’s wearing a skirt and pumps. She’s forty years old. She keeps standing.
Tess opens her eyes and looks straight ahead, out the window. She sees the broad green lawn and imagines herself walking across it in that way women do when they are hurrying without breaking into a run: her hips swinging, her elbows pumping, her face red and shining with sweat. She imagines herself bursting into that classroom late. The professor will ask her name and she will have to stand there in front of those rows of eyes. They will watch her until he finds her name and marks a little “T” for tardy beside it.
It seems more than she can bear.
She hears the sound of women singing, a choir warming up inside the building. “MeeMayMawMowMoo” they intone, over and over, higher and higher, climbing the scale. She listens as they approach the peak of their voices, notes most people can’t reach. Tess herself is an alto and always drops out after high E. But these women are still singing and they must be hitting F or G or even high A. Every time a scale is completed she thinks they must be finished, but then the piano starts and the voices begin all over again. She imagines the piano going and going, these voices following it without breaking until the notes can no longer be heard.
Outside the window students cross on the lawn. They all walk so quickly. She wonders if they are as certain about where they are headed as they appear, or if they just look that way from this distance, through the glass. She turns to join them.
He is a different man now. Weaker. Angrier. Solemn. A stroke can take many things, but this stroke chose to steal away the power of his voice, the very thing he couldn’t afford to lose. Tess read a story in the paper about a sculptor whose hands were burned in a fire. She cut the story out and taped it into her scrapbook so she could read it again and again, proof that God didn’t strike just her husband with surgical accuracy. She reminds herself that even Beethoven lost his hearing.
“Upon his rehabilitation,” the letter from the firm had said. That’s when they would “welcome him back.”
Joel had said, “Of course. Of course.” He was a litigator, an orator. His voice was what they paid him for.
She doesn’t think it will be coming back. It has taken her two years to realize this. The morning after his stroke, she remembers sitting beside him on the edge of his bed, stroking his hair and saying, “The worst is over. Everything gets better from this day on.” When Joel opened his mouth to respond and labored for a minute, slurring through one short phrase—“hope you’re right”—she still believed it.
Ever since that day she has lain awake at night listening to his vocal exercises, not wanting to fall asleep for fear he would see it as some kind of betrayal. She waits as he sits straight-backed in his office, struggling through poetry, molding his sliding mouth around the consonants. He refuses nursery rhymes. “Last night I stood by the tomb of Old Napoleon, a magnificent sarcophagus of black Egyptian marble,” she’s heard him repeat, hundreds of times. Thousands, perhaps. One night he stayed up until 2:30 until the final syllable of The Rime of the Ancient Mariner came out of his mouth in an acceptable fashion. For two years he has struggled through these exercises every night, and nothing has changed.
She wants to say to him, Joel, what do we need with all those words? The children don’t need them; I don’t need them. There are ways to go on without them. Let’s find these ways together.
But he wouldn’t agree. “If only,” he says, and he keeps on battling, waging wars against God, fate, people with their drawn and pitying faces. She wishes she knew which battle he could win. She would help him, if she could.
She is grateful for the bus ride home because it asks nothing of her. All she needs to do is sit. She feels her heart still beating too quickly; all through anatomy class she felt it pound, even though the professor didn’t notice she was late. There were at least sixty students in the class. Two more walked in later than she did.
She plans to have calmed herself by the time she reaches home. She wants to come through the door looking the same.
A couple sits in the seat in front of her. The girl rests her head on the young man’s shoulder. His arm hangs across the back of the bench and his hand dangles at her neck. His fingernails are ringed in black from oil or dirt or remnants of some kind of hard work, and she watches as the girl brings her manicured fingers up to his and twines their hands together.
The whole ride home Tess watches this couple—the girl leaning her head on the young man’s shoulder, his cheek resting in her hair—their bodies bouncing and swaying with the rhythm of the bus. Everyone is quiet.
Six months ago, this was what the doctor told them: “Sometimes if the water is boiling, you’ve got to take it off the stove.”
She remembers Joel sitting on the examining table in his stocking feet, a hospital gown draped over his body. As the doctor talked, Tess watched Joel’s face harden, his mouth set firm. He had hoped to be fully recovered by now. But instead of getting better, Joel was weakening. She told him he was pushing too hard, but he didn’t want to listen. He refused to go back to the doctor until it became so difficult to get out of bed in the morning, even he couldn’t ignore it.
“Your heart is enlarged, Joel. It’s dangerous. It’s too soon for you to be pushing this hard. You’re going to work yourself right to death. You don’t need me to tell you this.”
But he does, Tess thought. He won’t listen to anyone else. Tess knew his job was slowly killing him, but she couldn’t get him to quit. He’d started working again—part time, as a law clerk for the Church—and he hated every minute of it. His office was small; his duties were small; his salary was small. At night, he came home gaunt and stony eyed.
“You see these numbers?” the doctor said, pointing to the notation scribbled in red on Joel’s chart. “Your blood pressure is dangerously high. There could be a heart attack, another stroke. The only thing you can do for yourself is rest. No more working until these numbers come down.”
The doctor spoke briskly, man to man, his eyes right on Joel’s face. Joel stayed silent for almost a minute, forming his words.
“Well then,” he said.
“If there’s anything more I can do,” the doctor said, then he grabbed Joel’s hand and shook it as if they’d come to some kind of understanding.
Tess stayed quiet while Joel dressed, then followed him out the door. They walked together silently to the bus stop. They had given up their car the previous year—“Another insult,” Joel had said—but Tess didn’t mind riding the bus. She cared only that Joel minded.
They sat together on the bench, the sound of rushing traffic replacing anything Tess could think to say. When the bus started down the street toward them, they both stood.
Joel turned to her.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
“About what?”
“Everything. This,” he said, and spread his arms wide.
“Darling,” Tess said, but the door to the bus hung open, and the driver peered impatiently from under his hat.
Joel waited until she took two steps up inside the bus.
“You go on,” he said. “I can’t ride this today.”
He backed away from the bus and motioned for the driver to shut the door between them. The bus lurched forward and Tess grabbed hold of the cold metal pole. Through the window she could see Joel begin to run. She wanted to yell to him, “Stop, come back, wait for me!” but Joel never could have heard her with the rush of the traffic and the roar of the bus and the thickness of glass between them. Five miles he had to go to reach home. Distance enough to burn right through his heart.
The bus pulled past him as he ran hard along the sidewalk. She thought she could hear him going, the sound of his feet against the ground, sharp as gunfire.
She stands in front of her lighted house. It is six o’clock, just when she said she would be home from school, and she is glad to be on time. The children have a dinner planned—so sweet of them, and so perceptive, since they know as well as Tess that Joel hates having his meals delayed. She’s sure they won’t keep it up, but for tonight their gesture means the world. She stops on the sidewalk and looks through the tree branches into the dining room. Although she can’t see him, she imagines Joel sitting at the head of the table, waiting.
She notices their daughter Christy moving in from the kitchen, bringing a steaming dish to the table. Nathan follows behind her carrying milk poured into a glass pitcher. She hears a loud burst of Russell’s laughter.
She thinks of these children, their good hearts and all they have lost, all they are asked to do, and she wants to gather them to her soft body and ring them inside her arms. But they are teenagers now, growing and grown, all angles and corners, their changed voices echoing through her home.
She stands in the twilight. A breeze blows by and two yellowed leaves pirouette through the air, circle one another and land silently at her feet. She listens to her children’s muffled voices rising and falling, one on top of another, almost like a song. She wonders if this is what they sound like every night when people pass them by. She wonders if anyone else has noticed it is beautiful.
Last night, he came to bed without doing his exercises.
“In bed so soon?” she asked him, and he nodded. Then he turned away from her, his back stiff and straight. She lifted her hand above his shoulder, wanting to touch him. She listened to his low breathing. Her hand stayed still in the air.
“You are a good man,” she said. “You’re doing all you can. We know this, every one of us.”
He inhaled slowly and held it.
“We’re your family,” she said. She laid her fingers lightly on his arm. He let out all his breath.
All during dinner, the children ask about her day.
“What was it like?” they ask her. “Who did you meet? What did you learn?”
Joel follows the conversation, turning his head from one side of the table to the other.
“It was interesting,” Tess answers. “It was different. I’m glad to be home.”
Christy made biscuits and chicken, Joel’s favorite, and when Tess catches her eye to show her how grateful she is, her daughter blushes down at her plate, embarrassed and proud.
Tess starts clearing the table and tells the children, “You have the rest of the night off.” They scatter—Christy to her room, Nathan and Russell outside. Joel stands and brings Tess his plate then walks to the living room window, his hands in his pockets, watching his boys play catch on the lawn.
Tess stays at the sink, her hands in the warm soapy water. Autumn comes in through the open kitchen window. The night is especially fragrant and cool, and she is grateful for fall, how it reminds her to pay attention to things.
They stand a room apart, Tess at her window and Joel at his. She can feel the air moving between their turned backs.
“This wasn’t how . . .” he says, and stops. She turns from the sink and sees him, the dusky evening light lined around his silhouette, his shoulders slightly bent.
She moves in behind him. Slowly she wraps her arms around his waist, rests her head against his back.
“It will be all right,” she says. “No matter what.”
She can feel him trembling beneath her cheek. During all this time of disappointment and trial, she has never seen him cry. She waits, holding him, until she feels his breathing steady and his heartbeat slow. Then he turns to face her.
“I’m trying,” he says. “Every day.”
She looks into his face. “I believe you. So am I.”
He takes her hand, brings it up to his heart and holds it there for a moment, squeezing it tight. She wants to say something more. That she loves him, still. That she’s sorry. But they both remain quiet. Finally, he leans in and kisses her forehead. When he pulls back and releases her hand, she is grateful she didn’t say more. The silence is full enough for both of them.
He turns and heads up the stairs to his office. Tess hears the familiar scrape of his high-backed chair, the rustling of papers, and soon his voice comes from behind the door.
“‘It is an ancient Mariner,’” he begins.
The sky is darkening. It is time for her boys to come inside where it is warm and safe. She leans out the open window and calls their names. “Come on home,” she says, and her voice is loud and strong, riding on the air.
Her canvas bag sits in the entryway. Tonight, while her children sleep, she will open it. She will sit on the front room sofa and spill out all her new books. She will turn their pages and learn about muscles and bones. She will remember the organs she studied so many years ago—what they do and why. It will be comforting to know the names of all the vital things; she will memorize everything the body uses and needs, and never forget it.
Joel’s voice trails steadily down the stairs. She will stay here, reading, until he finishes, his voice working through the final stanza:
He went like one that hath been stunned,
And is of sense forlorn:
A sadder and a wiser man,
He rose the morrow morn.
Nathan is running late. Heart thumping, face flushed, rushing, worried, ears attuned to the sound of the garage door rising. He has the bed he’s built fitted together tight and the mattress on, so the room isn’t a complete mess, but he has shoved the old metal frame out into the hall, and the sheets and pillowcases are still in the dryer. He threw in an armful of the kids’ laundry for good measure, and the buckles on Tina’s overalls chink against the side of the dryer drum, ringing off the seconds like a timer. He started the laundry two hours ago, back when it seemed a great idea to wash the sheets and do a load of the girls’ clothes (wouldn’t she be impressed!), but, as usual, time has gotten away from him. And now it’s five fifteen. Alicia is due home from her hair appointment any second and Nathan is frantic and sweaty and angry at himself, fearing he’s jeopardized the moment he’s envisioned all these months just because he thought clean sheets would be the capper. Now she may not even be able to get down the hall to the bedroom.
From the beginning he underestimated how long it would take. Counting backward to the day Alicia gave him the idea, nine months have passed. Time enough to start and finish a whole school year. Grow a baby. And in all this time she hasn’t figured out what he’s up to. Sometimes he thought she could sense it. They would be alone together—standing in their pajamas in the bathroom, brushing their teeth, taking turns spitting into the sink—and he would be afraid to meet her eyes in the mirror for fear she would see a secret there, and wonder. But now the day is here and he’s quite confident he’s pulled it off. He’s done a thing she never would have expected of him. He’s built a bed. For her. A surprise bed, done just in time for her thirtieth birthday.
It was winter when he thought to build it: fiercely cold, the wind blowing against the house in rattling gusts, the kind of night that sent Nathan and Alicia to bed early. Such storms were one of Nathan’s favorite parts of winter. They reminded him how safe he and his family were in their own warm house, how peaceful against the cold and wind and snow.
He sat in bed, reading. Alicia lay beside him, her book spread open on her chest, her eyes fixed off in the distance. A pale circle of light from the bedside lamp fell against her face, shadowing the hollows of her cheeks.
“Three more pages,” he said, and she nodded.
He read a few paragraphs and turned the page, but he could feel her beside him, tense, her waiting a palpable energy in the room. He hurried, skipping past dialogue, rushing toward the end of the chapter. But still she couldn’t wait until he closed his book.
“Do you ever wonder who’s in charge?” she asked. Her hand rested on her stomach, bulging slightly beneath her nightgown. “Who decides how things turn out? I mean, is it God? Sometimes I wonder if he’s just watching, not mixing himself up in any of this. Like our lives are just a big play, and he’s waiting to see what happens next. Wouldn’t we feel a little silly, then? After we die, I mean. Here we’ve been praying and asking and trying to do his will, and what if he doesn’t have a hand in our fate, after all? What if he just ends up patting us on the back and saying, ‘Thanks for the great show!’”?
Nathan bent back a triangle on the page to mark his place, shut his book and laid it on the table beside him. He knew what was making her talk this way. It was the baby. Their two girls were seven and five, and for a while he wondered if Alicia would ever get pregnant again. They’d never practiced birth control. But as time went on and Alicia failed to conceive, instead of being upset, as Nathan assumed she would be, Alicia seemed quietly relieved. When this pregnancy came, Alicia said all the right things about being excited and feeling blessed to add another child to the family. But Nathan had his doubts about her sincerity. And he’d been too afraid to ask.
“What if it is okay to just say, ‘Hey, God, I pick. I choose.’ What if that’s completely, entirely okay, and we just don’t know it?” Her cheeks were flushed, her voice trembling.
Nathan took a deep breath. He wasn’t good at these conversations, never had been. He had a hard time understanding Alicia’s eagerness for complication.
“I think it is okay, Alicia. That’s what free agency is all about. That’s why we’re all here: to choose.” He turned onto his side and put his hand atop hers. The baby was still too small for him to feel as it kicked and squirmed, but he could imagine it under there swimming around. Growing. Turning into a person he was excited to meet. “So I choose to stop worrying and be happy and go to sleep.”
“But do you realize we’re not young anymore? I mean, look at me, Nathan. Really look.” She pulled her hair back from her face with one hand and gazed at him with worried eyes.
Nathan tried to recall Alicia’s features as they’d once been, the face he knew back in college: round and smooth and bright. Although in many ways she was prettier than she’d ever been, she was right. She wore a certain weariness now, around her eyes.
“Beautiful as always,” Nathan said.
“That’s not what I mean!” Her voice was sharp and impatient. “I just feel like I’m at the mercy of everything and everybody, you know? Almost thirty years on this earth, and I wonder if I’ve ever made a decision that’s mine. Not a have to, a supposed to, a need to. But a want to. A choice.”
You chose me, Nathan wanted to say. Didn’t you? But he reminded himself that she was pregnant, she was emotional. She always got this way when she was expecting, saying things she didn’t really mean. He knew there was even science to back up this behavior, what with all the changes in her body chemistry. It was his job to be patient and supportive.
“You’ll feel better in the morning,” he said. “You need some sleep.”
She looked up at the ceiling and shook her head.
“Never mind,” she said.
“What?”
“Just, fine. Okay?” She briskly brushed away a tear. “I’m always tired. Sleeping isn’t going to change that. What you want me to do is stop talking. So I will.”
She whipped around onto her side, her back to Nathan.
“Honey,” he said. “Hon.”
“No. Never mind. We’re done.” She reached up and snapped off the lamp.
He looked outside, into the darkness. Snow flung itself at the window and the house shook against the wind. Alicia lay taut inside the covers, stiffened against him, and he could tell by her breathing she was a long way from sleep. What did she want from him, he wondered? What did she need? If he could have chosen his life, he would have wished to be born a hundred years before his time, as a farmer or a rancher. He would come home to his family at the end of the day with dirt and sweat all over him, the evidence of his work and good intentions rubbed fast into his skin. All his life he’d been a quiet person, tentative, polite. “You’re a gentle man,” Alicia had told him when they were dating. “A gentle man, and a gentleman.” He had taken it as a compliment, as it was intended to be. But to be a capable man. To be the one who made life better. It was all he ever wanted.
But what could he do for her, really? What could he change? He taught high school history. They barely squeaked by, but she knew this was how it would be when he decided to major in education, and she was okay with it. She had promised him. But weren’t they happy? As happy as they had a right to expect?
His eyes adjusted to the dimness and he looked around the room. Alicia had tried her best to make it pretty with light blue curtains and a quilt she tied herself. But it wasn’t a beautiful room. Their chest of drawers was old and scuffed, a garage-sale buy that still smelled faintly of shoe polish and cigarette smoke. And they didn’t even have a headboard—just an old metal bed frame. They leaned up against the wall to read. Every once in a while he would catch Alicia looking in the Sunday ads at the bedroom sets, but never once had she asked for anything new. He remembered her complaining about George and Diane, their neighbors across the street, after Diane spent the afternoon showing off some new furniture. “From Ethan Allen!” Alicia had told him. “Who spends money like that on a headboard and a dresser?”
But he’d seen the envy in her eyes. They weren’t the types who would spend that kind of money. Could spend that kind of money. He looked over at his wife, so small inside the covers, her dark hair spread across the pillow. She was still awake, he was sure of it. He should reach over and touch her shoulder, say “Talk to me,” say “I’ll listen.” But he couldn’t do it. He knew, no matter what he said, it would be wrong.
But maybe there was something he could do. And then she would remember why she chose him. Then she could be happy.
At 5:17 the dryer stops clanging, so Nathan bounds down the basement stairs to the laundry room. He flings laundry on the floor and picks through the T-shirts and pajama bottoms and underwear until he finds the top and bottom sheets and counts—one, two, three, four—pillowcases, his heart thumping with adrenaline and the expectation that he just might pull this whole thing off in time. As he jogs past the upstairs window, he checks the curve in the road and doesn’t see her Toyota coming, and now he’s quite sure he can do it. The sheets are warm and smell mountain fresh—just as the box claims they should—and as he snaps them in the air and watches them billow down smooth across their brand new bed, he’s convinced he’s never had a better idea in his life.
He holds each pillow under his chin as he stuffs it into its case, then arranges them—blue, green, blue, green, just how Alicia likes them—against the gleaming headboard. He tucks the edges of the bedspread down, then steps into the hall. He walks inside the room again and lifts his head, wanting to take it all in as if it were a surprise to him too, and he’s so impressed with the way the room has been transformed, he gives himself the chills.
The bed fills up the center of the room. He picked a dark cherry stain that makes the wood look rich and expensive. The four posts measure as thick as his thigh, and each groove on the headboard stands precisely one inch from the groove before it. He has run his hand over every surface of this bed, and it is entirely smooth and cool. He stands with his arms folded over his chest, examining the work wrought by his own two hands, and possibilities expand inside him like a full, deep breath.
Five more minutes is all he needs. Five more minutes, and everything will be perfect. It’s possible Alicia could be running a little late. This “Beauty Day” is a gift from Nathan’s mother, and the certificate had said, “Manicure, Pedicure, Hair: The Works!!” He hopes she is relaxing. Taking her time. Nathan’s the first to admit that, since the new baby, she hasn’t had a minute to herself. She’s been excited about the beauty day for weeks.
“This is the first real haircut I’ve had in years,” she said. “Maybe I should finally chop it.”
This is one of those exchanges Nathan recalls because it was so fraught with trouble. He remembers Alicia sitting at the dining room table organizing bills. She took a big clump of hair in her fist and wagged it at him.
“I think I’m going to let them cut it off. I’m thirty. It’s about time. Don’t you think it’s about time?”
He considers now how he should have answered this question. But he can’t lie: even after eight years of marriage, he loves to watch her walking away from him so he can see her hair swing, glossy and alive across her back.
So what he said was, “You mean cut it off off? Like, short?”
She sighed. “How did I know he’d have a problem with this?” she said into the air.
“Hey, whoa,” Nathan said. “There’s no problem here. I’m just asking. Just wondering. I mean, Alicia, it’s your hair, after all. I thought you loved your hair. Everybody loves your hair.”
“Hair, hair, I’m sick to death of all this hair. Do you know what it’s like washing this hair every day, blowing it dry, keeping the kids from pulling on it and yanking it out? Do you know how much time I spend cleaning the bathroom alone, Nathan? Hair in the sink, hair on the floor. Do you have any idea what it’s like to get down on your hands and knees in the bathroom every morning while Beth is screaming and Tina is whining and Marnie is begging for snacks and pick up all those hairs? You have no idea, Nathan. Really. None.”
Here is the irony: regardless of whether her hair short or long or in-between, Nathan worries more that Alicia is too beautiful, rather than not beautiful enough. Even now, after three children—just four months after having her third baby, for heaven’s sake!—she still turns heads. When they met at BYU they were both attractive in a simple, rosy-cheeked, healthy kind of way. But as the years have passed Alicia has grown leaner, more angular and interesting. Even her hands seem to have lengthened and tightened. Sometimes, when she’s sitting beside him in the car or they’re watching television together, he secretly takes her in: the shape of her lips, the line of her jaw, the smooth white skin along her collarbone, and he thinks to himself, “Here is a beautiful woman.” He is not sure if he deserves a woman as beautiful as this. Nathan, himself, has grown a bit puffy with age. His hairline is receding. But whenever they talk about sex, Alicia tells him he is not the problem.
“It’s not you,” she has said to him, over and over. “It’s not that I don’t want to have sex with you, Nathan. It’s that I don’t want to have sex period.”
Nathan has tried to believe her, but it’s hard. She has cited hormones, sleep deprivation, lack of time to herself. One night when she was angry she said, “You try having hands all over you all day and see how you like having hands all over you at night.” She has even told him she doesn’t feel sexy, which made no sense to him at all.
So he hopes the bed isn’t too obvious. If she asks, he can tell her honestly that it didn’t start out as some romantic ploy. And knowing his wife, the Freudian connection will never occur to her, anyway. To Alicia, a bed is for sleeping.
It is 5:20 and in the last two minutes Nathan has managed to gather up the old metal frame and drag it to the girls’ room. He’d hoped to have time to bind it up nicely with duct tape and store it in the eaves of the garage, but Marnie, Tina, and baby Beth are having a sleepover at his mom’s, so he figures it’s okay to leave it there in a heap for just one night.
In the seven years since Marnie’s birth, Alicia hasn’t been apart from her girls overnight even once. Most nights, in fact, one of the three of them ends up in Nathan and Alicia’s bed. Even though Alicia sometimes complains about the lack of sleep, Nathan sees her in the mornings, lying there with Beth curled up against her chest, Alicia’s nose buried in the sweetness of her baby’s fine hair. He sees how she wraps her arms around Tina—who’s getting so gangly now—holding her tight as a pillow. He remembers that as newlyweds she wanted to cuddle with him while they slept, lie there with his arms around her waist and their legs intertwined, but he told her he just couldn’t sleep that way. It was too hot, too claustrophobic, made him sweaty. He didn’t mean to hurt her feelings. From that time on he would reach one leg out across the middle of the bed so his foot touched her calf, just to let her know it wasn’t personal.
But tonight. Tonight! For the first time in way too long, he will have her all to himself. He will hold her, if she wants him to. They can sleep curled up against each other and wake up to nothing but silence and possibilities. Happy together, in a bed he made himself. The bed he’ll pass down to his children. He imagines he and Alicia grown old together, telling the story of this bed to their grandchildren, saying, “This bed will be yours someday.” He sees half a dozen or so little round heads—the future heads of the Palmer family—nodding in solemn appreciation and understanding.
He reminds himself not to get carried away.
Because he realizes that, potentially, he’s created a problem for himself. All the time and worrying, the attention to detail, the planning of one step and the next and the next, and suddenly it’s not just a bed he’s built but a monument. And he understands—he fears—that for Alicia it could simply be a bed. In her mind this bed has never existed before; it’s a surprise that he has built, set up, and pushed tight against their bedroom wall. A pretty thing. A nice thing for a husband to do. He imagines her saying, “It’s so sweet of you, hon,” which she very likely could say, but this is not the response he wants from her. In his most optimistic imaginings he pictures her with tears welling in her wide eyes, her hand to her mouth in speechless gratitude. He sees her reaching out her long fingers, running them across the smooth surface of the footboard. Sometimes he even envisions her falling backward on the bed, her arms loose and wide, her face tilted up at him, full of satisfaction.
“Come here,” he imagines she will say. “Come join me.”
This is what he wants. He doesn’t know what he will get.
It is 5:25. Everything is in place. He eases himself onto the mattress, sitting straight and stiff, not wanting to wrinkle the bedspread. Wanting to look prepared. After all these months—working out time to spend in his buddy Carl’s woodshop at school; going to Ethan Allen with a measuring tape; cutting, nailing, sanding, staining—this is the moment. He’s done it. He’s ready. He waits.
At 5:33 he finally hears the garage door lift and her car pull into the driveway. His heart speeds in his chest. The lock clicks open, and her shoes thump against the wall as she kicks them off in the entryway. He hears her footsteps on the stairs.
The bathroom door opens and closes. He thinks he hears a shuddering intake of breath.
“Alicia,” he decides to say. No response. Then again, louder.
“Alicia! Hon! Come into the bedroom. It’s a surprise!”
Silence.
This isn’t like her. She almost always calls hello when she comes through the door, and she never—almost never—fails to respond directly.
But he doesn’t want to get up and go to her because it would ruin the choreography of it all. He doesn’t want to drag her in by the arm, point and say, “Look here.” He wants her to walk in and see him and the beautiful new bed—both of them together. He’s imagined the scene so many times it seems the only way to do it right. He calls out again.
“Hon? Alicia? Just come here for a sec. You’ll love it. I promise.”
“Stop. Ordering. Me. Around.” Each word echoes against the ceramic tile.
He realizes this may be an emergency. He plays it wrong and the whole night is ruined. He hurries off the bed and goes to the bathroom door. Locked. He shakes the handle.
“Alicia, hey, let me in. I’m worried now.”
She’s crying. He can hear it. Why? He wants to ask her. Why now?
“Alicia,” he says again.
She sighs, long and loud. Finally he hears the click of the door unlocking. He opens the door and sees Alicia on the toilet, her arms wrapped around her head as if she’s protecting herself from blows.
“What is it?” he says softly, and squats down beside her.
“A terrible, terrible mistake,” she sobs.
“Whose mistake? Are you hurt? Is everybody okay?”
“You were right, okay? Like always, so you don’t even have to say it. Trust me, I already know.”
“Alicia, hey, just look at me. All right?”
She lowers her arms from around her head and lifts her face to his. Her cheeks are red and blotchy.
“See?” she cries. “See?”
Her hair is cut short above her collar. It flips up on the ends and little layers frame her thin face. She looks like a pixie.
“You mean your hair? It’s actually kind of nice. Cute, I mean. You look cute.”
She rolls her eyes. “You have to say that, of course, since I’m your wife and I’m in here having a nervous breakdown. And I’m thirty. And I look awful. Awful!”
She lowers her head into her arms and sobs again. She looks so small and fragile, folded in on herself. He rubs her upper arms, tries to will her to look up again, to see his face and know that everything is okay. It has to be okay, today of all days.
“It’s not the end of the world,” he says, which immediately seems like a stupid thing to say. He reaches up and strokes her bowed head. “See? It feels real soft and nice. You’ll like it, just wait. You’ll get used to it.”
She pulls her breath in slowly and holds it. Her blue eyes shine electric through her tears, so beautiful when she’s been crying.
“But I’m nothing that I thought I would be. See?” she says, and spreads her arms wide. “What is this? What am I?”
This, he thinks, is quickly becoming one of those fraught conversations. A minefield. He must step very, very carefully.
“You’re . . . you’re beautiful. You’re smart. Alicia, you’re a great mom. You’re my wife.”
“Yeah, right,” she says, and wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “I bet you thank your lucky stars for that one every night.”
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