SiX

# 7 e left the world.

Each in her own time and way. Betty left when her hus-

band died. On a business trip, he fell asleep one night and never woke
up. Didn’t seem right to her for anyone to die in a2 Motel 6, alone
until a maid pushed in carts of clean towels. She thought of that
moment often, how the maid must've shrieked, backing into the
metal cart until it tipped, laundry flapping into the air; Betty imag-
ined herself wrapping her husband in one of those fluffy white towels
and holding him in her lap. But he had already left the world, so she
left with him. Flora left the world when her children fought over who
would care for her. She had wet herself again, and listened to them
argue while she sat in her own mess. Agnes left the world long ago,
when she’d gone to the store with her children and the white man

behind the counter said, let’s see how much money you got there, gal.
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He made her empty her pocketbook on the counter, her few coins!
spiraling out, while he laughed and her children watched.

Chile, she says, this world ain’t got nothin’ good for me. Nothin
that I want, that’s for sure. ;

the world didn’t want us, so we left and gave our love to Upper,
Raom Now we're afraid of this would. A boy snatched Hattie’s purse
one night and now none of us go out after dark. We hardly go any-
where at all, besides Upper Room. We've seen what this world has to

offer. We're scared of what it wants.

IN Micuican, Nadia Turner learned how to be cold.

rative like the ones she wore in California with her tank tops. To
always get her free flu shot at the student health clinic. She started
taking cod-liver oil pills that her boyfriend Shadi swore by, or at leas

his Sudanese mother did, sending them to him by the boxful. He
grown up in Minneapolis, so he knew how to be cold. He told her
about stuffing heat warming packs in her pockets, how it was bettes
to melt ice with sand instead of salt, how she should start taking 2
vitamin D supplement because she was black.

“You think I'm joking,” he said. “But it’s unnatural, being colore
in all this cold. We need more sunlight than these white people.”

She looked it up on her phone. He was right, people with darke:
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skin did need more vitamin D, but he was also right about feeling
unnatural in Ann Arbor. She had never lived in a place so white. She
had been the only black girl before—in restaurants, in advanced-
placement classes—but even then, she was surrounded by Filipinos
and Samoans and Mexicans. Now she looked out into lecture halls
filled with white kids from rural Michigan towns; in discussion sec-
tions, she listened to white classmates champion the diversity of
their school, how progressive and accepting it was, and mavhe if
you had come from some farm town, it seemed that way. She felt the
sly type of racism here, longer waits for tables, white girls who
expected her to walk on the slushy part of the sidewalk, a drunk boy
outside a salsa club yelling that she was pretty for a black girl. In a
way, subtle racism was worse because it made you feel crazy. You
were always left wondering, was that actually racist> Had you just
imagined it?

She’d met Shadi at a Black Student Union meeting her friend Ekua
dragged her to in the fall of her freshman year. Barack Obama had just
been elected president and the BSU and Gay-Straight Alliance were
cohosting a forum to discuss whether high black voter turnout also
caused the gay marriage ban to pass in California. By then, Nadia had
ulready grown tired of town hall meetings, but she’d gone because she
was homesick. She stood in the back, piling her plate with free Boston
Market, when she noticed Shadi on the panel. He had deep brown
skin and a smile that broke his face in half, turning his already slanted
cyes into crescents. He was nerdy in black horn-rimmed glasses, but
his body seemed lean and athletic even under his sweater. He had
hoxed growing up, she would later learn, which seemed so unlike him,
v needlessly dangerous for a man who still swallowed cod-liver oil

Pills because his mother told him to. He was nothing like the boys she
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usually liked—brash and showy boys who didn’t even carry book bag
to school, only tucking the thinnest binder under an arm as if to adver.

tise how little they cared. Shadi was, she could already tell, Abou
Something. He out-debated everyone on the panel, even though h
raced through so many different points, she often couldn’t tell whic
side he was on. He challenged the idea of there even being sides. A

“What's with this black versus gay bullshit>” he asked at one}
point, leaning into the table. “There are black gay people, you know:.

For a second, her heart sank. Was he talking about himself? Bu
after the meeting ended, he wandered over to the back and aske
what she thought. He stuck his hands in his pockets, head bowed a
she spoke, and she realized that he had noticed her in the back 90,_
whole evening, that he had been showing off for her. Maybe he was}
like the boys she normally liked, at least a little.

Shadi was passionate about human rights, and their sophomor
year he started a campus newspaper dedicated to reporting newsj
about political movements in Palestine and Sudan and North Korea!
She found herself reading about places that had always seemed vagueg
and distant to her. When she told him she’d received an e-mail abou
studying abroad, he urged her to apply, and the winter of their sopho
more year, he went to Beijing and she went to Oxford.

“Is it safe?” her father said, when she’d called to tell him she’
been accepted.

“It’s England, not Afghanistan.”

“How much does it cost?”

“My scholarship covers it,” she said, not mentioning that she’
picked up a job at Noodles & Co. in addition to her work-study t
pay for it.

THE MOTHERS

“And you have all your documents?” he said.
and stuff?”

Shadi had driven her to the passport office to get her picture

“Your passport

taken. He already had stamps in his from visits to France, South
Africa, and Kenya, and she realized, waiting in the tiny office, that
her mother had never even left the country. This would be her life,
accomplishing the things her mother had never done. She never cel-
cbrated this, unlike her friends who were proud to be the first in their
family to go to college or the first to earn a prestigious internship.
How could she be proud of lapping her mother, when she had been
the one to slow her down in the first place?

Winter in England was gray and dreary, but it was better than a
Michigan winter. Anything was better than a Michigan winter. She
felt like every winter would kill her, and when she reached the skyless
Februarys and bleak Marches, she promised herself she would book
the soonest flight back to California. Then spring broke, always
unexpectedly, and Ann Arbor slipped into its quiet, humid summers
and she felt normal again, sunning her legs at restaurant patios, loung-
ing on rooftops, and willing the sun to hang above her longer. This
had surprised her most about Ann Arbor—she could feel normal
here. In Ann Arbor, she was not the girl whose mother had shot her-
sclf in the head. She was just a girl from California, a girlfriend to an
ambitious boy, a student who loved to party but somehow always
made it to class. At home, loss was everywhere; she could barely see
past it, like trying to look out a windowpane covered in fingerprints.
She would always feel trapped behind that window, between her and
the rest of the world, but at least in Ann Arbor, the glass was clearer.

Whenever they Skyped or texted or talked on the phone, Aubrey
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asked when she would come home. “Soon,” Nadia always said, al-:

though she found countless reasons not to return: summer intern

ships in Wisconsin and Minnesota, service-learning trips in Detroit

for Thanksgiving, Christmas at Shadi’s, where there was no bab

Jesus or manger but his mother set up a tree and sled and reindeer;

their whole house as American and wintry as a Coca-Cola commer-§

cial. Nadia wondered if it was only for her benefit, if they though |

this would make her feel comfortable, like if she had cancelled last

.1

minute, they would ve just rolied away ail the decorations like a pia
set and ordered Chinese food. She tried not to think about her father,
alone on another holiday, and she turned in Shadi’s bed, toward th,

window and the houses blanketed in snow.

Two vears arTeR Nadia Turner vanished, Luke Sheppard begari;

walking to Martin Luther King Jr. Park to watch the Cobras. He’d

never even known the semiprofessional football team existed unti

he’d gotten hurt. Then he'd started looking for football everywherey

downloading NFL podcasts, watching Pop Warner games out the
window of his truck, listening to the cheerful bleat of the whistle a
little boys, tottering under pads and helmets, knocked into eack
other. Parents in lawn chairs cheered, when the boys tackled, whe
they fell, when the ball squirted out of their arms, when they did
anything at all. Luke had stumbled upon the Cobras that winter, 2
month after he moved into his apartment. He'd gone to MLK Park
to do pull-ups because he couldn’t afford rent and a gym member}
ship, and halfway through his workout, a bus pulled up, black an¢
copper with a snake, flicking its tongue, coiled on the side. He pre

tended to do push-ups while the team climbed out and split intd
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their practice formations. The receivers—lanky, lean, and cocky, he
could always spot them—bunched up before practicing their routes.
He eased close to the ground, then away. The grass rose and fell, and
he felt his hamstrings tighten, his fingertips missing the stubbly
firmness of a football.

That was three months ago. Now he searched online for any men-
tion of the team. He'd learned the names of the starting offensive
players, their day jobs, and their nicknames, and when he saw them
around town, waiting for an oil change or pushing a cart through
Walmart, he mumbled them to himself. {Right tackle Jim Fenson,
plumber, Fender-Bender.) He went to the park early on Saturday
mornings to watch the team practice. He missed falling into those
neat lines. He wanted to get back into football shape, stop eating fried
food between shifts, stop drinking beer and smoking weed, and start
treating his body like a machine again, an unfeeling, unwanting thing.
He’d lowered to the ground for another push-up when he noticed the
coach heading toward him.

“Thought you looked familiar,” Coach Wagner said. He grinned,
sticking out his hand. “I remember you. San Diego State. Speedy
wide-out. But that leg—"

“It’s better now,” Luke said.

“Yeah?”

He ran a hitch route. His right leg felt gummy from the lack of
exercise, his left burning as soon as he cut inside. When he trotted
back over, Coach Wagner was frowning.

“Getting there,” he said. “Look, call me when it’s healed up all
the way. We could use you.”

The Cobras did not pay their players—any money the team made

went toward equipment and transportation—but Luke didn’t care.
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He slid the business card into his pocket. Beside the coach’s phon
number, there was a glossy emblem of a snake and he ran his thum |
across it his whole walk home.
“Don’t you think you should focus on your career?” his mothe
asked the next night. :
He hunched over the kitchen table, stirring his dirty rice. Hi
hated going to Sunday dinner at his parents’ house but not enoug
to turn down free food and free laundry. When he walked in, hi
father cleared his throat and said, “Didn’t see you at church thi
morning,” and since Tuke had stopped coming up with creativi
excuses, he just shrugged. He daydreamed during his father’s endles
grace and while his parents discussed Upper Room, he ate, imagin
ing how long the leftovers he would take with him might last. H
normally survived Sunday dinner without saying much, but he
brushed the business card in his pocket and felt an unusual excity
ment. For the first time, he’d felt like he had news worth sharing}
But his mother just raised an eyebrow and his father sighed
his glasses off his face.
“Get a job, Luke,” his father said.

“I have one,” Luke said.

slippin

b

“I mean a real one. Not that restaurant crap.”

“And what about your leg?” his mother said. “What happen;
when you get hit again?”
“It don’t hurt that bad.”

His mother shook her head. “Listen, I know you love football by
you got to be realistic now.”

“When are you gonna take some responsibility, Luke?” his fath
said. “When?”

Maybe he was being irresponsible, but he didn’t care. He ju
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wanted to be good at something again. By June, he was going to the
park every day to run drills. CJ couldn’t throw a tight spiral but he
learned the routes, the sharp angle of a post, the soft curl of a but-
tonhook. He knew where to put the ball and he joked that if Luke
could catch balls thrown by him, he’d be able to grab the ones
thrown by a real quarterback. CJ wasn't as bad as he thought, which
annoyed Luke; he envied CJ, even with his mediocre talent, because
he had a body that worked right, that followed orders without com-
plaint, not one that had splintered apart.

“I’'m slow as shit, man,” he said, huffing.

“I mean, you fucked up your leg.” CJ plopped on the grass in his
gray gym shorts from high school, which still had his name written
on the thigh in marker. “It’s gonna take some time.”

“Ain’t got time,” Luke said. “Let’s go again.”

After evening workouts, he bought CJ a beer and they drank out-
side Hosie’s, watching girls in bikinis trail in from the beach, sand
clinging to their legs.

“You still talk to your girl?” CJ asked one night.

Luke took a sip of lukewarm beer, always slow, tiny sips, wanting
to make it last.

“Who?” he said.

“T'hat high school chick you was fuckin’ with.”

“She’s not my girl,” Luke said.

“I heard she’s living in, like, Russia right now.”

“Russia?”

“Or some shit like that. She’s living in Russia and fucking with
some African nigga.”

Luke sipped his beer again, swishing it around his mouth. When
she'd first left, he used to obsess over the college boys Nadia was
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#ucks of books clutched against their chests. Now he had a nam
Shadi Waleed, some >amw-mocs&bm motherfucker. At Fat Charlie

Review. A blog post—of course he blogged—about, Luke was su

prised to discover, football. Football as in soccer, but he was shocke

that Shadi was interesicd in reguiar things like sports, although th

blog post was about how France’s World C up hopes rested on the

Muslim forward and wasn’t that ironicd Luke didn’t understan

what was so ironic, but it must've been another thing that Shad:

Waleed knew that he didn.
He finally landed on Shadi’s Facebook—his breath caught whe
he saw the profile picture. Shadi lounging on a black chair outside

restaurant, Nadia Turner on his lap in a long, floral sundress, smilin

behind sunglasses, her hand gently draped across Shadi’s shoulde

She looked older now, her face more angular, her cheekbones sharp-§
ened. She looked happy. Luke flipped through the other photos

mostly posters for campus events, a few of Shadj hunching over

2,

woman in a headscarf who must've been his mother—but he &imv\m‘,,m
returned to the one of Nadia in Shadi’s lap. Her life had gone on lik
nothing had happened, but Luke was stuck, wedged in the past
if they’d kept the baby,

always wondering what would’ve happened

Their baby.
“Who the fuck is that?” a busboy asked Luke, pointing at Shad

smiling face. “Your boyfriend?”

He cackled, but Luke shoved away from the computer so har
the desk shook.
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WHEN HE JoINED THE Cogras, Luke thought his anger might
finally subside, but instead, he felt it growing. Football was a safe
place to be angry. Every time he laced up, he cupped his anger, keep-
ing it safe. The first time he got hit in practice, he saw a white flash,
his mind washed over with pain, then he pushed himself off the
ground and hobbled back to the huddle. That hit made him feel like
himself again. He started shit-talking, taunting men double his size,
who could cripple him with another blow,

“That’s all you got, bitch? Come on, motherfucker, try me again!”

The next play, the same linebacker came loping toward him and
Luke cutinside, breezing past him as the ball smacked into his hands
and he sprinted into the end zone. He felt almost disappointed he
hadn’t been hit again. His anger belonged here. Hell, all of the
Cobras were angry. Everyone had a story of near fame and missed
chances: the coach who'd fucked them over, the family debt that
forced them to drop out and get a job, the recruiter who never saw
their full potential. No one’s anger was more welcomed than his
because the team pitied him the most. He was the youngest, the one
most robbed of his future, so the other players were kind to him. Roy
Tabbot invited him on fishing trips. Edgar Harris changed his oil
for free. Jeremy Fincher loaned him a tux so he didn’t have to rent
one for a friend’s wedding.

“Don’t fuck it up either, dickbreath,” Finch said, handing over the
garment bag. It was the nicest thing anyone had done for Luke in
months.

When there was no practice, Luke went to team barbecues. He

stretched on white lawn chairs as the Cobras crowded around grills,
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arguing about the best way to marinate a steak. Finch said that steaks}
didn’t need marinade at all, none of that foo-foo pussy shit, just eat th
goddamn meat like you're meant to. Ritter said sorry, he didn’t want to}
eat the steak straight off the cow, it meant he wasn’t a fucking Nean
derthal, not that he was a pussy, and Gorman said of course Finc
knew a lot about eating meat. The wives carried out bowls of @08.8"_

salad and macaroni and cheese, sometimes joining in the group andj

jibing ihe rmen, and Luke thought, I could have 2 life like thic.

He sat by the kiddie pool, watching the Cobras’ children splash
and when they climbed out, they jumped on him, their bodies slic <
and cold as they tried to tackle him. He pulled himself out of a mo%

pile and found one of the wives—Gorman’s or Ritter’s, he could§

never remember—standing over him, blocking the sun from he
eyes. She was smiling.
“You're so good with kids,” she said.

“Thanks,” he said, embarrassed by how good that made him feeliy

Late after one barbecue, when the party had died down and he mm‘.“m.‘
under the fading tiki torch, finishing off his beer, he told Finch tha :
he had been a father once, long ago.

“Fucking bullshit is what it is,” Finch said. “She wants to get rid!
of your kid? You got no say in that. But say she wanted to keep i
Guess who she’s hitting up for money? Guess whose ass is gettin
hauled off to jail if he can’t pay? A man’s got no rights anymore.”

Luke drained his beer, watching the flame above them flicke:
and dance. He felt pitiful, but if a man couldn’t feel pitiful late a
night after drinking too much, when could he?

“She left me,” he said. “She went to Europe and shit and now sh
fucking some Arab motherfucker.”

Finch hooked an arm around his neck. “I'm sorry, brother,”
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said. “That’s some bullshit and we both know it. I love my wife more
than anything, but I'd kil her if she got rid of my baby.”

His eyes bulged a little, and Luke could tell he meant it. He sud-
denly felt sick. He stood too fast, the ground beneath him tilting and
he felt dizzy, like when he used to put on his mother’s reading glasses
and run around the house. Finch refused to let him walk home and
pulled him inside. His wife put sheets on the couch for him, even though
¥ ile told her he was fine with just a blanket. He felt touched by her
extra effort, until he realized that maybe she just didn’t want him to
puke on her couch. He hoped he wouldn’t. He stretched out, feeling
the bumps in the cushion, his body taut with pain. He was grateful for
how much he felt everything now. The wife brought a blanket from

the hall and he closed his eyes as it fluttered on top of him.

Mgs. FINCHER'S NAME was CHERRY. First name like the fruit, last
name like the bird.

“Not Sherry,” she said. “Everyone wants to call me Sherry. Why
would I want to be named after liquor?”

“I went to high school with a girl named Chardonnay,” Luke said.

“Well, you're a baby,” she said. “You probably went to school with
a girl named Grapefruit.”

She was always doing that, calling him a baby. He didn't mind it.
She wouldn’t tell him her age but he figured she was around thirty-
five, not old but at the age where women start to think they are. If he
cver got married, he decided, he would find 2 woman older than him.
"Too much pressure, being the older one in the relationship. When
you were the baby, a woman didn’t expect much from you. She wanted

to take care of you and he felt comforted by it all, her attention and
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her low expectations. If an actor over fifty appeared on TV, Cher
would say, “I bet you don’t even know who that is,” and he would '
shrug, even if he did, because it made her laugh. He'd sit at the coun:
ter while she made her kids sandwiches and although he never asked
she always made him one too.

He wasn’t attracted to her, not the way he usually was to wome
he chose to spend time with. She was fat. She had a too-wide smil
and a strong chin. She was Filipina and she’d grown up poor i
Hawaii. Luke had never even thought about there being poor peopl
in Hawaii.

“Don’t y'all just surf and roast pigs and wear grass skirts and shit?
he asked. Cherry didn't talk to him for two days.

“You got to shut off that TV and fucking go somewhere, Luke
she said later. “Paradise ain’t paradise for everyone.”

She’d met Finch when he was stationed at Kaneohe Bay. She’d
waited tables nearby at a tourist trap called Aloha Café, where the
menu featured items with names like Surfside Steak and Luau Lamb}
Chops. Finch ordered the Beach Bum Brownies, but he kept calling
thern Butt Brownies, which made her laugh. She was eighteen. By
the time she reached Luke’s age, she had married, moved to 9.‘,
mainland, and birthed three kids. Luke liked her children but he
wondered if they were the only reason Cherry and Finch were still
together. When he came over to watch a game with Finch, he stud-§
ied the two of them, expecting to spot some invisible bond between
them. But Finch rarely acknowledged Cherry and she was quict}
around him, as if they had parceled out space in the house, carved i
up like warring countries fighting over territory. Cherry behind the!
kitchen counter, passing through the living room like a tourist, Finc

awkward anywhere near a stove, instead sprawling across the couc
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At Cobras parties, Cherry sipped pinot grigio with the other wives,
always seeming a bit bored. Once Luke had heard the other wives call
her stuck-up and he thought about her stories about eating sugar sand-
wiches for dinner, how she rarely saw her parents, who worked at the
Dole cannery, how she’d grown up thinking that everyone knew their
parents vaguely, by shadows cast in late nights or half-remembered
forehead kisses at dawn. How she’d gotten married and grown fat and
still felt the need to hoard—stashing candy bars in end drawers, pack-
ing old clothes in garbage bags at the back of her closer—because
what if there wasn't cnough? Poorness never left you, she told him. It
was a hunger that embedded itself into your bones. It starved you,
even when you were full.

“I'm starting a new diet tomorrow,” she said, unwrapping a Reese’s
cup she’d tucked in her coupon drawer.

“Which one?” he said.

“The one where you can only eat what the dinosaurs ate.”

“Didn't they all die off?”

She laughed. “That’s why I like you, Luke.”

“Why?”

“Because youre honest,” she said. “Because you don’t say, ‘Oh
Cherry, you don’t need to go on a diet” What bullshit. The people
who tell you that are the same ones calling you a fat ass once you leave
the room.”

He liked that she thought of him like that—honest, shrewd,
unsentimental. He found himself spending more time around her,
cven though he knew he shouldn’t. He wasn't used to having friends
with wives but he understood that there were boundaries you ought
to respect. And even though he knew he shouldn’t visit when Finch

wasn’t home, he still swung by the house sometimes before his after-
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ket weench Finch had lent him, he lost his playbook, he though: |
he'd left his water bottle on the coffee table. In reality, he just wanted
to talk to Cherry, who always seemed interested in his life. She told
him where he should look fora vaﬁﬂrwmi:m job, how he should con
sider going back to school, how he
Facebook.
“That’s your first mistake,” she said. “You never go sniffing mnocnm.,n

22 ex. Why would vou want to see how happy she is without you?”
y ¥ ppy y

should stop stalking Nadia

Cherry was right. She was right about many things, and he like
asking her for advice. He couldn’t ask his own mother, not anymore,
not since the morning he'd told her about the pregnancy and she’
returned with cash. He didn’t blame her for helping him but he knew]
something had shifted between them in !
had done something he’d thought her incapable of, and the bound-
aries of their relationship had suddenly moved, leaving him disori
ented, like stepping into a room and feeling for where the walls had
once been but instead only touching air.

“What're you two hens jabbering about?” Finch said, when he cam
into the kitchen and caught them in mid-conversation, Cherry always
said “Nothing” and went back to being her silent self, It amazed Luke, §
how quickly she could shift. Maybe all
changing instantly depending on who was around. Who was Nadia, §
then, around Shad;j Waleed?

“T saw your video,”

women were shapeshifters,

Cherry said one day when Luke
return a book he’d borrowed called Bl Hanging. Here,

came by to
she'd said,
handing it to him. Here’s your poor Hawaiians. He'd almost told he
that he didn’t have to read about it to believe her but he read the book
anyway because he could tell it mattered to her. He liked it enough, ‘
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even though he’d read online that the treatment of Filipino charac-
ters might be a little racist. Was that true, he’d planned to ask her.
Wias it true that in Hawaii, Filipinos are treated like blacks?

“What video?” he said, half listening as he tried to find the spot
on the shelf where the book had been.

“What do you mean?” she said. “What other video is there?”

“Oh,” he said. “That one.”

“Finch had souic of the guys over,” she said, “They kept watching

it again and again and again.”

He had a sudden, clear image of the Cobras hunched around
Finch’s computer, replaying the video of hig injury and laughing,
Jesus Christ, look at Sheppard! One more time, okay, wait for it, wait
for—oh shit! The bone and everything! He'd thought he was a
Cobra but he wasn’t. He was just a gruesome joke.

“Can I see it>” Cherry asked.

“You already did,” he said. He felt strangely betrayed by her, as if
she, of all people, should’ve known better than to watch the video.

“No,” she said. “Your leg.”

She’d spoken so casually, it took him a moment to even realize
what she’d asked. “Why?” he said.

“Just want to,” she said. “I can't even understand how you walk on
that thing half normal, let alone play.”

She was curious, but not like he’d imagined the Cobras, searching
for a laugh. She looked like 2 person climbing out of a wrecked car,
¢ager to inspect the damage to convince herself it wasn’t worse than
what she imagined. He sat o the La-Z-Boy near the bookshelf, qui-
ctly rolling the leg of his sweatpants up to his knee. His mother had
cried when she’d seen him in the hospital bed, his shattered leg

propped up in front of him, and not wanting to worry her, he had
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smiled and said, “It’s fine, it don’t even hurt.” His father had calle
later that afternoon from Atlanta—he was delivering a keynot
address at a pastors’ conference that night but he’d sent a prayer clot
in his stead. When his mother had placed it on his busted leg, Luked
hadn't felt the healing power of God. He'd felt nothing, and maybe
that was the same thing.

He shivered as Cherry’s hand traced down his leg to the ugh
brown scar stretching down to his ankle. She bent and kissed hi
scar, and he closed his eyes, believing, like a child, that her kis
might stop his hurting. How easily he had believed then, how simpl
it had seemed, a kiss from his mother and a body that always, some:
how, healed.

THE NEXT EVENING, he hauled the trash out to the alley behind Fa
Charlie’s, still thinking about Cherry’s kiss. He had left right after—|

o
ot

her youngest daughter had appeared in the hallway, demandi
juice, and Cherry had pushed herself to her feet, not looking at Luke}
She was embarrassed, and why wouldn'’t she be? She was spare wit
her affection, even to Finch, as if the two were in a noa_unmmoj
fighting to be the one who seemed to care the least. But Luke wa:
grateful for her kindness. He wanted to call her when he got off§
work. Maybe he could ask her to get a drink. Not a drink, mayb
coffee. He didn’t even like coffee, but coffee seemed like the thing
you invited a girl to do to show that you weren'’t just trying to fuck
her. He dragged a bulging garbage bag, lugging it into the greer
dumpster. The sun was setting over the pier, the sky blazing orange

Sometimes Oceanside could be beautiful, even from a dirty alley.
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He was heading back inside when he saw the Cobras. Finch and
Ritter and Gorman and five others, all coming down the alley.

“Yo assholes,” he said, “I can't get all of you free beer, so don't
even ask.”

He knew something was wrong when no one laughed or insulted
him back.

Years ago, Luke would've been fast enough to duck inside the
testaurant. But before he could even turn, he caught Finch’s right

hook. He blacked out before the Cobras started stomping on his leg.
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n rehab, Luke learned to walk again.

Not all at once, but slowly. He spent his first two weeks pushing
a walker down the four halls of his floor. He learned the halls inti-
mately, like a policeman memorizing his beat: the mint green check-
cred linoleum, the nurses’ station, the corner where old women knitted
and gossiped. He dragged himself down the halls, stunned each
morning by how difficult a simple action could be, the placing of one
foot in front of the other. He now had a titanium rod screwed in his
leg, from his knee to his ankle, which would remain there for the rest
of his life. He would set off plenty of metal detectors, the surgeon had
told him, but someday, he’d be able to walk again. For now, he had to
work on strengthening his ankle, bending his swollen knee, develop-
ing his quad and hamstring. He slid his foot forward, straining to

place the heel down, then the toe, while his rehabilitation aide Carlos
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g, Junt in case he fell. Carlos’s father was Colombian, his mothe
#raguan, but everyone called him a Mexican.
“Always a Mexican,” he said. “They ask me, ‘Ay Carlos, why don”
you fix us up some tacos?” I don’t know nothing about no fucking
tacos. Go fix me some tacos, you like the goddamn things so much’
It was true. When Luke had first checked in, a nurse told hin
that the aide assigned to him was Carlos, the Mexican guy.
“You'll like him,” she said, “he’s real funny. Little guy but he’s
strong. ‘Those are always the strongest ones, the little guys.”
Carlos was barely five-five, broad-shouldered and stout. He used to
be a personal trainer at a gym. Luke had always thought of trainers as}
yoked men with muscles bulging out of their tank tops, but Carlo _,
looked more like the type you might trust if you were a fat housewi
looking to lose a few pounds. He was tough but encouraging. He lec
tured Luke about taking his pills, all of them, even if he didn’t fe
like it, the antibiotics to prevent infection, the aspirin to stop blood3
clotting, the pain medicine. He helped Luke stretch on the table
massaging his leg first with aloe vera lotion. Luke was used to trainer :
rubbing down sore muscles, easing out cramps, or taping spraine
ankles, but that was in the locker room. He felt awkward, splayed o
a table in an exercise room, another man rubbing lotion onto his skin,
Maybe Carlos was gay. Why else would a guy take a job where he ha
to lotion other guys? But Luke never said anything because Carlos’
massages felt good. The tissue damage went deep. :
“Christ, those guys really hated your guts,” Carlos said. “The
didn’t want you to ever walk again.”
Luke had never told his parents that the Cobras had jumped him
I'd be one thing if he had slept with Cherry—he would've accept

his punishment then like a man—but to be jumped for seeking h
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friendship seemed too shameful to admit. Besides, his parents would
only tell him that they had been right about the team all along. So

he’d told them that some guys had tried to mug him, and no, he
hadn’t seen their faces.

On the overhead television, Carlos played Jiitbol matches while

Luke did his daily exercises; panting, leaning against the wall, Luke

followed the tiny ball across the ocean of grass. He’d always found
soccer boring, hut

he orewsr ¢4 1iloa oL

€ GIOW 10 LIRS the nousiop pace, the constant
movement, the flashy celebrations. Maybe he would’ve been good at

soccer. Maybe he could’ve found a sport to love that wouldn’t have

destroyed his body.

“You used to be a big man,” Carlos said. “You ain’t anymore.,
Gotta accept that. It’s okay to not be a big man.
good one.”

It’s enough to be a

It didn’t matter who you'd been out in the world. In rehab, you
were just like everyone else, struggling to gain control of your body.
Luke was the youngest person in the center. Most of the patients
were elderly; in wheelchairs, they scooted down the hall with their
feet, like children who'd outgrown their strollers. Between therapy
sessions, Luke liked to sit in the hallway and play cards with the old
men. Stroke victims, most of them. His favorite was Bill, a retired
jailer from Los Angeles.

“I grew up in Ladera Heights,” Bill told him.
to be black. You can't even go in there now. Got taken over by all

those—" He dropped his voice, pointing at Carlos walking down the
hall. Mexicans.

“Back when it used

Bill had fought in the Korean War but he’d ended up at the rehab
center after tripping on the sidewalk and breaking his hip. The man

had survived war and prisoner riots, only to be brought down by
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upraised pavement. He wasn’t married. He had been—three time
before—so he was the marrying type, just not the stay-married type
He'd always been a ladies’ man—Luke spotted him flirting with th

think he might be that type of man, the kind who never settled down,
but what good did that do you when you were eighty and alone at 2
rehab center?

“You sweet on anyone?” Bill asked him once. “Big football guy.
know the gitls got to be chasing you.” :

Luke shrugged, reshuffling the deck of cards. He'd thought abou
calling Nadia once or twice but what would he say? That the onl <
thing he did every day was learn to walk? How simple exercises, likef
knee lifts or leg curls, made him groan? How he spent hours in
wheelchair, playing poker with old men to pass the time? One eve:
ning, he was in the middle of dealing out another hand when t
elevator doors opened and out stepped Aubrey Evans.

“Hi,” she said. “The Mothers asked me to drop this off”

She held up a knitted blanket, a bundle of pink and green ang

neatly and set it on the end of his bed. He’d never been alone wit]
her before. He knew her from church, vaguely—she seemed nice a
religious in a way that had always bored him. But people seemed t
like her. His mother. Nadia,
of them together on Facebook.

according to all the pictures he’d seef
“Ididn’t know you were still in town,” he said.
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“I'm taking classes,” she said.

“Where?”

“Donut Touch.” She frowned when he snorted. “What?»”
“Nothin’” he said.
She smiled.

it’s called.”

“At Palomar. And working.”

“It’s just a dumb name.”

“If you really wanted a donut, you wouldn't care what

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten a donut. Even

veiore he'd existed on Plastic hospital food, he had converted back to

a football diet, good, clean eating,

|
1
|

grilled chicken and vegetables at
every meal. A lot of good that'd dope him. He pushed himself to his
feet, holding on to the walker for balance.

“Do you still talk to Nadia Turner?” he asked.

“All the time,” she said.

“Is she still in Russia?”

“What?” Aubrey laughed, her nose scrunching up. “She was never
in Russia.”

“Really?”

“England. France, for a little bit.”

tures?”

She paused. “Wanna see pic-

He did but he shook his head, staring at the floor.
“I just never knew anyone who went to Russia.”
“Me either,” Aubrey said.

she wants to be, she goes.”

“Nah,” he said.
“But she goes everywhere. Anywhere

He felt stupid for the time he’d spent imagining Nadia in Russia,
wearing furry hats in front of colorful buildings shaped like tops.
But if anyone he knew went, it would be her. How had he ever
thought she would stay in town with him and raise thejr baby?

Aubrey dug in her purse for her keys. She was leaving and he felt
# sudden need to stop her.

135




BRIT BENNETT

*We pray for you every Sunday,” she said. “Let me know if yo
need anything.”
“You could bring me a donut,” he said.

sweet enough, he could forgive the stupid name. Other things mr..

later brought him: a new deck of playing cards, chewing gum, a bo

nightstand so she’d see it when she visited, « daily planner where h
could keep track of his progress, a bundle of get well cards fro
Upper Room, and a tank top that said Beast Mode that he wore du
ing his exercises. She was pretty in a quiet way he grew to lik
Nadia’s beauty bulldozed him but Aubrey’s prettiness was like a te
candle, a warm flicker. When she visited him after work, she looke
cute in her uniform, a black polo shirt with a pink donut on the fron
She fiddled with the matching visor as she stepped off the elevato
her curly ponytail bobbing. She smelled sweet, like frosting.

“I used to have one of those joints,” he said once, pointing at he:
purity ring.

“Really?”

“I was like thirteen. But my hand outgrew it, so my dad had t
saw it off me.”

“You're joking.”

He held up his hand. On his right ring finger, a light brown scar,

“It’s okay,” he said. “I ended up fucking a girl later that year. J
would've done it anyway, the ring just would've made me feel bad.

“It’s not about feeling bad,” she said. “At least not for me.”
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“Then what is it? Like a married-to-Jesus thing?”

“It just reminds me.”

“Of what?”

“That I can be clean,” she said.

She was a good woman. The more time he spent around her, the
more he realized how rarely he thought anybody else was actually
good. Nice, maybe, but niceness was something anyone could be,
whether they meant it o not. Bur goodness was another thing alto-
gether. He was wary. at first, disarmed by Aubrey’s kindness. What
could she want from him? Everyone wanted something, but what
could she possibly hope to gain from a man whose whole world had
constricted to four hallways? Sometimes they played cards in his room,
dipping their hands into a paper bag filled with donut holes. Other
times, she wheeled him outside and they sat, watching cars come and
8o in the parking lot. He never asked her about Nadia although he
wanted to—he would feel exposed even mentioning her again. Besides,
like Cherry said, why would he want to keep hearing how happy Nadia
was? How big and exciting and fulfilling a life she led. He wasn't big
man anymore. He wouldn’t be famous, like he'd dreamed as a kid,
teaching himself to sign his name in all curved letters so he would be
prepared to autograph a football. He would live a small life, and
instead of depressing him, the thought became comforting. For the
first time, he no longer felt trapped. Instead, he felt safe.

He taught Aubrey to play poker, then blackjack. She picked up
both games surprisingly quickly, and he told her that they should go
to Vegas someday and Play in a real casino. She laughed. She’d never
been before.

“Why would I go to Vegas?” she said. “I don’t party. Or gamble.”
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“Because it’s fun,” he said. “There’s food. And shows. You lik
plays, don’t you? We could go. When I get out.”

She smiled a little, plucking a card from the middle of her hand

“Sure,” she said. “That sounds good.”

She was just being nice, but he still clung to her words, markin

them in his planner that night.

“WHAT You GONNA DO when you get out of here?” Bill asked.

Luke had just graduated to crutches and he was hobbling aroun
the hallway, giddy and awkward. He’d progressed faster than anyon
had expected, Carlos told him. He’d given Luke a tiny pedometer t
wear when he walked down the hall, and within a month, he ha
already logged 50,000 steps. Carlos printed him a certificate that sai
MVP: Most Valuable Pacer. Aubrey helped him hang it on his wall.

“I don’t know,” he said. Fat Charlie’s didn’t offer sick leave—
they’d replaced him weeks ago. He needed to find a job or he woul
have to move back home with his parents, who had already spen
their own money paying for his last month at the rehab center. H
hobbled down the hallway, calculating how much it must have cost
and felt overwhelmed by the thought of it. Just another thing h
owed them. He would have to find work soon, maybe another res
taurant on the pier. What else did he know how to do?

“Nah, nah,” Bill said. “You got to want more than that.”

Luke laughed. “Like what? I'm supposed to wanna be president o
some shit?”

“That’s the problem with you brothas,” Bill said. “You got lazy.
You know why? Because you know these young sistas will pick u

the slack. Grown men living with their mamas, whole mess of kid
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running around, ain’t got a job. Somewhere along the way we became
a race of men happy to let women take care of us.”

Luke had grown up listening to old folks at Upper Room make
similar speeches, about how they’d fought so hard just to watch his
generation throw any progress away. As if he owed them somehow for
being young and ought to personally repay them for their humilia-
tions. Still, he liked hanging out with the old men in the hallway,
listening to their stories and imagining their lives. Bill never listened
to the trainers when they tried to guide him through his exercises. He
was too stubborn, too softened, over the years, to pain. Who could
blame him? He was old with no one waiting for him on the outside.
He just wanted to talk shit with his buddies and look at pretty nurses.
Luke was the only one who could get Bill out of his wheelchair.

“You're pretty good at this,” Carlos told him.

Luke had convinced Bill to finish his quad stretches, cheering
him on until the old man plopped back in his wheelchair with a huff.
In the doorway, Catlos looked impressed.

“You should look into physical training,” Carlos said. “Shit, you
been here long enough.”

Luke told Aubrey, and the next day, she printed out a list of quali-
fications he needed to become a physical therapy assistant. Two years
of school, which discouraged him, but Aubrey said the time would
pass anyway—why not spend it chasing after something he wanted?
She’d squeezed his shoulder and he felt himself relaxing. She was
right, and besides, if he had learned nothing else in rehab, he’d
learned how to be patient. He’d spent the past few months relearn-
ing how to walk. He felt that he could wait for anything.

When he was finally released from the rehab center, strong enough

to lean on a cane alone, time seemed to rush at him. He missed the
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soft seconds in the center, days that blurred into one another, tim

marked only by mealtimes and exercise routines and Aubrey’s visits. §

Out in the world, he felt time racing past him and he could neve
catch up. In the center, he’d been a fast learner, nimble compared t
the others, but at his parents” house, he felt like he was moving i
slow motion, like every effort to get out of bed and shower, to dres
himself and cook breakfast, took three times as long. During the day;§
he worked on his applications to physical therapy programs and trie
to find a job. But he didn’t have any real skills and most unskilled job
required that you at ieast be able to lift fifty pounds. Finally, he aske
his father if there was any work he could do at Upper Room.

“Maybe I can do something around the grounds,” he said. “Picl
up trash. I don’t know. Something.”

Luke felt embarrassed, begging for pocket change, but his fathe
placed a warm hand on his shoulder and smiled. He had probabl
been waiting for this moment for years. When his only son woul
return home, humbled, and ask to help out the ministry. Maybe he’
imagined this moment when Luke was born—a son who woul
inherit the church someday. A son standing beside him at the altar
leading teen Bible studies, following him through the halls of Cm%m
Room. How disappointed his father must've been, given instead
son who worshipped pigskin, who spent his Sunday praise in front ¢
the television, who hadn’t been called by God to do anything but rur
and catch.

“The church is growing,” his father said. “Getting older.

4

could use someone to visit the sick and shut-in.”
“I can do that,” Luke said.
He understood sickness better than anything else. Sickness b

rowed deep inside you, and even if you were cured, even if you cou
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be cured, you would never forget how it felt to be betrayed by your
own body. So when he knocked on doors, carrying donated meals, he
did not tell the sick to get well. He just came to sit with them while

they weren't.

He still saw Aubrey around Upper Room. He'd been worried at -

first that she wouldn’t talk to him now that he was out of rehab, that
maybe their friendship had been restricted to that space. But she
always seemed glad to see him. She never came by the house, although
he hinted that that would be okay. But on Sunday mornings, she sat
beside him, not in the tront pew where he’d sat with his parents as a
boy, but in a back pew near the aisle so he could stretch out his bad
leg. Each Sunday, when his father laid hands on the sick, she glanced
at him, and each Sunday, he looked away, studying the fringes on the
rug. One week, she leaned in toward his ear.

“Do you want to go up?” she asked. “I'll go with you.”

How could anyone believe healing was that easy, only a matter of
asking for it?> What about those who remained sick? Did they just
not ask hard enough? But she reached for his hand, her fingers
wedged against his purity scar. Their palms kissed and he felt, for
the first time, that he could be whole.

O~ A Br1sk MY N16HT, Luke pushed through the concession stand
crowd with his plastic cup of overpriced stadium beer. CJ trampled
after him, carrying a cup of beer that sloshed against his hand. He
didn’t like baseball but he’d agreed to the Padres game because they
rarcly hung out now that they no longer worked together. CJ had
wanted to check out a football game—in the springtime, you could al-

ways find an arena game or even a spring practice—but Luke told
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him he wanted to watch baseball. He didn't, really, but he couldn’
put himself through more football. He'd already given football to
much. He would find something new to love.

During the seventh-inning stretch, the crowd began to sing as a
animated Friar Fred danced on the scoreboard. CJ moved his lip
the way Luke mouthed along to church hymns. When they sat, C
took a sip of his tepid beer before setting it back on the ground.

“I gotta get out of fuckin’ Fat Charlie’s, man,” CJ said.

“And do what?”

“T don’t know. Anything clse. Maybc join up.”

“Marines?”

“Shit, maybe. What else I know how to do?”

He couldn’t imagine CJ in camp or huffing through the des
with a gun strapped to his back. Could CJ even pass the fitness tes
He was strong enough, sure, bt you had to run three miles and h
had never seen CJ run thirty yards.

“What if they send you out somewhere?” Luke said.

CJ shrugged. “At least it’s something. I gotta be on my shit like yo
You got a future. What I got?”

An old black vendor climbed the metal stairs, hollering, “Peanuts}
Who wants a big bag of salty nuts?” The crowd laughed and Lu
sipped his beer, wiping his mouth with a grease-splotched napki
He wasn'’t used to anyone else envying his life. He lived at home a
collected fifty dollars each week from his father that felt more like
allowance than a paycheck. He leaned on a cane when he had to w:
a long distance and at the stadium, he’d been patted down and wai
ded three times after the metal rod in his leg had set off the detecto
But he was building something, at least. He was starting his physic
therapy classes in the fall. He spent his weekends with a girl wi
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calmed him, who pieced him together. A pretty brunette in a retro
Tony Gwynn jersey passed and he wondered if he could bring Aubrey
to a game. She’d look cute in his cap, and maybe they’d get caught on
the Kiss Cam and she would lean toward him, not embarrassed by
the cheers of the crowd. He would hope for the Padres to hit a home
run just to see her face when fireworks shot across the sky.

At the top of the eighth, a small black boy in an Angels jersey
three times too big for him hopped on the seat, velling for the cotton

o ~-- —-= LUUR

candy man. The vendor didn’t notice, starting down the aluminum
steps.
“Ay man!” Luke stood, wincing at the sudden movement. “Right

—vv

here!

He pointed at the boy. The vendor stopped and the boy stumbled
down the row, climbing over legs as he waved his dollars in the air.
The man stooped with the carousel of pink and blue swaths of cotton
candy and the boy jumped, pointing to the baby blue. He wiggled
impatiently as the vendor gave him his change, then he smiled, tri-
umphant, holding the cotton candy in his hands. Everyone ushered
the boy down the row, hands against his back so he didn’t trip. Luke’s
finger brushed against the smooth inside of his thin arm as he passed.

“Iell me a secret,” Aubrey said later.

Luke stretched out on his bed. His room was warm from the late
spring heat but he couldn’t open a window or Aubrey would be cold.
She was always cold and he liked that about her, how he felt respon-
sible for warming her. She was curled against his chest and he bent
to kiss her forehead. His parents were gone for the evening but he
knew she hadn’t come over to do more than cuddle. When they’d
first started dating, he’d tried to find times to spend with her alone.

He knew she was waiting to have sex but she wouldn’t want to wait
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foraver. Just a matter of time, he figured, until she felt ready. Bu
months later, they still hadn’t had sex yet. Often, when Aubrey visite
they didn't even go near his bedroom, eating dinner with his parents
instead or sitting together on the porch swing. Maybe it was weird
for her, hooking up in her pastor’s house, so he started visiting her
her sister’s house instead, even though he felt awkward in a hou
full of women. He stepped inside a bathroom with a counter covered
in girly products—bottles of all shapes and sizes, moisturizers, facial
cream, serum, leave-in conditioner—and washed his hands wit n
pink soap that left his skin feeling soft and smelling like powder.
made him feel unmanly, so he started washing his hands with t
orange dishwashing soap in the kitchen instead.

No matter where they went, they didn’t have sex. Kissing was fini
and sometimes touching was okay, but always over the clothes an
always above the waist. He’d never dated a girl before who he hadn
seen naked and he burned, imagining what it would be like to really}
touch her. When they spoke on the phone at night, he pictured h
in bed, lying against the sheets in tiny shorts and a tank top with n
bra. He touched himself sometimes as she talked about her das _
thinking about how her nipples would look poking against whi
cotton. He always felt guilty afterward for defiling her image. Dirty,

Under her thin T-shirt, he could make out the swell of her breastd
and he wanted to touch her but he stopped himself. She wanted
secret. She was trying to be serious. He thought about mentionin
the boy at the baseball game. He hadn't stopped thinking about th
smoothness of the boy’s skin but that sounded creepy, even in his ow:
head. She wouldn’t understand. He barely understood it himself.

“I got a girl pregnant once,” he said. “She didn’t keep it.”

Aubrey was quiet a minute. “Who is she?” she finally said.
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“A girl T used to know,” he said. “I loved her, but she didn’t want
the baby.”

“What happened to her? The girl, I mean.”

“It was a long time ago,” he said. “We haven’t really talked since.”

She reached for his hand. He felt relieved, even though he still
couldn’t bring himself to tell her the whole truth.

“Tell me something,” he said. “Something you never told anyone.”

She stared up at the ceiling. Then she said, “When I was little, T
used to think I had superpowers.”

He laughed. “What?”

“Super senses,” she said. “Not powers, because they didn’t make
me feel stronger. But you know how in biology class, they used to
tatk about how animals adapt? Like how over time, fish at the bot-
tom of the ocean started doing weird things like glowing in the dark
so they can lure prey and survive? It was like that”

“What type of superpower?” he said.

“Like I could smell if 2 man was good or bad. Or I could jump out
of my skin when he touched me.”

“Who?”

“And I could hear really good,” she said. “I could hear him mov-
ing throughout the apartment, like a rat clicking through the pipes.
[ could hear him before he got to my room. And I always wondered

’.

why my mom never heard but I told myself she couldn’t. Because she
didn’t have super senses.”

She started to cry. His clumsy hands cupped her face and he
kissed her wet cheeks, her jaw, her forehead. He buried his face in

her neck, wanting to keep her in her skin.
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e forgot about Nadia Turner, the way any unseen person is

unthought of. She was a pretty, unmothered girl who'd
wrecked her daddy’s truck, and after, she fell out of our minds. Except
for the few moments she popped up, like when someone asked Robert
Turner how his daughter was doing and he said fine, just fine, finish-
ing up her sophomore year. Or working an internship in Wisconsin
this summer, yeah, some government thing, who knows. Robert con-
tinued to lend his truck. The first lady did not hire another assistant.
But we didn’t see Nadia Turner again. Not Thanksgiving. Not Christ-
mas. Not long patches of summer while we were sweating in our
prayer room, cycling through cards filled with requests. In hot months,
wanting always reaches its peak.

Only years later, years after we heard the rumor, have we collected
the signs. Betty says weren't it peculiar that she’d never wanted to

volunteer in the children’s church room, not even when she was
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tutl things, says she passed the girl in the church lobby o:n,,,,,
And sew a baby trailing behind her. A little boy in knee socks, and
when Agnes glanced back, he was gone. Oh I knew, she says, whe
we bring up Nadia Turner. I knew right away, just as soon as I see
her. I can always tell an unpregnant girl.

After a secret’s been told, everyone becomes a prophet.

A WINTER, AND THEN ANOTHER. and then another Soon, Nadi
had been gone so long, she felt guilty about returning home at all. By’
senior year, she thought of Oceanside as a tiny beach setting trapped
inside a snow globe; occasionally, she might take it down from hers
bookshelf and gaze at it, but she could never fit inside. As graduatio
neared, she took the LSAT and applied to law school at NYU and:
Duke and Georgetown, any program that might keep her away from
home, finally accepting an offer from the University of Chicago. She’
had planned to work throughout the summer in Ann Arbor, the
move to Chicago in the upcoming fall. But home tugged her back i
the form of a breathless phone call from Aubrey: Luke had proposed
that night, they were getting married, she wanted Nadia to hear
it first.

“What’s the matter?” Shadi asked, when she hung up the phone.
He perched on the edge of the couch. “I thought she’
“She is”

“So why aren’t you happy?”

s your friend.” -

“Because her fiancé’s a dick.”
“Then why’s she marrying him?”

“She doesn’t know it.”
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A different man, a more perceptive one, might have asked how
Nadia knew. But Shadi just pushed off the couch and went to boil
noodles for dinner. He didn’t ask certain questions about her life
before him because he didn't want to know the answers. She was
happy to oblige him, avoiding any mention of the summer before col-
lege altogether. She couldn’t tell him about Luke and the baby. Shadi
was a good, progressive boy but maybe he wouldn’t understand why
she'd gone to the abortion clinic. Maybe abortion seemed different
when it was just an interesting topic to write a paper about or debate
over drinks, when you never imagined it might affect you. And since
she couldn’t tell him about the baby, she couldn’t explain why she’d
been so devastated when Aubrey visited two years ago and announced
that she’d been spending time with Luke. At first, Nadia didn’t even
hear her. She was so excited to see her, she could hardly believe that
Aubrey was actually here, in the passenger’s seat of Shadi’s Corolla,
which he'd graciously lent her so she could pick Aubrey up from
Detroit Metro Airport. On the ride back to Ann Arbor, Nadia kept
glancing at Aubrey and grinning, already imagining the dive bars she
would bring her to, the frat parties that would make Cody Richard-
son’s house seem as quiet and peaceful as a library. She would be
introducing her college boyfriend and her college friends to her back-
home friend, those two disparate parts of her life blending in a way
that felt sophisticated and mature. Then she realized that Aubrey had
mentioned Luke.

“What?” she’d said.

“I said, me and Luke have been spending time together.”

“What?” Nadia said again.

“I'know,” Aubrey said. “Don’t you think it’s weird?”
“Why would it be weird?”
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“T don’t know. We just never really spent time together before but

”»

now . . .
She’d trailed off cryptically. Spending time, what did that eve
mean? Fucking? No, Aubrey would've said something if she’d bro
ken her virginity pledge, wouldn't she? So if they weren't having se;
what were they doing together? That had bothered Nadia the mos
Luke courted Aubrey. He took her on trips to the zoo, where he
bought nectar so they conld feed the birds. Aubrey sent Nadia pi
tures of them posing in front of the birdcage, Luke dripping with
tropical birds on his arms, or the two of them celebrating their firsd
anniversary at Disneyland, Luke wearing a Goofy baseball cap witl;
dog ear flaps. Nadia couldn’t imagine Luke ever wearing a cutesy h
in public, let alone planning a date that took more effort than send;
ing a text message a few hours in advance. He was different now.
maybe he was different with someone other than her.

She’d never thought their relationship would last. How could
What could they possibly have in common? What could possibly bi
them together? Instead, she’d scrolled incessantly past photographs ,
the two of them sitting together on the edge of a dock or sharing di
ner downtown or posing in the kitchen with Pastor and Mrs. She
pard on Thanksgiving. Mrs. Sheppard beaming, an arm arou
Aubrey’s waist, as if she had actually selected her perfect daug
ter-in-law years ago. She must have felt relieved that Luke had fina
realized it.

“So are you going?” Shadi asked. “To the wedding?”

“I guess I have to,” she said.

“I can always go with you,” he said.

She heard the smile in his voice even though his back was to h

He hinted about this often, visiting home with her and meeting h
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father. Their friends teased them about marriage but she always
avoided the topic of a deeper commitment. Besides, his mother liked
her but she wanted Shadi to marry a Muslim girl.

“Okay,” Nadia said when he’d announced it. “What do you expect
me to do about that?”

“Nothing,” he said. “I just think it’s funny.”

“My dad wants me to marry a Christian boy,” she said. “It matters
to some people.”

She felt annoyed by the way Shadi hinted about the future. He'd
just received a job offer from Google but, he’d mentioned once,
almost slyly, that if she wanted to move back to California after grad-
uation, he could transfer to the Mountain View office. She’d laughed
at his underestimation of the expansiveness of California. Didn’t he
know that Mountain View was an eight-hour drive from San Diego?
Still, it scared her, his willingness to pick up his life and follow her.
She’'d fallen for him when he wanted to become an international
reporter, m%mbm on choppers into war-torn countries. His indepen-

dence liberated her. But now he was going to work in an office and

-~ she felt crushed already by his hopes for her. As graduation ap-

proached, she found herself picking fights with him more, like when
she told him she didn’t plan to walk at commencement. Shadi told
her she was being selfish.
“Graduation’s not about you,” he said. “It’s about everyone who
eares about you. Don't you think your dad wants to see you walk?”
“Don'’t you think it’s none of your fucking business?” she said.
She didn’t want to walk if her mother couldn’t be there to watch

her. Her mother had never gone to college but said she would some-

-~ iny, always someday. When the Palomar College catalogue came in

i mail, she would lean against the countertop, scanning the bold
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titles of courses she would never take. Once, Nadia’s father had thrown 4

out the catalogue with the rest of the junk mail and her mother had |
almost rooted through the trash can for it before her father said he'd |
already taken it to the dumpster.

“I thought it was trash,” he’d said.

“No, Robert, no,” her mother said. “No, it’s not trash.” |

She'd seemed desperate, like she’d lost more than a catalogue tha
arrived in their mailbox every six months. By then, her mother was to:
busy with work and family to return to school, but she’d always toi
Nadia that she expected her to go to college. She teiinded her of th

her for h

sloppy handwriting or quizzed her on reading assignments. Nad

when she checked over her math homework or chided

knew she was the reason her mother had never gone to college and
<he'd wondered if, after she left home, her mother might finally g
Now graduation seemed silly. Why should she dress in a cap and gown
and sweat in the sun, when her mother was not there to pose in picy
tures with her and cheer when her name was called? In her mind, s
only saw pictures they would never take, arms around each other, he

mother gaining little wrinkles around her eyes from smiling so muc

Shadi that night. She slipped inside his b
naked and he groaned, rolling toward her, stiff

Nadia apologized to
before she eve
touched him. She tasted the salt off his skin, the ticklish spot on
neck, as he fumbled in the nightstand drawer. She was on the
but she always made him wear a condom too.

“What're you thinking about?” he asked after.

«I hate when you do that,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Ack what I'm thinking. As soon as you ask, my mind just go
blank.” ,
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“It’s not a test,” he said. “I just want to know you.”
Later in the night, she shrugged his arm off her. She felt sweaty
with him hugging her all night. Sometimes she wondered if she only

loved him when it was cold, in the middle of winter when everything
was dead.

Ausrey Evans’s entire life boiled down to the places she’d slept.

T e .
I giithood bed with its pink princess headhnard, pullout couches
3

relatives’ living rooms when her father left, the backseat of her
mother’s car when hospitality ran out, the trundle of Mo’s daybed
when they’d moved into a new apartment, her mother’s bed because
she hated to sleep alone, her own bed after her mother’s boyfriend
moved in, her own bed where her mother’s boyfriend touched her, the
bed in her sister’s guest room where she’d escaped, and now Luke’s
bed, where they had never made love. His non-making-love bed was
her favorite. The department store normaley of his blue plaid bed-

apread, always a little mussed as if it'd just been sat on. There wasn't

" much else in his studio apartment: a wicker basket from his mother,
now filled with free weights, a crumpled pizza box jutting out of the
trash can, Nikes lined up near the door, wooden cane propped against

the wall. The first time she’d visited him in his apartment, she'd

ozen in his doorway, unsure of what to do. They had never been

this alone before—in a place that belonged to no one else, where no

ne else had a key and might interrupt. Luke had gestured toward
is bed.

“Sorry,” he'd said. “There’s nowhere else to sit.”

So they’d sat on his bed and watched a movie. Other things they

dict in his bed: ate pizza on paper plates, played cards, played Madden
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with the injury setting turned off, watched the Super Bowl, listened to;
music from her tinny laptop speakers, held hands, kissed, argued, an
prayed. They had slept together, as in beside each other. She’d falle
asleep on pillows smelling faintly of his cologne and he’d curle
against her, kissing the back of her neck as she drifted off. But sh
hadn’t felt afraid. All beds told stories, and Luke’s told a different
one. She pressed her ear against his pillow and heard no rage. Jus
the rustling of his covers as he scooted close to her and her own thud=§
ding heart.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “All that stuff about the party.”

“It’s fine,” she said.

“Tell her to stop if it’s too much. My mama's like a runaway trai
once she gets going.”

“She’s just trying to help.”

“Still,” he said. “Once she gets going.”
They'd just returned from his parents’ house, where his moth
had hooked an arm around Aubrey’s waist and ushered her aroun
the backyard, explaining the layout for the bridal shower.

“Now, the waiters will be right there,” Mrs. Sheppard had sai
pointing toward the center of the yard. “Not too close, though,
dor’t want them hoverin’ over folks while they eat. Lou’s Cateri
wasn’t my first choice but you know John wanted to support Deacog
Lou’s business. Of course, he had nothing to say the whole time I w:
planning things but he’s got all the opinions right before I book ¢
catering. I hope Lou’s boys paid attention. I told them cranber
tablecloths but I just know they’ll bring red.”

If it was exhausting to worry about tiny details, it was even mo.
exhausting to pretend to. Aubrey felt guilty for not caring ab q

whether the tablecloths were cranberry or red. Mrs. Sheppard
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working so hard to plan a beautiful shower for her, she should at least
share in her concerns. But she had other worries. Months before her
wedding, she had stopped sleeping. Like any big life change, it hap-
pened both gradually and all at once. At first, she shaved off minutes,
falling asleep later, waking up before her alarm. Then an hour here
and there as night fell and she lay under her covers, her laptop toasting
her stomach, another episode of television reflecting off her glasses.
Then big chunks of time, scoops of it, patches in the middle of the
night when she woke to get water and tossed in bed and sat by the
window and read her Bible until light cracked through the blinds. By
April, she was only sleeping a few hours a night and those few hours
made her feel more tired than if she hadn’t slept at all. She was unsleep-
ing, and it wasn’t the wedding jitters like everyone tried to tell her. She
had decided to invite her mother and she hadn’t heard back from her
yet. She was both worried that she would and would not come.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Monique had said. The two of
them were sitting around the kitchen table, which had been covered
for the past few months in wedding books Mrs. Sheppard sent over.
The war room, Kasey called it.

“Mo, relax,” Aubrey said. “She probably wouldn’t come anyway.
Mrs. Sheppard said I might regret it if I don’t at least invite her—"

“So you want her to come.”

“I don’t know,” she said, although she had already imagined the
reunion: her mother stepping off the train, carrying a small green
suitcase, as the flaps of the past began to lift. Her hair would be
shorter now, whipping around her head in curls tinted with silver.
She would wear a coral cardigan buttoned all the way to her neck
because the coastal breeze would chill her and she’d glance around

the station, shielding her eyes from the sun, until she spotted Aubrey.
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143 ¢J .
I'm sorry,” Aubrey said. She hadn’t even realized how insensitive
it was to ask Nadia whether she should invite her mother.

“Why're you apologizing? You didn’t kill her.”

Then she’d smile, and at breakfast, Aubrey would notice all the little 4
things her mother did, the way she sliced her muffin diagonally, how.

she folded her arms when she was listening, the way she always chat-

ted with the waiter when he checked on them. She would feel like “Sull”
little girl again, enraptured by her mother’s face. “Don't, okay?”
“Who cares what Mrs. Sheppard thinks?” Mo said. “She’s no “Don’t what?”

your mother.” “Treat me like some poor sad girl”

“Neither are you,” Aubrey said. She'd felt gratified at first, but! “I'm not.” Aubrey paused. “I wish I could’ve known your mom.”

. . R R - s s . - . . “RAF_ . . 351
later, she telt sick, picturing the way her sister's dark eyes had wid-; Me tvo,” Nadia said.

ened and filled. Her cyes weren't one of the features they shared Aubrey wondered if they were the only ones who felt they didn’t
inherited from their mother. Aubrey’s eyes were her father’s, a mang f know their mothers. Maybe mothers were inherently vast and un-

neither of them knew. When she was young, Aubrey had cried whe knowable.
she first learned that they were only half sisters. It’s okay, her siste “How’s Michigan?” she asked.
had told her, because I love you twice as much. “Cold as fuck. It’s still snowing. Can you believe that?”

“Whose wedding is it?” Nadia had said over the phone that nigh “That’s what you get for wanting seasons.”

“Mine.” “Fuck that. Seasons are overrated.”
“And who gets to be the wedding dictator?” She liked listening to Nadia’s adventures in Michigan, how that
“Me.” first winter, her friends from Chicago had taken her to a Von Maur

to find a coat and boots, how they’d laughed at her for being so fas-
cinated with the Midwestern department store where a live pianist
played as she slipped her feet into fuzzy boots. She had only fallen on
ice once, her sophomore year on the way to a party, and she was
proud that she’d caught herself with the hand that wasn’t holding

the beer. Nadia had lived in other places too. Her summer intern-

“Thank you. If Mo doesn’t want to talk to her, she doesn’t havi
to. But it’s your wedding and you should invite whoever the hell
you want. Life is short and if you want to see your mom again, yo
should.”

Aubrey dug her fingernails into her palm. She used to do th
often when she first moved in with her sister. A bad thought ap
ship in Madison at the state capitol, her semester abroad at Oxford,
where she took weekend trips to Edinburgh and Berlin, how in
Paris, she’d gotten caught by the Metro doors slamming shut on her
backpack and a crowd of annoyed Parisians had to yank her free.

Aubrey loved that story, the idea that the unflinchingly cool Nadia

peared, and she made a fist, squeezing as hard as she could. H
sister would always grab her hands and rub them between hers, lik
they were just cold. On the edge of her bed, she opened her palm
watching the tiny, clear crescents turn red.

“You there?” Nadia said. Her voice sounded farther away.
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Turner would be so awkward in one of the most sophisticated cities§

on the planet. Maybe you didn’t know who you would be in th:
world. Maybe you were a different person everywhere you lived.

“«

“Tell me your England story again,” she said, “about the boat.”

A punt, Nadia had explained when she’d e-mailed her. She and]
some friends had gone punting on the River Cherwell. She had been
the only one brave enough to steer the punt because the other girl
were intimidated by stories of the pole getting stuck in the mud
along the riverbank and the boat overturning. So Nadia had steere
while everyone drank Pimm’s and champagne, herself drinki
more than she probably should have because it was so hot. She w;
tipsy and tired from pushing the pole, but she’d steered the punt thy
entire time, passing under the leafy trees. She did not flip the boaf
once. It was, Nadia had written, one of the best days of her life.

Over the phone, Nadia let out a low laugh. Aubrey imagined he
in her Michigan apartment, sitting by a window, watching t

snow fall.

A WEEK BEFORE her best friend’s wedding, Nadia came home.

She leaned toward the window as the plane descended through]
the springtime fog. Spiky tops of palm trees emerged, then the red
Spanish rooftops that covered everv home. The houses had been th
first thing she noticed when she landed in Michigan—white wi
slate roofs, like the homes she’d only seen in movies, not tan stucc
topped with wavy red. In the San Diego Airport bathroom, s
fixed her hair while two women spoke Spanish beside her, and eve
though she could only understand snatches of words, she felt gratefy

for the familiar foreign sound.
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When she stepped outside the terminal, her father waved from the
curb. He was hard to miss—the only man nearby in a truck. She didn’t
wave back but she started toward him, dragging her suitcase and bal-
ancing her coffee. She was wearing huge sunglasses, even though the
sky was cloudy, and she felt cheated by the overcast sky, as if the city
had known the sunshine was one thing she was looking forward to
and had denied her of it anyway. As she neared, her father climbed out
of his truck to help her with her bag. They smiled at each other, tenta-
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“Well, look who it is,” he said.

“Hi Dad””

He reached out to hug her and she hugged him back, an awk-
ward, one-armed hug so she didn’t spill her coffee. He looked the
same but a little older, his skin more wrinkled, his hair sprinkled
with more gray. She wondered who cut his hair now.

“It’s funny,” he said, pulling onto the 5. “You drink coffee now.”

He smiled a little, nodding at her cup. She’d never drunk coffee
before college. She’d tried a sip of her mother’s once but nearly spit it
out. She’d expected it to be sweet, like hot chocolate, but it tasted bit-
ter and gross. Now she couldn’t even drink hot chocolate anymore—
she’d bought a box of it last winter to lift her spirits but it was so
sweet, she threw it out. Airport Starbucks was barely coffee, and she
already missed the French press at Shadi’s apartment, even though
the first time he showed her how to use it, she’d rolled her eyes and
said she wanted a cup of coffee, not a science experiment. But she
didn’t tell her father this. She didn’t need him to know how many
mornings she woke up at Shadi’s.

“Your friend,” her father said, “he’s flying in later?”
“On Friday,” she said. “I hope that’s okay.”
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At the Detroit Metro Airport, Shadi had kissed her good-bye.
know you hate going home,” he'd said, rubbing the back of her nec
where her hair met her skin. “You're a good friend.” She’d kissed him
again because she wasn'’t a good friend, not even close. A good frien

’

would not have to muster joy for her best friend’s wedding, a goo
friend felt it naturally. She felt anxious about this whole trip and sh
couldn’t decide if Shadi flying in to stay with her and her fathe
made her feel better or worse.

“And your term?” her tather said. “It went weli”

“Tt was fine,” she said.

“And you'll get your diploma and everything?”

“They're sending it here.”

“Okay. That’s good.”

“You're not mad about that, right?”

He shrugged. “I would've liked to see you graduate,” he said. “Bu
you gotta do what you think is best.”

She leaned against the warm windowpane as they passed the Del§
Mar lagoon. Shadi had called her selfish, but her father wouldn't}
even admit that he was upset, and somehow, that was even moré
frustrating.

When they pulled up to the house, she followed her father, wh
insisted on carrying her suitcase, to the front door. She stepped insid
after him and suddenly stopped. The house felt different, smelle
different even, as if it were a living organism whose basic chemist
had changed. Could a house change its smell in a few years? Orh
she just forgotten what it was like to be home? She glanced aroun
the living room and realized what had actually changed. Her fath
had taken down the photographs. Not all of the photographs—st
inched forward and spotted one of her on the coffee table, her hi

160

THE MOTHERS

school graduation picture on the mantel. Just the photographs of her
mother. Light rectangles marked the walls where she had been.
“How could he do that?” she asked Shadi later. “She’s my mother.”
She had never cried in front of him and crying into the phone felt
as embarrassing as if he’d been watching. She crouched on the carpet
by her bed, dabbing her eyes with her tank top.
“Maybe it hurts him to look at her,” Shadi said.
“It’s like she was never here. Like he never loved her.”

CT cLeo 1 Lo a1l b hne T'hae?s anhes 6 havctn nn ' »
1 tning 0c 5tin 10vies N, 1 nat’s wily it hurts so much.

“I'm sorry,” she said.

“Why? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Still. You didn't call to hear all this shit.”

“It’s your life,” he said, “I want to hear it.”

She closed her eyes, trying to remember the photos that had hung
on the walls. She had passed these pictures every day, but now she
only remembered them vaguely—her parents on their wedding day,
her mother in a garden, her family at Knott’s Berry Farm. How had
she not memorized them? Or maybe she had once but she was begin-
ning to forget. Did the house smell different because her mother’s

scent was gone? Or had she just forgotten how her mother smelled?

’

[1E SHEPPARDS LIVED in a sleepy, sedate neighborhood, one home
in a row of identical houses with wavy roofs and canopies of arching
palm trees. On the front porch, a brown welcome mat read God Bless
This Home—a prayer or an order, anybody’s guess. In the front
entrance, tan walls were covered in paintings (two women playing
lawn croquet, a funeral procession painting they had seen on The

Cosby Show). A mahogany piano that looked too pristine to be played
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rested against the staircase, and on top of it were carefully arrange
family portraits. Pastor and Mrs. Sheppard smiling in front of a ch
pel on their wedding day, the proud parents posing with their newd
born son, and toward the end of the piano, teenage Luke in a ca
and gown, glowering at the camera, too cocky to smile.

The afternoon of the wedding shower, Nadia followed voices int
the backyard, where round tables, covered in deep red tablecloth

clustered on the Sheppards’ lawn. The catering crew, a passel of

black teenagers in starched white shirts and aprens, ushered aroun

the yard, pouring ice water and lemonade into glass goblets. Sh
spotted Aubrey across the lawn, under a leafy tree surrounded by
circle of women. She wore a white dress swirled with gold tha

flowed to her knees, her curly black hair hanging to her shoulders

and she was laughing, her hand covering her mouth. It was striking

how perfectly she belonged here.
Aubrey beamed when she saw Nadia pick her way across the
grass. She skipped over to her, throwing her arms around her neck,

and their bodies collided, knees knocking.

“I can’t believe you're back!” Aubrey said. “I missed you so much.” §

“Me too.” Nadia laughed, feeling silly for hugging in the middle
of the yard but unwilling to let go first,

Aubrey looped an arm through hers and guided her around the

party, past women from Upper Room who seemed as shocked to see
her again as if she’d floated out to space. Well, look who it is, they
said. Others pulled her into hugs and said, more pointedly, well, look
who finally decided to come back home. In their eyes, she was a

prodigal daughter, worse than that even, because she hadn’t returned

home penniless and humbled. A prodigal daughter, you could pity.

But she’d abandoned her home and returned better off, with stories

162

THE MOTHERS

of her fascinating college courses, her impressive internships, her cos-
mopolitan boyfriend, and her world travels. (“Paris?” Sister Willis
said, when she’d shared the story. “Well, /a-di-da.”) Was she preten-
tious now? Or had leaving caused an irreparable tear between her and
the other women at Upper Room? Or maybe that fissure had always
been there and leaving had allowed her to see it. Halfway through the
conversation, Mrs. Sheppard wandered over to the circle. She wore a
pink skirt suit and heels that sank into the grass as she walked.

“Welcome back, honey,” she said, patting Nadia's shoulder.

Nadia wanted to tell Mrs. Sheppard about all that she’d done in
the past four years. Her residence on the dean’s list, her internships,
her trips abroad. She’d gone away and made something of herself
and she wanted Mrs. Sheppard to know. But just as quickly as she’d
said hello, the first lady was gone, bustling around the yard, chatting
with the other guests. She didn’t care about anything Nadia had
accomplished. Any interest she might have held in her had faded
years ago, as soon as Nadia ceased working for her. So Nadia swal-
lowed her stories. She allowed Aubrey to drag her to another group
of women, and when the tour ended, she made her way to a table
where Monique and Kasey were seated. She hugged both of them,
grateful for their familiarity.

“Enjoying the spectacle?” Monique said.

“Don’t do that,” Kasey said.

“What? Is it not? I mean, waiters? Who is she trying to impress,
really?”

But who did Mrs. Sheppard need to impress? No, Mrs. Sheppard
had thrown Aubrey this bridal shower out of love. Nadia imagined
Mrs. Sheppard and Aubrey poring over wedding catalogues together,
Mrs. Sheppard at the dress fitting, watching Aubrey twirl in the
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mirror, how the first lady might have teared up a little at the vision,
how proud she felt that her son had found a good girl—the right girl.
How happy she must be, now that she had finally won the daughter:
she’d always wanted. At lunch, Nadia picked at her food before scrap-
ing the remains into the trash can. She felt claustrophobic in the
sweeping backyard and went inside to the bathroom upstairs, where,
she sat on the fuzzy toilet seat cover and texted Shadi. Miss you,
stinky. He should be getting off work soon, and she wished she were
back in Ann Arbor, lounging on his beat love seat or drinking coffee
at 2 cidewalk table on Main Street, watching people pass by. SheZ
didn’t belong here anymore, not the way Aubrey did.

She had started back downstairs when she spotted Luke’s bed
room. From the hallway, it looked different, and as she eased closer,
she saw that it had been converted into a guest room. No longer
Luke’s room, the walls covered in football posters, a twin bed pushed§
against the window. She remembered sneaking into that room, ho
she’d always felt strange undressing in his childhood bedroom, tos:
ing her bra atop a desk papered with red and blue footballs, slipping
out of her jeans near a shelf that held Pop Warner trophies, kissing
him while Jerry Rice, plastered above his bed, watched.

“I don’t live here anymore.” j

Behind her, Luke Sheppard appeared in the doorway. He looked
cleaned up, his stubbly cheeks shaven, and he even wore his glasses
a rectangular pair he’d bought from the drugstore. “I only wear the
when I need to look smart,” he’d told her once, carefully folding
them into his breast pocket. She hadn’t understood. Didn’t he alwa :
want to look smart?

“I moved out,” he said. “Got a place by the river.”
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“I don’t care,” she said, embarrassed that he knew she did.
a boyfriend.”

“I have

“T know. The African guy.”

“He’s American,” she said. “His parents are from Sudan.”

He shrugged. She hated how casual he seemed, how freely he
commented on her life when they hadn’t spoken in years. Anything
he knew, he’d learned from Aubrey, and she felt betrayed, imagining
the two of them in bed together, chatting about her. He stepped
iside tic 1o, leaning on a wooden cane, and she looked away as he
hobbled past her, plopping on a bed that squeaked under his weight.

“You wanna know something?” he said.

“What?”

“T used to steal shit from church,” he said. “When 1 was little.”

“Liar.”

“Dead ass.”

“Like what, then?”

“Anything. Just to see if I could.”

To prove it, he reached under the bed and pulled out a maroon
prayer book with a cracked leather cover. He'd stolen it from Mother
Betty’s piano bench in the sixth grade. Sister Willis had sentenced

him to thirty minutes of prayer in the sanctuary for talking in class,

and he’d explored the church instead, lying on his belly to peek
under pews, toeing at the fringes in the carpet, stomping around the

altar. The piano bench had fascinated him—a seat that stored things?

like the

fake books where movie villains stored guns. Instead of the weapon
arsenal he’d hoped for, there were only loose sheets of music, ball-

point pens, and the prayer book.
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“That’s my mother’s,” she stammered.

all over the house for weeks.
“T know,” Luke said.
“She thought she lost it.”
“I'm sorry,” he said.

“Why the fuck didn’t you give it back?”

“T Lale Kad?”?

“So you just kept it?” /
“T forgot all about it,” he said. “I found it when I was moving, If
had to get it to you.”
He handed the book to her. She sat next to him, flipping through:
the silvery, thin pages. Hymn names floated past her eyes and when
she leaned closer, the book smelled like dust and leather and, faintl
her mother’s perfume. She felt her eyes water, and Luke’s hand, warmj

on her back.

THE WEEKEND BEFORE THE WEDDING, a reply from Aubrey
mother finally arrived, written on the back of the invitation she’d sents
We can't make it. But congratulations! She stood in front of the mailbo:
reading the message once, twice, then three times, before she slid the
card back into the envelope and threw it in the trash can. When s

stepped inside, her sister was sitting on the couch, watching the newsj
ing her head in Monique’s lap.
“She’s not coming,” she said.

“Okay.”
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“That’s it?”

“What do you want me to say?”

“I don't know.” She chewed her lip, watching as a blonde reporter
interviewed a firefighter in front of a smoldering house. “Is it so
stupid that I wanted her at my wedding?”

“No,” her sister said. “Who wants to say they hate their mother?”

She closed her eyes, feeling her sister brush her hair back from her
forehead. The summer before her senior year of high school, Aubrey
had visited her sister in Occanside for the fusi e, Ai e alrport,
Mo had met her at the baggage claim, waving wildly as if Aubrey
wouldn't recognize her otherwise. She looked the same—petite, her
hair cut short the way their mother hated—but she’d beamed as she
pulled Aubrey in close and said, “Look at you. You're all grown up
now.” Behind Mo, a white woman stood with her hands in her pockets.
Late twenties, dirty-blonde hair that looked wet, a smile that looked
too much like a smirk. She wore a gray tank top and baggy jeans cuffed
at the ankles and she stepped forward, jutting out her hand.

“Great to finally meet you,” she'd said. “Hope your flight was
good.”

Aubrey said that it was, thank you, and they’d all stood there
awkwardly until Mo said, shouldn’t they be going now? She grabbed
the rolling suitcase and Kasey lifted the duffel bag off Aubrey’s
shoulder. She pretended to struggle under the weight.

“Oof,” she told Mo. “She is your sister.”

She seemed like the type who tried to be funny when she felt
uncomfortable, and Aubrey vaguely felt like she should laugh, just to
relieve everyone. On the drive to their house, they asked her harmless
questions about school and her friends, and she offered soft, mono-

syllabic answers. From the backseat, she could see them exchanging
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worried glances and at a stoplight, she heard Mo say quietly, “She’s
just sleepy.” Like when they were younger and she’d always speak to
their mother on Aubrey’s behalf, as if she weren’t actually there.

She wasn’t, not really. All week, she’d wandered around her sis-
ter’s house like a ghost. She felt like she’d left her body behind in her ‘
bedroom, under Paul’s hands, his breath hot against her neck, and
she was floating around outside of it, always feeling its pull. Her last ;
day in town, her sister had taken her to the beach, where they'd ]

~ .

fallen behind a tour group. A tacled old m

bespeciacied old man with a
pack strapped around his waist told the small crowd about the glory
of the Oceanside pier, the longest wooden pier on the West Coast
which had been rebuilt six different times. A storm destroyed the firs
pier over two hundred years ago, and during low tide, you could still,
see the remnant woodpiles under the water. The second and thir
piers were damaged by storms, and when the fourth pier opened i
the 1920s, the town threw a three-day-long celebration. Twenty year
later, it was leveled by another rainstorm.

“This pier,” he had said, stomping his foot, “this very pier wa
dedicated in 1987. A few blinks ago! And in your lifetimes, there’
be another pier and maybe even another. The storms will come an
we'll keep on building.”
she’d asked he

sister if she could live with her. She’d squeezed Mo’s hand and whis

Later, once they’d reached the end of the pier,

pered, please don’t make me go back. But during that slow wall
behind the tour group, she’d stared down at the wood beneath heg?
feet, exhausted just imagining the city continually rebuilding a pie
that would eventually fall into the ocean. There was nothing speci
about the pier aside from its length, no boardwalk or Ferris whee

just a tackle shop marking the midway point and at the end, a dineg
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The pier was nothing but a long piece of wood that kept crumbling
until it was rebuilt, and years later, she wondered if that was the
point, if sometimes the glory was in rebuilding the broken thing, not
the result but the process of trying.

The day after her mother’s reply had arrived, Aubrey met Nadia
at the beach. She lay in the sand, propping herself up by her elbows,
while beside her on the blanket, Nadia rolled over onto her back. She
wore a tiny black bikini that made every man stare, but she seemed
indifferent w ihic aiicniion, as i shic weie su actusiomed to captivai-
ing strangers that it hardly registered. Of course she was used to it,
just look at her. Since high school, she had grown leaner, her clothes
simpler and her makeup less dramatic in a way that only seemed to
highlight how naturally beautiful she was. Aubrey felt so pudgy
beside her, she couldn’t even bring herself to take off the baggy
T-shirt and shorts she’d worn over her swimsuit. Had she always felt
like the ugly friend? Or was this new? Was she just feeling insecure
because of what she’d accidentally witnessed at her bridal shower?
She’d tried to tell herself it was nothing, but she still couldn’t get
the image of Nadia and Luke talking in bed out of her mind. Not
in bed, really, but on his bed, as casual and intimate as if they were
old pals. She’d left her guests in the yard to search for him, and
when she saw the two of them in his room, she froze in the hall-
way, as if she were the one interrupting their party. She’'d felt
terrified every time she’d grown closer to Luke—the first time he
held her hand, or kissed her, or invited her to cuddle in his bed.
But Nadia looked comfortable. This closeness wasn’t new to them.
They shared some sort of past together, and the fact that neither
had mentioned it hurt the most. An unspeakable past was the

worst kind.
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“What happened with you and Luke?” she said.
Nadia shifted. Her eyes were hidden behind big sunglasses, her

arm draped across her forehead.
“What?” she said.

“I know you guys were involved.”

She didn’t actually know this, but if she pretended she did, it; |

would give Nadia less room to deny it.

“A long time ago,” Nadia said. “It was nothing. We hooked up a
few times and— You're not mad, are you?”

“Why would I be mad? It was nothing, right?”

She sounded jealous and ugly but she didn’t care. Why had ne
ther of them told her anything? Did they think she was so fragil
she’d crumble at the news?

“Look, I swear it was nothing,” Nadia said. “I mean, fuck.
haven’t talked to him in years. We just hooked up in high school. D
you know how many guys I hooked up with in high school?”

She laughed a little at herself, then sat up from the blanket, brush: :
ing sand off her stomach. Aubrey saw herself reflected in the blacks
sunglasses—her face almost a pout, her hair smushed from wheré
she’d been lying on it. She felt silly for being upset. Of course Luki
had been with other girls. She’d known about his reputation before}
she’d begun dating him. And high school seemed so far away. She’ _
had crushes on boys in high school whose names she couldn’t eve:
remember now. To Luke, Nadia had probably just been another cor
quest. Or maybe she’d been memorable to him. How could she n
be? She was beautiful and confident and strong. She wouldn't fei
scared just sitting in a man’s bed. She probably wore the types
nighties and lingerie that Aubrey had received from the more brazeg

of her bridal shower guests, things she knew she would never put ot
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She would feel like an idiot, standing in front of Luke in some tiny,
strappy thing. She didn’t know how to titillate a man. How was she
supposed to know what he liked? What if she still felt like jumping
out of her skin when he touched her? She clenched her fist again,

feeling the sharp relief of her own fingernails.

THE suN BEGAN to lower in the sky when two Marines wandered
over and tried to goad them into joining a game of volleyball. Both
men wore dark swim trunks but their identical buzz cuts gave them
away as military. Not just their haircuts but their eagerness. The
stocky Latino smiling at Nadia looked too friendly, like all of the
young Marines who lingered by the movie theater and the bowling
alley, hoping to talk to girls. He bounced on his heels in the sand like
a hyper child, his face still dotted with acne scars.

“Come on, ladies,” the tall black one said. “We need two more
players.”

He was looking at her, Aubrey realized, a direct gaze, the way
most men looked at Nadia. She looked away. She always felt nervous
around strange men, even though she’d known the man who'd hurt
her. If a man who knew you could hurt you, who knew what a man
who didn’t might do?

“I'm not really sporty,” Nadia said.

“You can be on my team,” the young one said. “I'll teach you how
to play.”

She smiled. “T know how to play. I'm just not good.”

“That’s okay too,” he said, smiling back. “I'll teach you how to
play better.”

His name was J'T, which stood for Jonathan Torres. He told them
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they could call him whichever they liked. He wasn’t exactly hand-
some but he had an easy smile that seemed to break Nadia down. She
toed Aubrey, who was still firmly planted on her blanket.

“Come on, Aubrey,” she said. “Let’s play.”

“That’s okay. I'll just watch.”

The tall one, who went by Miller, refused, resting his hands on
the waist of his gray swim trunks.

“Nope,” he said, “can’t go on without you.”

Tlc reminded hor of Mr. Turner, the quiet way he spoke his con- ]
stant alertness, but most of all, his smiles, which always looked |
deliberate. He seemed steady. The volleyball net was only a hundred
feet away. She could always leave if she wanted to. |

“Oh, what the heck,” she said, letting Miller help her up. His rough 3
palm was gritty with sand. ,

She had made an impulsive decision, the type of thing she never
did. Suddenly the night crackled with promise. She could be a dif-
ferent girl tonight, the type who could talk to strange men and not 3
feel scared. She could only be that girl because she was with Nadia 4
Turner. When JT returned with a volleyball, they walked togethe
to the nearest net. He chatted with Nadia the whole time, carryings
their blanket under his arm.

“How old are you really?” she said.

He grinned. “I told you. Twenty.”

She turned to Miller. “Is he lying?”

“No comment,” he said.

JT was eighteen, they found out later. After their match, the
squeezed into a booth at Wienerschnitzel, sharing the chili fries an,

hot dogs the Marines had bought them. Both men had jostled at th

cash register, arguing over who was going to pay. They'd only bee
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buddies for six months, Miller told them, but in the Marines, that
felt like a lifetime.

“You shoulda seen this kid.” Miller pointed his fork at JT, drip-
ping a string of cheese on the table. “Comes out here with nothin’.
Don’t know nothin’. Can’t even wash his own socks.”

Miller was twenty-eight, wiser and shrewder. He'd joined the
Marines fresh out of high school and had already been to Iraq twice.
He’d lost partial hearing in his right ear from a mortar that exploded
near his head.

“ can’t hear you for shit,” he told Aubrey during dinner. “You talk
so soft.”

She scooted a couple of inches closer. Her thigh pressed against his.

“Better?” she said.

He was just flirting with her, she thought, until his head dropped,
his brow furrowed as he concentrated on hearing her. He wasn't the
type to play flirty games. JT had spent half the volleyball game jok-
ing around and the other half missing the ball flying past because he
was too busy watching Nadia in her bikini. Miller had dominated.
He seemed like the type who played to win everything, who yelled at
the TV screen when he lost in a video game or slammed his paddle
on the Ping-Pong table after a bad hit. He'd never yelled at Aubrey
when she messed up, though, and after she did the smallest thing
right, he trotted up the court to give her a high-five. Had he always
been this serious or had his seriousness come from fighting overseas?

JT had never been deployed, but he knew his time was coming He
wasn't scared. That was the reason he’d enlisted in the first place, to
complete missions. |

“And to learn things and travel,” he said, through a mouthful of
fries. “And to go to California to eat hot dogs with pretty girls.”
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the ripped cardboard from their two six-packs onto the fire they’
made, which burned steadily in the pit, crackling over driftwood:
and crumpled newspaper. Miller had wanted to start the fire with-
out lighter fluid. ,
“It’s cheating,” he’d said, kneeling by the stone circle with his §
cigarette lighter. He tried to coax the burning embers into a flame,
stacking the wood in complicated geometric shapes. You had to let
air in, he explained, but not too much or the fire wouid biow out:
You had to find a perfect symmetry, because the same air that gav
life had the capacity to destroy it. JT grew tired of waiting. He bor-
rowed a can of lighter fluid from a few pits over.
“Just a little bit,” Miller said before JT doused the wood. The
flames leapt and the girls screamed. JT just laughed.
“Fuck!” he kept saying. “You see how high that went?”
Miller eased off the ground, brushing sand from his knees. He;
looked disappointed.
“It’s okay,” Aubrey said. “You almost had it.”
He smiled at her but with all lips, no teeth. She’d put her engage’
ment ring back on after she’d taken it off to play volleyball and Mille
had noticed it. She sat next to Nadia on a big log, both wrapped in¥
their blanket. The night air was chilly and they scooted close togethery§
sharing a bottle of Heineken. She rested her head against Nadia's§
shoulder, suddenly nostalgic for the summer they'd spent togethe
the car rides and movies, the hours swinging in Mr. Turner’s ham
mock. She was getting married and Nadia was returning to the Mid:
west. Would they ever spend time like that together again? Could yo
be nostalgic for a friendship that wasn't over yet or did the fact thdf]

you were nostalgic mean that it already was?
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Across the fire pit, JT plopped onto the sand. “Sure wish some-
one would cuddle with me,” he said.

“Don’t look at me,” Miller said.

They shoved each other and the girls laughed. Later, the Marines
would return to the barracks or maybe patrol the movie theater, -
looking for new girls. But for now, it was enough to pretend that they
were all friends, that they would all see each other again. Miller gave
Aubrey a pained smile.

“ar . Lo AW L aaid

s . o~ e ] .
Enjoying ihe end of yous ficcdonm: noddine at her rine

he said, nodding at her ring,

She didn't say anything, but she felt like she hadn't entered into
her freedom yet.

“The end,” JT scoffed. “Hell, 'm just waiting for something to
happen.”

He was quiet for a moment. The fire was dying, and Miller tossed
another handful of cardboard scraps to feed the flames. Then JT
grinned, hopping to his feet.

“Pm tired of just sittin’ here,” he said. “Let’s go for a swim.”

JT peeled off his shirt, tossing it into the sand, and shucked his
flip-flops into his hands. He took off for the pier, yelping as he sprinted
toward the water.

“Come on,” Aubrey said.

“Are you crazy?” Nadia said. “That water’s freezing.”

“I don’t care.”

She pulled Nadia off the log, their blanket falling into the sand.
She dragged her past the fire, then they were running, half laughing,
half screaming through the damp sand to the pier. Once she’d leapt
off, crashing into the cold water, she thought about how her sister
would kill her if she knew. She would lecture her about quadriplegics

who'd landed in shallow water and shattered their vertebrae. But
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she’d jumped and nothing bad had happened. Another cold wave hit
her, soaking the shorts she hadn’t bothered to take off. JT floate
around them in circles. Nadia laughed, her hair turning curly, and
Aubrey threw her head back, floating under the moonlight. On th
shore, Miller stood alone, leaning against the concrete restroom, hi
shirt in his hand. She stumbled out of the water.

“Why're you standing out here by yourself?” she said.

“Because you're all crazy,” he said. “I'm not jumping off that thing.”

“Why? You scared?”

“Of dying?” he said. “Yes.”

He had fought in a war. He had killed people, o if not, he had
been trained how to. He had lived with death, so he knew there was
nothing brave in not fearing it. The only people who didn’t were
those stupid enough to not know the reality of it.

“I'm not scared,” she said.

“Of what?” he said.

“Of you.”

They were both still for a minute, then Miller reached an ar
around her waist. She didn’t move. He kissed her, soft at first, the
harder, and when his lips trailed down her neck, she froze and burne
at the same time. Before she knew what she was doing, she pulled hi
in the darkened bathroom, onto the grimy floor still covered in dam
sand. She could barely see him in front of her, she could only feel him
his large hands squeezing her. He could kill her. He could bash he
head against the floor. He could strangle her with those large hand;
and crush her throat. But she didn't feel paralyzed by the danger, on
excited. She climbed on top of him, and he moaned into her mouth

“I don’t have anything,” he whispered.

A condom, he meant. She pulled away. Outside, the moon sho
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brightly over the waves, and through the bathroom door, she could see
Nadia and JT bobbing in the water, still laughing and splashing each
other. She climbed off of Miller and waded out to join them, soaked

again, unable to tell what was the ocean and what was herself.

‘I THINK HE LIKED You,” Nadia said. “The old one.”

They were parked, watching the sun rise over the San Luis Rey
Rivei, o1 whai was left of it. in the summertime, the river dried up,
cracked earth snaking through the trees. Aubrey leaned against the
truck window, the glass warming her face. She swore she could still
smell Miller on her. She wanted to tell Nadia about what had hap-
pened in the bathroom, how she had taken charge, how she hadn’t
felt afraid, but she didn'’t, for the same reason she’d refused Miller’s
number at the end of the night. She knew she would never see him
again and she wanted to keep the memory to herself. She didn’t feel
unburdened by sharing hard truths. Hard truths never lightened.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she said.

“Tell you what?”

“About you and Luke. You were never gonna tell me.”

“Why would I? We hooked up in high school. It’s not a big deal!”

“It is to me!”

She had never yelled at Nadia before and for 2 second, she felt
proud watching her flinch. Then Nadia pulled her into a hug.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “I'm sorry, okay? I won't keep secrets
from you.”

She kissed her forehead, and Aubrey felt too exhausted to fight

her. She sank into Nadia’s side, amazed that after everything, she

could still feel something as gentle as Nadia’s fingers in her hair.
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"he wedding was all any of us could talk about once the invita-

tions had arrived. Shiny gold squares of paper with cursive so
fancy you had to squint just to read it, tucked inside a white envelope
with gold trim, closed with a seal that bore the first lady’s initials, a
slanting L propped against a curvy S. The bright invitations bounced
light and when we held ours close at coffee hour, the card made our
faces glow. We'd all heard secret details about the wedding; Deacon
Ray’s wife, Judy, told Flora the cake was from Heaven Sent Desserts,
three levels high and rich enough to lose a tooth. Third John told
Agnes there would be over a thousand guests at the wedding, At
bingo, Cordelia, the church organist, whispered to Betty that the
reception would be in the pastor’s own house, servants ushering glass
flutes on silver trays to and fro.

You can’t blame us. At our age, we’d seen plenty of weddings, far

too many of them, really. Weddings so boring we nearly slipped to
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sleep before the minister even spoke, weddings between people wh.
had no business even thinking about marrying, who couldn’t brin
themselves to share a sandwich, let alone a life. But this wedding, i
got us feeling hopeful again. We were generally unimpressed with th
stock of young people in our congregation. The boys were sullen an
slow, slouching in the pews, tight-mouthed when you tried to spea
to them. When we were girls, we knew boys who were Spirit-filled
Bible-quoting believers. (We also knew pool-shooting, cigarette
smoking gamblers, but at least they had enough sense to wear a belt.
Now the girls were even worse. Our mamas would’ve whooped ou
legs if we'd dared to come to church like these girls, bubblegum-
popping and hair-twirling and hip-switching. Anyone knows a church
is only as good as its women, and when we all passed on to glory, who
would hold this church up? Serve on the auxiliaries board? Organiz
the Women of Worth conferences? Hand out food baskets mcaaw
Christmas? We looked into the future and saw the long banquet tables
growing dusty in the basement, the women’s Bible studies emptied;
assuming these girls didn’t turn the meeting room into a disco hall. ;

But Aubrey Evans was different. When we’d seen her crying
the altar all those years ago, she’d reminded us of ourselves. Back when
we were just girls piling into camp meetings wearing starched calico
dresses and white gloves; girls who sang solos and baked sweet potatd
pies for the church picnic; girls who kneeled in segregated churche
forced to sit off to the side so the white preacher didn’t have to look
at us. In her, we saw us, or us as we used to be. Girls who had felt that
first spark of a slow love. A pastor’s hand on our forehead and we ha
fallen, hands back and arms wide and crying out, for the first time,
man’s name. Jesus! And when we’d cried out a2 man’s name for th

second time, it felt like a shadow of that first moment. So even thoug]
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we hadn't known where she’d come from, we’d understood why
Aubrey Evans couldn't stop crying when the pastor asked what gift

she’d come forward to receive and she whispered, salvation.

THE NIGHT SHADI ARRIVED, Nadia’s father took them out to eat at
a restaurant at the harbor called Dominic’s. She’d spent all morning

searching through her mother’s prayer book. She turned each page

anv handurritine
COpY hangwriting

slowly. pausing when she spotted her mather’s 1
scribbled in the margins. Most times, her mother’s blue pen had
underlined a word or phrase in the prayer, random, abstract words
like peace or refuge. Occasionally, her mother had written notes but
those were impossible to understand—under one psalm, she’d jotted
down what looked like a grocery list. Nadia wasn’t exactly sure what
she was looking for—a clue, maybe, but a clue that indicated what?
Why her mother had wanted to die? What did she expect to find in
the prayer book? A suicide note?

“It makes sense,” Shadi had said, on the ride home from the air-
port. “Don’t most people leave notes?”

Part of her had always felt relieved that her mother had never left
one. In Nadia’s mind, her mother’s suicide had always been impulsive
and urgent, a need to die that had blinded her until she could see noth-
ing else. If she’d had time to sit down and write a note, then she would
have had enough time to realize that she shouldn’t shoot herself. A
note would seem selfish, a desire to justify what she’d already known
was a hurtful choice. Still, Nadia had searched the prayer book, hop-
ing to find anything that would help her understand her mother.

At dinner, her father ordered shrimp scampi and bought a bottle of
merlot for the table. She didn’t tell him that he’d paired his wine
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wrong. Her father didn’t drink wine and he went out to nice restau-
rants like Dominic’s even less. He wanted to impress Shadi, and their
chumminess only annoyed her. When she’d brought Shadi home, her
father had given him a slow tour around the house, the two men
standing almost identically, hands in their jeans pockets. They talked!
easily about things she didn’t care about—golf, Michigan football

and she stood by awkwardly, listening, as if she were the guest meet

ing the parent for the first time. Worse, at one point during his tou
her father had gestired ta the blank walls,

“Sorry,” he told Shadi. “As you can see, we need to do some redec
orating around here.”

Both men had laughed. She’d excused herself from the room. Bu
the more she thought about it, the more incensed she grew, until sh “
was silent and surly at dinner.

“You had no right to do that, you know,” she finally said.

Shadi glanced at her. Her father paused, pasta flopping over th
prongs of his fork.

“What?” he said.

“Take her pictures down.”

Her father’s jaw clenched. He set his fork on the edge of his plat

“Nadia,” he said, “it’s been four years—"

“I'don’t care. She’s my mother! How do you think that makes m
feel? To walk in and she’s just gone?”

“She is gone,” her father said. “And you've been gone too but no
you want to tell me how to live in my own house? You think eve
one’s life just stands still while you're away?”

He slowly wiped his mouth with a napkin, then pushed away}
from the table. She watched him disappear around the corner to thi
bathroom, hating herself for not keeping her mouth shut. She h
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her head in her hands and felt Shadi massaging her neck. Later that
night, he tiptoed into her bedroom, slipping under the covers. She
felt crowded with him squeezed onto her twin bed, but she was too
miserable to refuse his company.

“I'm such a bitch,” she said.

“You're not,” he said. “It’s okay to be angry.”

She felt suddenly annoyed by his patience. He was endlessly rea-
sonable in a way she could never be. Just once, she wished he would

get upset at her. Just once, she wished he would see her for who she

truly was.

“T fucked the groom,” she said.

He was silent so long, she wondered if he'd fallen asleep.

“When?” he finally said.

“Four years ago.”

“Well,” he said evenly, “then that was four years ago.”

“He’s marrying my best friend,” she said. “You wouldn’t give a
shit if your best friend had fucked me?”

“Not if you were seventeen then. When you're seventeen, you fuck
everybody.”

He tightened his grip around her waist. Once he'd fallen asleep,
she slipped out from under his heavy arm. She sat by the window,
falling asleep in the moonlight, cradling the stolen prayer book.

NADIA CRIED THREE TIMES at the wedding.

Once, when Aubrey walked down the aisle, smiling and clasping
u bouquet of lilies, her white train trailing past like a gulf Nadia
would never be able to cross. She’d dabbed her eyes a second time

during Luke’s vows. He’d written them himself and his hands shook
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as he read them aloud. She’d watched his trembling hands, wantin
to calm them with her own. Her eyes watered a third time at the]
reception during the first dance, while Luke and Aubrey swayed to 28
Brian McKnight song. He was probably singing in her ear, his voice,
scratchy and out of tune. At the table beside her, her father watche
the two spin, Luke's dancing a little jerky because of his leg. Was he
father thinking about her mother, their own wedding day? She'ds
heard the story,
between them. Her moihiers fiend had scwn the dress, anoth
Laked the cake, and they’d served fried chicken and sandwiches fc
their guests. A cheap wedding for sure, her mother had said, laugh-
ing, but people told them for years it had been the most fun weddingg
they'd attended. She’d never imagined her parents as fun people, buff
maybe they had been then. Or was her father thinking about her own
wedding someday? She glanced at Shadi, who smiled and squeezeg
her hand. She dabbed her eyes again, aware of a new way she would
disappoint her father.

There was no alcohol at the reception. She hadn’t expected 9
Sheppards to fund an open bar but she'd hoped for at least cha
pagne. After an hour, she excused herself to the bathroom and stepp
outside the reception hall for a breath of air. She slipped out the bac
door, surprised to see Luke outside, leaning against a planter, the sil
ver tie around his neck already loosened.

“What're you doing out here?” she said.

“I needed a break,” he said.

“From your own wedding?”

He shrugged. She hated when he did that, shrugged instead
actually responding. At least Shadi wanted to talk about things.

“Want a drink?” Luke said. He pulled a flask out of his pocke
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She laughed. “Here? Are you crazy?”

He grinned, shrugging again as he unscrewed the flask and
tipped it to her. She felt like they were kids, sneaking out to meet up
in the park while their parents were sleeping. She took a small sip
and then another, the whiskey burning her throat.

“I met your dude,” Luke said. “He’s nice.”

“I like nice boys now,” she said.

He smirked. “He don’t seem like your type.”

“T don’t have a type.”

“Bullshit. Everyone does.”

“And Aubrey’s your type?”

It came out meaner than she’d meant. She just didn’t understand
the attraction, and maybe she never would understand all the things
that had changed since she’d been gone. He took the flask from her,
tilting it back.

“No,” he said. “But that’s why I love her.”

She had hoped for a release. She would go to this wedding and
when she watched the two of them kiss at the altar, the part of her
that was still hooked into Luke would finally give. A click, then the
latch would open and she would finally be free. Instead, she felt him
burrowing deeper into her. She felt the dull burn of an old hunger,
all the times she had wanted him, the times she had hoped he might
hold her hand in public, the nights she had dreamed about when he
might finally tell her he loved her. He'd made her feel like love was
something she had to claw her way into, but look at how easily he
loved Aubrey. Well, of course he did. Aubrey was easy to love.

He passed the flask back to her. Behind the reception hall, near
pipes and silver towers, away from the romance and lights, the

crowds of well-wishers snapping photographs and dancing to oldies,
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they drank together, growing tipsy and warm, passing the flask unti
it lightened and emptied. Luke tucked the flask back into his pocket, ]
and silently, as if following some unspoken cue, they both heade
back into the hall. In the lobby, Mrs. Sheppard was standing in th,
doorway, her hands on her hips. She wore a pink skirt suit with
floral brooch that made her look like she’d been plucked off a rose
bush, thorns and all.

»

“There you are!” she said. “Everyone’s looking for you.
“Sorry,” he said. “1 just nceded a winuic.”
‘ell, come on. You can't just go running oft.”

She grabbed his arm, tugging him back into the hall. Nadia bega
to follow but Mrs. Sheppard blocked the doorway.

“This,” she said in a low voice, “needs to stop.”

Nadia felt twelve again, caught kissing and shamed behind thi
church building, and in her surprise, she said what she wished shi
would have said then.

“I didn’t do anything wrong,” she said. |

“Girl, who you think you're fooling? You know how many girl
like you I've seen? Always hungry for what's not yours. Well, I'm te
ing you now this needs to stop. You already caused enough trouble

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You know what I mean,” Mrs. Sheppard said. “Who you th _
gave you that money? You think Luke just had six hundred dolla
laying around? I helped you do that vile thing and now you need
leave my son alone.”

Mrs. Sheppard shook her head a little, daring Nadia to say moB,‘
thing, and when she didn't, the first lady straightened her brooch ar
returned inside the reception hall. Nadia stood alone in the lobby

long that Shadi came looking for her, and she nodded when he as
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if she was okay. But later she would wonder how she hadn’t questioned
where Luke had found the money so quickly. She’d been so desperate,
she’d imagined him capable of anything. Now she knew that he was,

IN THE MORNING, the newlyweds would be on a plane to France,
two days in Nice, two in Paris. Luke’s parents had paid for their
honeymoon as a wedding gift with help from the congregation. One
of their biggest collections ever, his father had told him, and Luke
felt honored by the well-wishers, the members who could not even
pronounce Nice and still donated to send them there, He would've
been happy with a more local honeymoon. A Mexican cruise, a trip
to Hawaii—he imagined spotting Cherry at the Aloha Café and
ordering the Strawberry Sunrise—but Aubrey had her heart set on
France. And even though he knew she only wanted to go there
because Nadia Turner had been, he’d agreed.

But that was tomorrow, Tonight, in their hotel room, he eased up
behind her, tugging the zipper on her dress, amazed, as always, by
how delicately women’s clothes were made, the tiny hooks, the slen-
der buttons. The first time he unhooked a girl’s bra, he’d fumbled
around the clasps and he felt a similar nervousness now, giddiness
cven. He was scared he’d be disappointed and even more, he worried
that he’d somehow disappoint her. But maybe it was the soft hotel
lighting or the champagne room service had brought or the romance
of the wedding, the silk tlowers, the music, the decorations his
mother had obsessed over. He’d always separated sex and love but
now the two were intertwining and he felt as blustery as he had when
he was fourteen. He slowly pulled down Aubrey’s zipper until he saw

skin and more skin. But she reached back and stopped his hand.
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“1 know about you and Nadia,” she said. “I know you sle
with her.”

He couldn’t see her face. She was still bent away, one hand hold
ing her hair out of the zipper’s track. He froze, unsure whether toj
deny it or apologize.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I just want you to know that I know.” e

How did she know? Whart had Nadja told her? Or maybe >=vaox
had sensed it on her own, like spotting paint clinging to their fin
gertips that neither had been careful enough to wash off, Only Lo
into their marriage and he'd already hurt her. But he would be.
smarter now. He ran his hands along the smooth cups of Aubrey’s;
shoulders and kissed the back of her neck. She was better than him
but that would make him better. He would be good to her.

ON THE FLIGHT back to Detroit, Nadia dreamed about Baby. Baby, ;

no longer a baby, now a toddler, reaching and grabbing. Pulling at he
earrings until she unhooks his chubby fingers. Baby hungry always for §
her face. Baby growing into a child, learning words, thyming -asword
from a car seat on the way to school, writing his name in green crayon
in the front of all his picture books. Baby running with friends at the
park, pushing girls he likes on the swing. Baby digging for Indian clay
in the sandbox and coming home smelling like pressed grass. Baby
flying planes in the backyard with Grandpa. Baby searching for hid-
den photos of Grandma. Baby learning how to fight. Baby learning :
how to kiss. Baby, now a man, stepping on an airplane and slinging his
bag into the overhead bin. He helps an older woman with hers, When
he lands, wherever he’s headed, he gets his shoes shined and stares into §

the black mirror, sees his face, sees his father’s, sees hers.
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b, Cripps Mercy Hospital called at midnight, and Nadia knew be-
e fore answering the phone that her father was dead.

She had been half dreaming and she might have slept through the
shrill ringing altogether if Zach hadn’t jabbed her in the back. As
soon as she’d cracked open an eye and seen her phone screen light up
with an unknown number, she knew that something terrible had
happened to her father. A car wreck. A heart attack. He'd left the
earth while she was sleeping, slipped away as silently as her mother
had. But when she’d answered, a nurse told her that her father had
dropped a barbell on his chest while lifting weights in the backyard.
A crushed diaphragm, two broken ribs, and a punctured lung. He
was in critical but stable condition.

She hung up. Beside her, Zach groaned into his pillow. She’d met
him in Civil Procedure I when they were both 1Ls. He was the

golden boy from Maine, skin tanned from summers spent boating,
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blond hair ruffled like a Kennedy. His father, grandfather, and great-
grandfather had all been attorneys. She was the first-generation stu-
dent who checked out textbooks from the library because she couldn’t]
afford to buy them, whose stress about her mounting student loans
only offset her fear of flunking. When he'd first asked her out at a
party after their first-semester finals, she told him she doubted they
had anything in common.

“Why?” he said. “Because 'm white?”

He iiked to refer to his whiicuess ihie way all whitc lberals mwmu
only acknowledging it when he felt oppressed by it, otherwise pre- g
tending it didn’t exist. She had been wrong after all—they did have
a few things in common. They both wanted to practice civil :mrﬁm
law. They both knew what it was like to grow up in towns hugged b
the ocean. And they both liked to text each other at the end of lon
nights studying, inevitably ending up together in bed. She didn’
expect much from him, which was liberating. He was a good tim
and she needed one. Breaking up with Shadi had drained her and
law school had turned her into a stressed-out wreck. She drank s0]
many pots of coffee while she studied that the smell of coffee mad ;
her feel anxious. Zach’s good humor, his easy looks, his expectatio
that life open itself to him were a comfort. She’d never asked him for]
emotional support before, but later, she felt grateful that she hadn’
been alone when she received the phone call about her father. Zac
drove to her apartment and helped her pack a bag. She was movin
numbly, grabbing handfuls of clothes out of drawers and stuffin:
them in a suitcase.

“You know I haven't visited my dad in three years?” she said.

She hadn’t flown home since Aubrey and Luke’s wedding, sincg
Mrs. Sheppard had cornered her in the lobby of the reception hal
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In the years that followed, she’d reexamined everything about 1,
summer before college: the pastor’s tentative visit, when he'd seey, ed
unusually invested in her well-being, as if surveying damage Loy
caused; Mrs. Sheppard’s coldness at work, how surprisingly k;. 4
she’d seemed right before Nadia left. Had she thought that Nyg;,
might tell> Was that the real reason she gave Luke the money for ¢,
abortion? Not to help a girl in need but to make her go away? Ny 4,
imagined the pastor’s wife in line at the bank sliding her withdray, .|
slip to the teller, how quickly she must have stuffed the cash ip, ..
envelope, paranoid that she might encounter a congregation Bmﬂr,m
who would see the stack of money and somehow know what it we, 4
purchase. For years, Mrs. Sheppard had known her secret. For Years,
Nadia had thought she was hiding, when hiding had been impogg;_
ble all along.

Her secret had unraveled, and Luke had never planned to tel] ..
that his parents knew. He could’ve warned her when he’d vnocmg
her the money. She would've been upset with him for telling them,
of course, but she had been too desperate to complain about Where
the money had come from. Now she only felt angry. She imagj,q
her father settling in his pew each Sunday, sedate and unaware ag 1,
Sheppards eyed him. Poor Robert, too busy carting loads in his try )
to know what had happened in his own household, blind to 96&?
thing but his grief. And when was the last time she’d even spokey, ¢,
her father? Really talked to him, not just called on Christmas or |o¢
a voice mail for his birthday. He didn't like talking on the phg.
much and she’d been so wrapped up in her own life. She sat on ,,
edge of her bed, suddenly exhausted. She hated hospitals and dig,
want to see her father in one.

Zach peeked out of her bathroom, where he was packing y..
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toothbrush inside a ziplock bag. He looked strange in her apartment.
She always slept over at his place.
“We should hurry if you wanna catch your flight,” he said.
“Three years,” she said. “Jesus, what did I think was gonna#
happen?”
“Look, I'm sorry about all this but we gotta get to the airport,
And I have work in the morning.”
He fidgeted a little, her toothbrush still in his hand. Of course he
wanted to Ieave. Te was hiclping her pack in the middie of the mght;
which was already more kindness than she could expect from a man,
who wasn’t her boyfriend. Or even, really, her friend. She nodded,
zipping her suitcase shut. Not until she glanced out the airplane win
dow at the neon lights outlining O’Hare Airport did she realize th
she had no idea when she would be back.

HER FATHER CRIED when she stepped inside his hospital room
Because of the pain or because he was glad to see her, or maybe eve
because he was ashamed for her to see him like this, in the hospita
bed, his side bandaged, a tube sprouting out of his chest. She pause
in the doorway, rocked by the sight of him. She hadn’t seen him cr
since her mother’s funeral but that was different. Hunched over
church pew in his black suit, he had seemed dignified. Stately, even:
But in 2 mint green hospital gown, plugged into beeping machines:
he just looked fragile.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “Got you flying all the way out here—"

“Daddy, it’s fine,” she said. “It’s fine. I wanted to see you.”
She hadn’t called him Daddy in years. She’d tried it out when

first came home from overseas, rolling the word around in her mout
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wondering how he might react to it. She’d been so desperate for him
then, following him around the kitchen, climbing on his lap while he
watched television, patting his face as soon as he’d shaved to feel his
smooth cheeks. But then he’d settled back home and she’d grown up
and found Dad fit him better—a curt word, a little removed. The
nurse rolled in a cot but she stayed in her chair, holding his hand
while he slept. His palm felt rough and worn. She couldn’t remember
the last time she’d done something as simple as hold her father’s hand
and she was afraid to let go.

She tell into a fitful sleep, and when she awoke in the morning, she
found Aubrey sleeping on the cot, covered in a thin hospital blanket.
She suddenly remembered calling Aubrey from the airport—she was
frantic and needed someone to talk to before the four-hour flight.
Aubrey hadn’t answered. Even in California, it was late. But Nadia
had left a long, rambling voice mail. She’d felt comforted hearing
Aubrey’s voice, even if it was just her outgoing message.

She knelt by the cot and stroked Aubrey’s hair.

“What're you doing here?” she whispered.

Aubrey’s eyes fluttered open. She always woke slowly, returning
to the world in waves. How many mornings had her face been the
first thing Nadia saw?

“I got your message,” Aubrey said. “Of course I'm here.”

They hadn'’t seen each other since the wedding. Every time they
talked on the phone, Nadia tried to convince Aubrey to visit her in
Chicago. It would be easier seeing her that way. She couldn’t imagine
spending the night in Aubrey and Luke's guest room, surrounded by
all the pictures from their new life. But Aubrey always gave an excuse
for why she couldn’t make the trip: she was too busy, she had just started
at KinderCare and couldn’t ask for time off yet, she had promised Mrs.
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Sheppard she would help her with the Women Who Care conference, ;
the children’s church play, the annual picnic. Maybe she was too vcmvﬁ;
or maybe she didn’t want to leave Luke behind. Maybe she had become , ,,
that type of wife, the ones who couldn’t go anywhere apart from their
husband, who kept calling him to check in and spent the whole time
feeling guilty and displaced, like an organ that had managed to exist
outside of the body. Who wanted to be that type of wife? Afraid to
leave her married home, like if she left her life for a few days, it might
not remain once she returned. Or mavhe it wasn’t fear, but somethin
else. A deep satisfaction. Maybe she just didn’t want to be apart from
Luke. Maybe he just made her that happy.

“I'm sorry,” Nadia said. “I didn’t mean—"

“Shh.” Aubrey pulled her into a hug. “How is he?”

“Stable. That’s what they’re saying. I don’t know, the doctor hasn’
been by yet. How long have you been here?”

“Don’t worry about me. Do you want coffee? Let me get yo
coffee.”

Aubrey returned ten minutes later holding cups from a café tha
Nadia didn’t recognize. She accepted it anyway, even though th
smell, wafting through the lid, reminded her of libraries and text
books and exams. She was already anxious, a cup of coffee couldn’
make her feel worse. She and Aubrey sat in the waiting room, Sr;m
the doctor examined her father’s chest for any sign of infection:}
Her father couldn’t sit up by himself yet. He was still struggling to
breathe.

“They said—" Nadia paused. “If he hadn’t been in such goodj
shape, he probably wouldn’t have made it.”

“Don’t think about that,” Aubrey said. “He made it. That’s 3

that matters.”
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But Nadia couldn’t stop imagining her father pinned under his
barbell in the backyard, trapped and alone. If one of the neighbors
hadn’t been grilling in his yard, if he hadn’t heard a scream, her
father might have died there. And she, so concerned with studying
for the bar exam and having noncommittal sex with white boys,
might not have called home for weeks. She wouldn’t even have known
that her father was gone. Would anyone have? She rested her head
on Aubrey’s shoulder. She smelled like Luke, like she had unwrapped

herseif from his arms and driven straight to the hospital, and Nadia

closed her eyes, breathing in his familiar scent.

AFTER A WEEK, her father was finally released from the hospital.
Nadia was relieved to go home after a week of living out of her hap-
hazardly packed suitcase, a week of barely sleeping on the hard cot,
a week of sipping watery coffee while her father underwent chest
scans and breathing tests. A week in which an endless parade of
Upper Room members filtered in and out of her father’s room: Sister
Marjorie, carrying a slice of her homemade pound cake; First John,
bringing a Miles Davis biography that he’d just finished; the Moth-
ers, fussing and fawning with the socks they’d knitted because hos-
pitals just got so cold and you could never have too many pairs of
thick socks; even the pastor, who'd come by one morning to pray,
laying a palm on her father’s forehead. Everyone seemed a bit sur-
prised to see Nadia there, like Third John, who'd jolted when he saw
her in the doorway.

“Look who's here,” he said, with a grin, as if he had fully expected
her not to be.

Of course she was there. Of course she had flown home to visit
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her father in the hospital. How could anyone think that she wouldn’t?
Was that why the congregation had flocked to see him? Everyone
had been so convinced that she wouldn’t visit her sick father, that she
would leave him there all alone, so they'd all made sure to visit him
themselves. She could imagine them already, whispering about her:
after Sunday service. How they would pity her father with his dead
wife and his daughter too busy to visit home. How they would feel
noble, honorable even, for standing in the gap and serving as th
family he ought to have.

On the cab ride home, her father turned toward the window, like:
he was grateful to see sunshine again. He still couldn’t walk on h
own, so she helped him into the house, grabbing him the way th
nurse had taught her. She realized, lowering him into bed, that sh
hadn’t been in her father’s room since it had become his room onl
He still slept on the left side of bed like he used to, the other halfd
untouched as if her mother had just rolled out of bed to get a glas
of water.

“Go rest,” he said. “T'll be fine.”

She hesitated before finally slipping out his door. What goo
could she do him half asleep? She showered and crawled into he
bed, drifting off to sleep, when she heard the doorbell ring. Whe
she opened the door, she found Luke Sheppard on her steps. He hel
a red Tupperware container under one arm, his other arm leaningg
against his wooden cane.

“Pm with the sick and shut-in ministry,” he said. “Can I come in?

Marriage hung on Luke’s body. He looked older and fuller no
not fat, just satisfied. He filled out a baby blue sweater that Aubre
had obviously bought him—the soft color he never would have cha

sen, the careful stitching he wouldn’t have noticed—with the satis
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faction of 2 man who no longer had big decisions to make, who relied
on a woman to buy his sweaters. He slowly wandered into her kitchen,
leaning on his cane, and asked where he should put the food.

“I don’t need your food,” she said.

“It’s not from me,” he said. “It’s from Upper Room.”

He'd stopped shaving too. She imagined him abandoning his
razor in front of the bathroom sink—he was satisfied, why groom?—

and Aubrey teasing him when she passed to brush her teeth. Maybe
nTT _\Jnxvl hic heard
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Maybe he only did things that she loved.
“You told your parents,” she said.
“What?”

He looked confused, then his face washed over and his shoulders
slumped. He stared at her tiled floor.

“I needed the money,” he said.

“Then make up a reason!”

“They would've said no.” He stepped toward her. “It had to be a
really good reason.”

“So that’s the best reason,” she said. “That I was having your
baby.”

“It’s not like that—"

“I bet your mother skipped all the way to the bank—”

“You needed the money,” he said. “I'm sorry I didn’t tell you, Ijust
thought—it seemed easier that way. You would've worried.”

“Just go,” she said.

He let himself out, not meeting her eyes. He wouldn’t care that
he’d hurt her. He had a good life now and she’d done nothing but drag
him back into the past. During long lulls in the afternoon, she thought
about him, how peaceful he seemed. This had always frightened her
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about marriage: how satisfied married people seemed, how unable
they were to ask for more. She couldn’t imagine feeling satisfied. She
was always searching for the next challenge, the next job, the next city.
In law school, she’d become prickly and analytical, gaining a sharp
ness while Luke had rounded and filled. She felt hungry all the time—
always wanting, needing more—but Luke had pushed away from the;

table already, patting his full stomach.

I MADE AN appointment with the doctor, Aubrey typed. She waited 2
moment, then a reply arrived from rmiller86:

Baby?

For a second, she thought he’d forgotten their rules. No sweet:;
talking, no flirting, just plain, friendly conversation. Miller had firs
e-mailed her a year ago. Don’t know if you remember me, his e-maill
began, but as soon as his name appeared in her in-box, she returne ...,ww
to their sweaty kiss on the dirty bathroom floor and felt her whol
body burning. Of course she remembered him. Did he think shi
rolled around with so many strangers in beach bathrooms th
she might forget him in particular? She'd called Nadia, angry th
she had given him her e-mail address.

“Jesus, Aubrey,” Nadia said, “that was, like, years ago. 1just thoug
it'd be funny. How was 1 supposed to know he’d actually write yous

Aubrey wouldn't have written him back if he hadn’t mentioned

’,

that he was currently stationed in Irag. He couldn’t tell her where
security reasons—but she imagined him somewhere hot and horrible
covered in dust and dodging bombs. A soldier all alone in the desert

t wouldn’t hurt to write him back. Writing him was the good thin:
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to do. The patriotic thing. Besides, he was halfway around the world.
There would be no bathroom floor. Just nice, friendly conversation.
His first name was Russell. She imagined his family and friends
calling him Russ, maybe even Russy when he was small. She began
sending care packages addressed to Lt. Russell Miller, boxes filled
with the things he asked for—soap, jelly beans, car magazines—and
things he hadn’t asked for—homemade cookies or novels or even a
photograph, like the one from last Mother’s Day, when she’d skipped
church and gonc for o ride with Mo and Kasey up Pacific Coast
Highway. In the photo, she was nestled in the crook of her sister’s
arm and her pink tank top strap had slipped partway down her
shoulder. She'd sent the photo to Russell because she looked more
natural in it than in any other picture she'd ever taken. The picture
was innocent enough—her sister was in it, for god’s sakes—but she

?

sometimes wondered if he'd noticed the tank top strap, if he’d imag-
ined himself beside her, slipping a finger underneath it. If he did, he
never said. He thanked her for the picture. I feel like I know your sister,
he wrote. Like she's my mother too.

He was lonely. She was lonely too, in her own way. Luke had just
been promoted to floor head at the rehab center, so he worked longer
hours. He'd also started spending his evenings at Upper Room, help-
ing his father. Between church and work, he couldn’t even find the
time to go with her to the doctor about her trouble getting pregnant.

«] can’t” he said, popping a green bean into his mouth. “Carlos
got me training a couple of new guys.” He ate like that often now,
leaning against the counter. If you went through the trouble cooking
a man a meal, the least he could do was sit to eat it.

“Can’t you move something around?” she said.
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“Like what?”

“I don’t know. It'd make me feel better if you came with me.”

“It'd make me feel better if everyone stopped obsessing about
babies,” he said. “We’re young. We got time.”

They had been trying to get pregnant for a year. She hated that
word, #rying. Why did it take such effort, such drudgery, for them to
accomplish what millions of people did effortlessly every year? mwo
bought pregnancy tests by the armload from the 99 cents store an

she took ..7113 everv two weele suven when cha had nn roncnn +

think she might be pregnant, like tossing pennies into a wishing well
When she visited Mrs. Sheppard for tea, she felt her mother-in-la
gazing at her with pity, the way you look at a child who is adorabl
failing at some simple task. She listened to Luke’s mother offer ad
vice, about pregnancy superfoods she should try, about vitamins som.
doctor on Oprah recommended. Now she’d finally made an appoint
ment with her doctor but Luke wouldn’t even go with her.

“I don’t get it,” she told Nadia. “Why does he act like it’s no bi
deal?”

She was sitting at Nadia’s kitchen table, watching her sort he
father’s medicine into a daily pill organizer.

“Idon’t know,” Nadia said. “Maybe you should. Just relax, I mean.”

“I am relaxed. Do I not seem relaxed?”

“I know, I just mean—you have time, that’s all.”

Nadia opened a new vial of pills, counting the tablets in her palm.
She sounded harried and distracted, too worried about her father to
care about anything else, and Aubrey wished she hadn’t even mens
tioned the appointment. Luke always said the same thing—they had
plenty of time to have a baby—but she still felt like she’d alrea
failed him. She couldn’t get pregnant and she knew it was her fauls
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because Luke had made a baby before, accidentally, with some name-
less girl. That girl hadn't even wanted his baby, yet Aubrey was inca-
pable of forming a child she prayed for every night. She didn't say this
aloud, though. She already felt selfish enough, going on about her
doctor’s appointment while her friend was frowning and counting
pills. Besides, she’d never told Nadia about Luke’s aborted baby. She
hadn't told anyone, except for Russell, but that was different. Russell
wasn't anyone. He was a phantom who ghosted across her computer

SCiccil, C:a siui HS ~AT~CT at Dumbn and with a OEQA Do Q—mmﬁﬁnmﬂnﬁ

IN Law schooL, Nadia had lived by detailed schedules, her days
planned down to the hour. But in the hospital, where long periods of
waiting were only punctuated by brief visits from doctors, she had
felt like she was floating in time, unhinged from it completely. Now
that she was back home, she created a new schedule. She didn’t write
it down, the way she’d kept a calendar on the dry-erase board back
in her apartment, but she memorized it, and soon her father did too.
She woke at six, checked his breathing, and showered. Her father
slept in his easy chair in the living room now—lying down was too
painful—so she rubbed his shoulders each morning, working out the
kink in his neck. She helped him to the bathroom, only as far as
the door. He still had too much pride to allow her to help him bathe,
although she was increasingly aware that that day was nearing, if not
during this injury, then someday in the future, the way all people
grew old and infantile. Maybe that was what her mother had tried to
avoid. Maybe it was easier to exit while she was still young and capa-
ble than wait for her own eventual decline.

The doctor had told Nadia that the biggest concern about her
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father’s injury was infection, but she knew there were other things t
worry about too. Pneumonia. Lung collapse. Fluids filling his chest:
And pain. Even if nothing further went wrong, the pain alone coul
prevent her father from breathing deeply. Each morning, she checked
him for fever and guided him through his breathing exercises, te
deep breaths every hour. She packed frozen peas inside his shirt fo
fifteen minutes to decrease the swelling. She encouraged him ¢t

cough, always afraid she might see blood. Three weeks in, she foun
hercelf logking at the nhlerm her father had courhed into a wad off

hereelf locking at the phlegm her father had coughed inte 2 wad ¢
tissue and realized she didn't feel disgusted at all. She was too wor
ried to feel anything else.

She was starting to think like a nurse, Monique said. When he
father was discharged, Monique had come by and talked her throug
all of the medicine bottles lined up on his dresser. She showed Nadi:
how to support him when he coughed to minimize the pain, how t
listen to his chest for fluids, how to help him take little walks aroun
the living room to keep his blood circulating. Nadia fell into her
routine, most days not even leaving the house.

“You gotta go back to school,” her father finally told her. “Yo
can’t just sit around here all day.”

She was helping him change for bed, pulling his navy USM
shirt over his head. She tried not to look at his scars, the parts of hi
chest that still looked bruised.

“I'm not,” she said. “I'm studying for the bar. That’s what I'd b
doing in Chicago, anyway.”

She never wanted him to think she’d halted her life for him. Othe
fathers might have felt touched, but hers would only feel ashame
She had inherited this from him, an inability to ask for help, as

needing something was an inconvenience. She always made sure t
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study in front of him, even though she could hardly concentrate.
Every few minutes, she glanced up at him and swore she heard 2 hitch
in his breathing. A snag in his throat or the swish of fluids filling his
chest. She heard imaginary ailments. She felt herself falling apart.
One night, when the pain was too bad for her father to sleep, she sat
up with him, her hand clenched in his. She wanted to take him back
to the hospital but he refused.

“What're they gonna do?” he wheezed. “Give me medicine? [ got
some right here. T don't need no hospital.”

He told her war stories, about growing up in Louisiana with par-
ents who hated each other. His mother had cared for him and his
five siblings, while his father worked long hours at the oil refinery
and spent his week’s earnings at gambling houses and brothels. He’d
return from work, sweaty and covered in soot, and his wife would
draw his bathwater and iron his shirt so he could go back out to
spend his day’s pay on liquor and women. Her father had never
understood why his mother would do that. She’d sit on the edge of
the claw-foot tub—she had a long braid down her back that whipped
up at the end—and pour warm water. She sometimes added a drop
of cologne and the house, which usually smelled like food and dust,
filled with a sweet fragrance. At catechism, when the priest talked
about the woman who had poured expensive perfume on Jesus’ feet,
her father had thought of his own mother’s devotion. At least Jesus
had been grateful. His father never thanked his wife for anything.

One cloudy day, she was in the front yard, washing clothes in a
basin, while her children were shooting marbles on the porch. Her
husband came down the steps, bathed and cologned and wearing a
shirt she’'d starched and pressed. He was heading to the pool hall to

gamble away his week’s earnings and he would return in the early
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hours in that beautiful white shirt she’d scrubbed, now crumpled
and musky with the smell of a cheap woman. And after standing in
the welfare line all day, she would scrub it clean again. She stared
down into the basin, at her fingers wrinkling in the warm water, 2
the pounds of shirts and coveralls and drawers waiting for her in th
basket. As she would later say, she felt a heaviness on her chest, as i
those shirts had all wrapped themselves tight around her heart. Sh
didn't think. Her fingers wrapped around an ice pick that had be
lying near the pump and she shoved it into her husband’s back. H
bled out on the laundry tub.

“The water was red, red,” her father said. “I never seen anything
redder.”

He bore his father’s name but he wanted to be nothing like hi
When he’d enlisted in the Marines, his superiors noted that he wa;
calm-headed and quiet, the type who kept to himself. He was called
Altar Boy because of the rosary he wore under his uniform. After
was transferred to Camp Pendleton, he had a bunkmate called Cla
ence who was loud and charming, the exact opposite of himself, s§
of course, they became friends.

“He wanted me to meet his sister,” her father said. “I thoug
she’d be ugly. Guy wants you to meet his sister, she usually is. Gu
with pretty sisters don’t want their friends sniffing around. But
said we’d be good for each other.” He turned his head toward t
glass door, where the morning sky lit pink. “I couldn’t believe ho
pretty she was. And young. Guess I was young too. I watched
daddy bleed out over a laundry tub and I never felt young after th:
But your mom, she had light. She smiled at me and my whole cheg}
cracked open.”

Her father finally fell asleep by noon, his head slumped toward th8
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window. By the time the doorbell rang that afternoon, Nadia had been
awake for twenty-four hours. She stumbled to the door, expecting
Aubrey, but instead, Luke paused in the doorway, clutching a plastic
container of food to his stomach. She knew she looked horrible—
scrawny and mean, eyes dark and puffy, her T-shirt hanging off her
shoulders, her hair in a tangled ponytail. She hadn’t showered or slept
or eaten in hours. In his startled eyes, she felt like a sliver of herself,
like an ice cube passed around inside a mouth until it hollowed into a
slender crescent.

He guided her to the kitchen table and microwaved a plate of
chicken and rice. She hugged herself, watching him move quietly
around her kitchen, catching the microwave before it beeped, quietly
shutting the utensil drawer. He set the steaming plate in front of her.

“Eat,” he said.

“I should’ve visited,” she said.

“You gotta eat something.”

“I should’ve come home more.”

“How would that change anything? Even if you'd been there,
what was you gonna do? Lift a hundred pounds off him?” He slid the
plate toward her. “You gotta eat now. You gotta stay strong so you
can help him too.”

“I left him,” she said.

“You went to school. He wanted you to.”

“I left him like she did.”

He touched her cheek and she closed her eyes, melting into the
softness of his fingers.

“No,” he said. “It’s not the same.”

“It is,” she said. “I feel like I have to be her for the both of us.”

She started to cry. Luke pressed her head against his shoulder,
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then he guided her away from the kitchen table. In the bathroom, ke
knelt on his good leg and ran water into the tub.

“Why are you doing this?” she said.

“Because,” he said evenly, “I want to take care of you.”

Later, he would set a glass of water on her nightstand and tuck
her in bed. She would fall into a heavy sleep, relaxing for the firs
time in weeks because Luke was in the living room watching ovel
her father. Before drifting off, she would think about how much she
had wanted this when che was waking un in the ahartion clinic. Fo
Luke to be there, taking care of her. She was exhausted from takin
care of herself. But for now, Luke stepped out as she undressed, as i
he hadn’t seen her naked before, as if he didnt already know th
contours of her body, down to the dimple on her stomach where, he
mother used to say, God had kissed her. Luke had kissed that sam
dimple before, fitting his lips against the divine’s. She sank into th
warm bubble bath and closed her eyes.

IN THE MORNING, Luke brought her father’s medicine and Nadia
kissed him in the kitchen. The paper drugstore bag crinkled in hig
hands as he hooked an arm around her waist. In her bedroom, thi

curtains whipped open in the breeze and Luke lowered her onto h
childhood bed, which squeaked under their weight. Quiet, quiet. Not
the rushed motions of their youth, a dress shoved up to her stomach;
jeans sagging to his knees. Now he unbuttoned his shirt and folded it
on the back of her desk chair. He slipped her socks down her ankle
He loosened her freshly washed hair and buried his face in it. No
they were slow and deliberate, the way hurt people loved, stretchin,

carefully just to see how far their damaged muscles could go.
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t wasn't an affair.

bR

Affairs were for boozy, lonely housewives or horny business-
men, real adults doing real adult things, not sneaking her high school
boyfriend into her childhood bed. Nadia felt layers of the past peel-
ing away; she was slowly stepping backward into her old life. Luke
on top of her, his familiar warmth and weight, every man since him
melting away like the springtime fog. He visited each day during his
lunch break and she snuck him into her room while her father took
his afternoon nap. In her bed, Luke wasn't married anymore. He
didn’t know Aubrey. She was seventeen again and tiptoeing with
Luke through her parents’ house, except now they had to be extra
quiet, hoping that his cane wouldn't drum too loudly against the
floor.

In her bed, she believed the impossible. She felt herself growing
younger, her skin softer and tighter, her mind unfilling with the
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textbooks she’d read. Luke uncrippled, unswallowing aspirin by th
palmfuls. Unloving Aubrey. He kissed Nadia and she felt untouched,
their baby unforming inside of her, their lives separating. .

She unhinged from time, her days splintering into before an
after. Before Luke visited, she cleaned the kitchen, helped her fatherg
to the bathroom, gave him his medicine, showered. She combed he; -
hair but never put on makeup—too much effort would ruin the nat

uralness of their tryst—and helped her father to his armchair. Afte
ke, she showered again, closing her eyes inta the steam; as if th
hot water could rinse away what she’d just done.

Some days, they did not have sex. Some days, Luke sat at th
kitchen table while she made him a sandwich. She felt him watchingg
her as she cut it in half and imagined that this small moment was
normal for them. She slid into the chair across from him and proppe
a leg onto his lap; he ate and under the table, stroked her calf. Affa
were shadowy and secretive, not lunches shared in a sunbathe
kitchen while her father napped in the living room. But these quiet
clothed days felt the most treacherous, the most intimate.

“I love you,” he whispered one afternoon, his fingers stroking
her stomach, and she wondered if he was speaking to her at all
the ghost of the child they’d made. Could you ever truly unlove
child, even one you never knew? Or did that love transform intgy
something else? She wished he hadn’t said anything at all; he w
tugging at the edges of her fantasy. What was love to her anywa
Her mother had told her she loved her and then she’d left. There w
nothing lonelier than the moment you realized someone had aba
doned you.

“You left me,” she said. “You left me in that clinic—"

“But I'm here,” he said. “I came back.”
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THE MORNING OF HER APPOINTMENT, Aubrey sat in the waiting
room, watching an overhead television play a video on heart disease.
Cartoon red blood cells slid down a chute, ramming into each other
like bumper cars. The leading cause of death-among women, the
video reminded her, as it looped for the third time. Was this cartoon
supposed to make you feel better about the fact that your heart might
be slowly killing you? She sighed, reaching for a magazine instead.
She hated going to the doctor. When she’d first moved to Ocean-
side, her sister sent her to an endless stream of them. A doctor who
gave her a physical where she’d tried not to cry when she unbuttoned
her jeans and slipped into the thin paper gown. She felt sick, imag-
ining Paul spreading inside of her like a virus. But there was nothing
wrong with her, the doctor had said, and she refused to speak to her
sister the whole ride home, ashamed that Mo had thought there
might be. Then she’d been sent to a psychiatrist who prescribed her
an antidepressant that she never even opened, the orange vial gath-
ering dust in her drawer. A therapist who asked banal questions
about school—never Paul—but she’d still felt sick the whole hour,
because she knew those questions were lurking. After, she’'d climbed
into Kasey’s car, resting her head against the window until they
made it back home. At night, she’d heard Mo and Kasey arguing in
their room, the walls too thin to mask their angry whispers.

“All Pm saying is that she gets so stressed about that doctor—
now what?” Kasey had said. “We gonna send her to another doctor
for that too?”

A moth fluttered into the waiting room, its brown wings as thin

as a scab. She chewed her thumbnail—a nasty habit, her mother had
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always said—as the moth spiraled through the room, past the recep=
tionist’s desk, the window facing the street, two women sitting under}
the television, until it drifted onto a stack of magazines. She watche
it land, its wings folded like an arrowhead. Her sister had called h
earlier and asked for updates when she finished. She’d been tryin
for months to convince Aubrey to schedule this appointment. Didn'g
she want answers? Wouldn't a diagnosis—even a bad one—be bett
than wondering why she hadn’t been able to get pregnant> Mayb.
but Aubrey hated the idca of waiting for a docion io icll her whai w
wrong with her body. She’d made the appointraent anyway, whic
told her one thing: she was beginning to feel desperate.

In Dr. Toby's office, Aubrey lay on her back, staring up into Den
zel Washington’s eyes. Her doctor had tacked posters of handsomé}
movie stars on the ceiling. “It helps my patients relax,” he’d said dur
ing her first visit, offering her a wry smile. She clenched her fists as}
soon as the doctor’s cold tools entered her. She still tensed up whe
anything was inside her, even Luke’s finger. On their wedding nigh
she’d hurt so bad, she felt tears gather at the corner of her eyes. Buf
she hadn't said anything and Luke kept pushing into her, slowly and
insistently. How could he not tell that he was hurting her? Or wor
how could he not care? If he loved her, how could he enjoy some:
thing that caused her pain? But she soldiered through because this wa
what you were supposed to do. A girl’s first time was supposed to hurt
Suffering pain is what made you a woman. Most of the milestones
a woman’s life were accompanied by pain, like her first time havin
sex or birthing a child. For men, it was all orgasms and champagne

She hadn’t expected that her second time would hurt too, or h

third, or even now, years later, that she would still dread the mome
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when Luke first entered her. He enjoyed it—she could tell from the
way he closed his eyes or bit his lip—but she always clenched her fists
until she grew used to him moving inside of her. It might be psycho-
logical, she’d read online. She felt disgusted at the idea of Paul still
lingering in the back of her mind, as if when Luke touched her, Paul
watched from the foot of the bed. Or maybe her troubles had noth-
ing to do with Paul at all. Maybe she just wasn’t turned on enough.
The website said that women should verbalize their desires, but what
WEI€ yOu suppused Lo say? Were you supposed to sound breathy and
baby-like, the way sexy women spoke in the movies? Or crass and
vulgar. Did men actually like that in bed? Once, Luke had told her
that he wished she would initiate sex more.

“I feel like you don’t really want me,” he said.

She was stunned. Of course she wanted him, he was the only one
she’d ever wanted. But she didn’t know how to make him feel that
way. She pulled out the teddies and nightgowns she’d been given at
her bridal shower, examining them a moment before burying them
back in her drawer. She bought whipped cream and chocolate syrup
once, but could never figure out how to make the smooth transition
from the bed to the refrigerator, so she brought them to Kasey’s
birthday party to eat with the cake and ice cream. Maybe nothing
was wrong with her body. Maybe she was just bad at sex or her hus-
band was bored. Maybe if she was sexier, more enticing, she would
be pregnant already.

Dr. Toby told her not to worry.

“Everything looks fine,” he said. “You're both young and healthy.
Just relax. Have some wine.”

Have some wine, as if that was all it would take. Dr. Toby had
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spent years in medical school just to arrive at that recommendation
She drove to Mrs. Sheppard’s office, furious at the doctor for wastin;
her time, but Mrs. Sheppard told her to cheer up. After all, the docto
could have given her a bad report. He could'’ve told her she was hope
lessly barren, that there was no chance she would ever give birth
Instead, he’d told her that she was healthy. Her mother-in-law reached
across the table and squeezed her hand.

“Don’t worry, honey,” she said. “Everything in its own time. Yt
can't rush God.”

That night, Luke came home late. Aubrey was sieeping when shg
heard him fumbling in the dark, shedding clothes. When they firs]
married, she’d always jolted awake at the sound of him moving
the dark. He could be anybody, creeping through her apartment. B
now she knew the cadence of his footsteps, how he tugged off h.
jeans and his shirt before climbing in bed beside her. She smelled b
familiar scent, a little sweet but warm. Manly. Their bed smelleg
like him, and on the few nights they’d spent apart, she always slep
with his pillow on top of her own. Like how when they were dating
she would always leave her sweater on the kitchen chair where
hung his jacket, so he would place his on top of hers and when
left, her sweater would smell like him.

She rolled toward him and placed her hand on his warm belly.
few inches lower and she could slip her hand inside his boxers. Shé
could kiss him and climb on top of him, the way she’d climbed ‘
top of Russell long ago in the beach bathroom. A stranger, yet s
still couldn’t bring herself to touch her husband first. But before s
could move, Luke lifted her hand and kissed her palm. Then !

rolled over and went to sleep.
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IN THE FADING EVENING LIGHT, Luke huffed in Nadia’s backyard,
bench-pressing her father’s weights. He was killing time, waiting for
her to finish reheating dinner, waiting for her father to fall asleep in
front of the television so he could spend an hour with Nadia in her
bedroom. He usually didn’t come over this late, but tonight had been
a surprise gift: his schedule had been switched at the last minute, so
when he toid Aubrey earlier that he had i work laic, be lradu’t een
lying tor once. He was a better liar than he’d thought he could be. It
scared him a bit, how easily he could convince even himself that what
he was doing wasn’t wrong. All because Nadia had been first. She had
been his first love, so maybe, in a way, she had the rightful claim to his
heart. Maybe it was like how when you stepped out of the grocery
store line to grab bread, no one could really be mad when you returned
to your spot. It wasn’t cutting if you had been there before.

He groaned, pushing up the barbell. He'd begun doing this, play-
ing around with her father’s weights when he came over. He had put
on weight and he suddenly felt aware of it every time he undressed in
front of Nadia. The last time she’d seen him naked, he’d been in elite
shape, 220 pounds, five percent body fat. Now he’d grown extra pad-
ding on his stomach, his taut calves and biceps softening. He was
already turning fat like the alumni who used to visit team practice
during homecoming; Luke and his teammates had secretly laughed at
them, men who hadn’t quit a football diet once the football stopped.
That would be him someday, he’d known that, but he hadn’t guessed
how quickly someday would come.

Since he and Nadia had started sleeping together again, he’d begun
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eating better, avoiding dessert, doing push-ups on the bathroom floo ,
He felt shy about it, like an insecure teenager, but maybe that was what
she wanted. She had loved him then, when he was young and hand :
some and cruel. He didn’t want to be cruel to her anymore, but
could at least be handsome again.

“Do you want those?”

He racked the weights and sat up, his arms burning. Nadia lin4}
gered behind the screen door.
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“Take them,” she said, pointing to the weights.
“But they’re your dad’s.”

“He doesn’t need them. They almost killed him.”

She leaned against the doorway, her foot scratching the back of h

calf. She was wearing sweatpants, her hair tied up in a bun, and shd}

had never looked more beautiful. He had never seen this side of hé

before, not the first time. Then, she had gussied herself up every timi ,
they went out, wearing miniskirts and cute sundresses and lipstic
He'd loved that about her, how much effort she put into lookin
pretty for him, but he felt even more connected to this dressed-do
side of her. This was the real her and she trusted him enough to
him see it. The same way he knew that she had seen the real him
Aubrey saw a version of him that was better than he had ever beer]
But Nadia had seen him at his worst. He’d been selfish and meat
to her, but she still wanted him. He felt liberated, knowing t
he was seeing Nadia at her worst too. She had betrayed her b
friend to be with him. She felt guilty about their affair, he could te
even though she wouldn’t admit it. Admitting it meant that sh

would have to stop seeing him. It was easier to pretend she didn’t fes

guilty.
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So he pretended too. In her bed that night, he traced his hand
down her naked shoulder, misted by their sweat.

“Do you ever think about that summer?” he said.

“Which summer?” she asked.

“You know the one.”

Sometimes he felt trapped in that summer before she’d left for
college, wondering about all of the things he should’ve done differ-
ently. If he'd just picked her up from the clinic. If he’d convinced her
not to go to the clinic in the first place. If they would have been ex-
actly like this, lying in bed together talking, except with a six-year-
old running around in the living room.

“Sometimes,” she said.

“Do you think we—" He paused. “Maybe we should have—"

She tensed in his arms and he knew he’d crossed a line. He knew
by now the topics he could never discuss with her. Aubrey. Their
baby. He expected her to pull away from him, but instead, she rolled
toward him.

“Shh.” She kissed his neck, slipping her hand under the covers.

“Nadia . . ”

“I don’t want to talk,” she whispered.

He would have to stop doing this, wondering about the life they
might have had together, the family they might have been. He would
have to be grateful for everything she gave him.

BaBy rREACHEs For Daddy’s unshaven face. Baby loves Daddy’s
rough skin. Baby bounces in the window when Daddy pulls into the
driveway. Baby throws a rattle, a pacifier, a ball. Baby’s got a hell of
a throwing arm, Daddy’s friends say, but Daddy secretly hopes Baby
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has good catching hands. Baby swings at T-ball, Baby chases acros
soccer fields, Baby lines up for orange slices and water after basket
ball practice. Baby listens to Granddaddy preach. Baby watches foot
ball in Daddy’s lap. Baby asks Daddy about his leg, Baby learns abou
the fragility of dreams. Baby straps on pads and learns pain. Bab
stops crying when he is hit. Baby tosses the football in the front yard;
with Daddy, who always catches the ball perfectly. Baby can’t unde
stand why he still drops, but Daddy tells him his hands are too har

You need soft hands, Daddy says. You touch a girl the same way
you catch a tootball. Sott hands.

WEEKS AFTER HER VISIT to Dr. Toby, Aubrey made an appoi
ment with a fertility specialist. She’d first read about Dr. Yavari o
FertilityFriends.com, the forum where she’d been lurking for th
past few months. On evenings when Luke worked late, she ate he
dinner in front of her computer screen, slowly scrolling past the gi
banner at the top of the lavender website that read, There is no sug
thing as trying too hard to get pregnant. She never told anyone abot
the website, not even Luke. She didn’t want him to think that
was baby crazed and desperate. But there was something comforting
about reading the message boards, about knowing that other woméel
were struggling worse than her. They were, after all, the ones wit§
screen names like MommytoBe75 or Waiting2Xpect82, the on
reporting their last menstrual periods or charting their days p
ovulation to strangers on the Internet. She pitied these womé¢
except for the ones who were trying for a second or third child. V¢
all just want one, she always thought, angrily clicking out the we

site. On the forums, a rambling thread about California fertil
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specialists mentioned Dr. Yavari, based out of La Jolla, whom former -
patients referred to as “the baby-maker.” The nickname noBmonn,o&.,ﬂ
and disturbed Aubrey. She didn’t want to think of her baby as cre-
ated by a doctor, like some science experiment, but she mﬁ?nn.p»wmu
the confidence everyone seemed to have in Dr. Yavari. Maybe this
was what she needed, to visit an expert. g&&n Dr. Yavari could save -
her from becoming one of those sad women on the message boards.
She called Dr. Yavari’s office and when Luke said he couldn’t miss
work, shie called Nadia and asked her to come with her.

“T can’t,” Nadia said.

“Why not?”

“Because,” she stammered. “It sounds personal. Why don’t you
bring Mo?”

“She’s working too. And who cares if it's personal? You're not
exactly a stranger.”

She laughed a little, but Nadia was silent. A quiet distance had
grown between them since Nadia returned. They still talked occasion-
ally, but not as often as Aubrey had hoped they might. She tried not to
take the unanswered phone calls and ignored texts personally. Nadia
had her father to worry about, and the last thing she needed was
Aubrey burdening her with her own hurt feelings. Still, she felt that
distance widening the longer Nadia went without answering.

“Please,” Aubrey said. “I just get nervous. And it'd make me feel
better if you were there.”

“I'm sorry, Nadia finally said. “I'm being dumb. Of course I'll
come with you.”

The next afternoon, they drove to Dr. Yavari’s office, a tan building
with palm trees sprouting in front. In the waiting room, framed pho-

tos of mothers cradling babies hung over the receptionist’s desk like a
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promise, but Aubrey felt like the images were teasing, dangling right
in front of her the things that she wanted. Beside her, Nadia played
with her phone and Aubrey tried to flip through a National Geographic,
but ended up twisting it in her hands into a glossy tube.

“Why are you nervous?” Nadia asked.

“Because. I know something’s wrong with me.”

She tensed, waiting for Nadia to ask how she knew. Instead, she
felt Nadia’s fingers stroke the back of her neck.
“There's nothing wrong with you,” she said quicily, aud for a e
ond, Aubrey believed her.

Dr. Yavari was Iranian, olive-skinned with dark eyes, and thirty-§
something, much younger than Aubrey had expected her to be. She
welcomed both of them into her office with a smile, sweeping her arm'$
toward a chair in the corner. “Your sister can sit there,” she said, and
neither corrected her. Strangers often mistook them for sisters or cous=
ins or even, Aubrey assumed, girlfriends. She was amazed by thei
ability to resemble each other, to become family, to occupy, at once
different ways to love each other. Who were they to each other? Any
thing at all. While the doctor flipped through her charts, she sat on
the metal table, her legs swinging off the edge. In the corner, Nadi
leaned against a counter covered in tubs of purple plastic gloves whil
Dr. Yavari asked Aubrey a series of questions. How often does your
period occur? Is it heavy, light? Any sexually transmitted infections
Have you ever been pregnant? Have you ever had an abortion?

“What?” Aubrey said.

“I have to ask,” Dr. Yavari said, drumming her pen against he
clipboard. “I usually try to wait until the men are gone—you know;
it happened in college, she never told her husband, et cetera.”

“No,” she said. “None.” But she appreciated Dr. Yavari’s compas
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sion. She hoped the doctor didn’t just guess that Aubrey was the type
of woman who might have hidden a secret like that from her hus-
band. She would have, but she hated the idea of the doctor knowing
this about her.

After the exam, Dr. Yavari scheduled her follow-up appointment.
Next time, there would be an X-ray to determine whether her fallo-
pian tubes were open, a pelvic ultrasound to test the thickness of her
uterine lining and check for cysts in her ovaries, and blood tests to
measure her hormone production. When the doctor lett, Aubrey
dressed, pulling on her clothes that Nadia had folded in a small pile.

“I can’t believe she asked you that,” Nadia said.

“Asked me what?”

“You know. The abortion thing. Why does it even matter?”

“I don’t know. It must, if she asked about it.”

“Still. T can’t believe it follows you around like that.”

Later, Aubrey would wonder what had exactly tipped her off. The
statement itself, or the unusual softness in Nadia’s voice, or even the
way her face had looked under the fluorescent light, slightly stricken
with grief. In the moment between when Nadia handed her her car-
digan and she accepted it, she knew that Nadia was The Girl. Since
Luke had confessed to her years ago, she had often thought about
this nameless, faceless girl who had gotten rid of his child. A girl
he’d loved but who had vanished, like the baby, both gone forever.

On the drive home, traffic in front of them slowed. She gripped
the steering wheel tighter as the car inched forward. Beside her,
Nadia fiddled with the radio dials until she reached an old Kanye
West song they both used to love, one they'd listened to endlessly in
her room and danced to together at Cody Richardson’s party. She
thought about that night, how sloppy drunk she’d been, how easily
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she’d forgotten everything she didn’t want to remember. She could

have been anyone that night, in that skintight dress, dancing at ag
crowded house party with Nadia Turner. Toward the end of th
night, Nadia had looped an arm around her waist and said, in he

ear, “Let’s get you home,” and she had nodded, realizing that sh

somehow, that Nadia would take care of her. In bed that night,
before falling asleep, she’'d falr Nladizs hand ivuch her back. It was
fleeting gesture—casual, like picking lint off comeone’s sweater—,
but in that moment, Aubrey had never felt 5o safe.

After she dropped Nadia off, she stopped at the liquor store aroun,
the corner. The tiny Indian man behind the counter waved at her ag}

she walked in. The store was mostly empty, a washed-out blon

she dressed, the other half after she’'d already slipped into one of thy
frilly black teddies crumpled in the corner of her drawer. She shool
out the wrinkles, then stood in front of the mirror, fighting with thy

straps and bows. After the wine, she wouldn'’t be able to unhook

herself. She imagined herself stuck in the teddy forever—wou
someone have to cut it off her, the way her father-in-law had sawed o
Luke’s purity ring?

She finished her wine on the couch, listening to the dull thud ¢
the clock. By the time Luke came home, she was drunk and sleepy
She’d meant to answer the door in the teddy-—she wanted to be ¢
first thing he saw—but she was too slow and by the time he stepp
inside, she was stil] splayed on the couch. He froze in front of h
still holding his keys.
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“Are you okay?” he said.

to steady herself.

“Come here,” she said.

“Are you drunk?” "

She grabbed the teal drawstring on his scrubs and tugged him
closer. She reached inside his pants and felt him staringatherinz Way
he never had before, Pitying her desperation. When he pushed him-

self inside, she clenched her cyes and found sweetness in the pain.

THE NEXT DAY, Luke asked Nadia if he could take her on a date.
His face, inches from hers on her pillow, looked shy; she’d forgotten
how curly his eyelashes were. The afternoon sun filtered in through
the blinds and she felt lazy, warm and stretching against her sheets.

“Maybe downtown?” he said. “Or the harbor? I don’t know. Wher-
EVer you wanna go.”

She traced his tattoos, the maze of interlocking images that cov-
ered his left arm. When she’d last undressed him, seven years ago,
he’d had a few tattoos but now his full sleeve fascinated her: tribal
markings stretched over his shoulder, and near his elbow, a skull grit-
ted its teeth; a fanged demon’s tongue transformed into flames that
licked up around Luke’s wrist, A cross on his biceps, and above it, the
words On my own. A lion’s head covered Luke’s left pectoral, the mane
flowing away like smoke. The other half of his chest was smooth,
bare, his right arm untouched. His ink stopped abruptly, like he'd
slipped one arm into 2 sweater and forgotten about the other.

“Why?” she said.

“Why what?”
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“Why a date?”
He pressed her hand against his heart and rolled onto his side. ]

She'd always heard that men hated to cuddle and it surprised her 3
that Luke liked to be on the inside, cuddled by her. She had almost §
laughed the first time at the idea, but it made sense in a way, that
everyone would want to be held. She wrapped her arms around him

and kissed his muscled back.

«T don’t know,” he said. “T just want to take you somewhere nice.”

«“\¥hat if someone sees us?” she said.

«et them,” he said. ‘1 don’t care.”

“You're married.”

“What if I wasn't?”

For a moment, she allowed herself to imagine it, how simple he §
made it seem, like a gate stood between him and freedom and all he
needed to do was slip a finger under the latch. Luke was good at this
always finding an escape. She remembered watching him on the foot-
ball field, amazed by how his body seemed to know, down to the sec- §
ond, when to juke left or right, always aware of the direction danger v
appeared. He'd escaped her once before; she couldn’t help him do the
same to Aubrey. Aubrey sitting on that metal table inside the fertility
doctor’s office, how small she’d looked next to the size of her wanting

“You can’t,” she said.

“Why not?”
“Because she loves you,” she said. “We're just fucking around, but
she loves you.”

“It’s not just fucking,” he said. “Don’t say that—

”

“It is to me,” she said.
He silently dressed but paused halfway, his pants hanging at his
ankles. He looked like he might cry, and she turned away. He didn’t
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love her. He felt guilty. He’d abandoned her once and now he was
latching onto her, not out of affection but out of shame. She refused
to let him bury his guilt in her. She would not be a burying place for
any man again.

Luke forgot his watch on her nightstand, so the next morning,
she brought it to Upper Room. When she pulled into the parking
lot, Mother Betty was shuffling across the street from the bus stop.
The DMV had taken her license after she failed her last driving test.

“They got me on those questions,” she said. “Who knows the
answers to all those littie questions anyway? 1 been driving sixty-six
years and never hit nobody but these people gonna say I can’t drive
because of their little questions?”

She watched Mother Betty slowly sift through her ring of keys to
unlock the front door, her hand shaking. It wasn’t right, a woman
her age waiting for the bus before daybreak.

“ can give you a ride,” Nadia said. She fumbled through her purse
for a piece of paper. “I'll give you my number and you just call me
when you're ready to go to work. Okay?”

“Oh no, honey, I couldn’t trouble you.”

“It’s no trouble at all. Really. Please.”

She held out the scrap of notebook paper. Mother Betty hesitated,’
then accepted it.

“You got a caring spirit,” she said. “I can sense it in you. Just ltke
your mama.” bap

Nadia left Luke’s watch on Mother Betty’s desk. She drove hémd

glancing at her reflection in the rearview mirror. She touchst

image but did not see her mother’s face, only smudged gla



TWELVE

“ears later, we realized the watch should have told us every-

E

thing. Only two reasons a woman might have someone’s hus-

band’s watch:

1. She’s sleeping with him.

2. She repairs watches.

Nadia Turner didn’t look like a watchmaker to us. But even though
the truth hadn’t dawned on us yet, we still pitied Aubrey. On Sunday
mornings, when we gathered around her in the church lobby, we felt
her sadness swell. Agnes peered into the life of a baby girl born to
parents who distrust each other. A girl who distrusts the world
too, for reasons she doesn’t quite understand. She feels the coldness

spreading between her parents and second-guesses everything: if her
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parents can pretend they are in love, what else could they be lying
about to her? What else could the world keep from her, hold away in §
its hand? ,

She may hear this story, someday, and wonder what it has to do-
with her. A girl hiding her scared in her prettiness, an unwanted
baby, a dead mother. These are not her heartbreaks. Every heart is:
fractured differently and she knows the pattern of her cracks, she’

traces them like lines across her palm. She has a living mother and §

besides, stic was aiways wanted. Prayed for, even. INow she's grown
or at least she thinks she is. But she hasn't yet learned the mathemat-
ics of grief. The weight of what has been lost is always heavier than
what remains. She’s heard her granddaddy preach about the good
shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine behind in search of the one lost
sheep.

But what about the flock he abandons? she wonders. Aren't they

lost now too?

Trat raLL, Nadia Turner mothered. In the gray mornings, while '
her father slept, she scraped his keys off the hallway table and pulled
his truck out of the driveway. She rolled down the window, sticking 3
an arm out into the damp air, and cruised through quiet streets, past
coffee shops flipping “Closed” signs, women in bathrobes strapping
backpacks on children at bus stops, surfers in wetsuits with boards
racked on tops of trucks, until she reached a prim white house with
blue trim. She began to feel like a valet, hopping out to help Mother
Betty up the high truck stairs, especially once the other Mothers

began to ask her for rides.
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“Oh, I hope you don’t mind,” Mother Betty said, “but I told
Agnes you could carry her to the drugstore.”

No, no, she didn’t mind. She learned the curves of the roads that
led to the Mothers’ homes. She’d never even thought of them having
homes before—she wouldn’t have been shocked to learn they stashed
bedrolls in the choir closet and slept right on the pews. But Mother
Agnes lived in a gray apartment building downtown, Mother Hattie
in a rusty red house near the Back Gate. Mother Flora lived in an
assisted-living home called Fairwinds, which was across the street
from an elementary school and a child-care center. She was surrounded
by death and children, children outside her window toddling to day
care, children running around on playgrounds or biking home from
school. Mother Flora was tall and willowy. She’d played basketball as
a girl. Nadia learned other things, like Mother Clarice used to be a
special-education teacher, and her friends called her Clara. Mother
Hattie was the best cook. Mother Betty had been the prettiest.

Nadia wasn’t quite sure how old the Mothers were but they must
have been in their eighties or nineties by now. No surprise the DMV
wanted them off the road. But she still felt sorry for them, especially
Mother Betty, who for years had risen before everyone and arrived at
Upper Room with her keys, so she made sure to pick her up early. She
didn't feel guilty about sneaking out of the house anymore. Her father
was getting stronger. In the afternoons, he walked in slow laps around
the backyard, practicing his breathing exercises. She sometimes
watched him through the glass while she read her bar exam books.
She never wanted him to know she still worried about him, so when
he took his medicine at night, she busied herself in his room, dusting

the nightstand or putting his laundry away or idly straightening her
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mother’s perfume bottles. She used to love playing with her mother’
perfume, particularly one black bottle. Her mother only spritzed it o
her neck when she and her father were going out for the night. S
when Nadia held the bottle to her nose, she longed for a night whe;
i'd been exciting to watch her parents disappear through the doog
because she’d known they would always come back.

She mothered as a penance, like sliding fingers along rosary bead
Each mile its own prayer. If she gave her time selflessly, maybe shy
could forget the wrong she’d done. If she worked for no reward, if s
was kind to people who could offer her nothing in return, mayb
then her sins would be washed away. One afternoon, on the way tg]
the drugstore, she mentioned that she’d recently found her mother;
prayer book. Found, she’d said, because that was the simpler way
tell the story, editing out Luke’s role altogether. The Mothers begarh
to chatter, the way they often did, jumping in and interrupting an
finishing each other’s sentences.

“Oh, she used to love that thing. Always carryin’it under her arm

“Didn’t her mama give it to her?”

“Mhm, that’s what she told me. She was a minister, y know?”

“Not a minister, just a preachin’ woman.”

“Oh, what’s the difference?”

“Minister needs a church.”

“Fine, a preachin’ woman. You knew that, girl? Your grandma
used to baptize folks in the river.”

Nadia had always been curious about her grandmother but b
mother did not like to talk about her much. “Oh, she was strict,” hi
mother would say when Nadia had asked, or “She sure loved Jesu

Always broad, general statements, as if she were describing a chara
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ter from a TV show she no longer followed. From the few photo-
graphs of her in the photo album, her grandmother seemed like a
stern woman, but beyond that, she was a mystery. When she told the
Mothers this, they nodded sagely.

“Well, they weren’t much close.”

“That’s a nice way of puttin’ it.”

That night, when Nadia asked her father what the Mothers had
meant, he told her that when her mother was pregnant with her, her
own mother had thrown her out of the house.

“She said that no child of hers would be living in sin under her
household, so I sent your mom a Greyhound ticket and she came out
here to live with me.” He sighed. “Your grandma wanted nothing
to do with us and that was fine with me. But I never understood
why she wouldn’t meet you. Us, that’s one thing. But a child? Your
own grandchild? I don’t know how anyone wouldn't want to know
their grandchild.”

She asked her father if her grandmother was still alive, and he
shrugged. “As far as I know,” he said. “Still down in Texas, I'm sure.”
As if he’d seen the wheels turning in her head, he added, “I'd leave
all that alone. She made her choices. Chasing after her won’t do no
good.” She found a brown Polaroid in a photo album of her mother
posing with her brothers in front of their home. An address and date
were scribbled across the back. She searched for more recent photos
of the home online and tried to imagine her mother as a girl, dancing
on the porch. Maybe her grandmother still lived there. She didn't
seem like the type of woman who would move around. She won-
dered what her grandmother would say if she showed up on that

porch someday. Would she blink away grateful tears, glad to finally
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meet her granddaughter? Or would she shoo her off the steps like shi
had shooed her own daughter? Would she be angry that the source o
their rift had materialized right in front of her?

“Did Mom ever think about . . .” She paused, outlining the gol
buttons on her purse with her finger. “Not having me?”

“What do you mean?” her father said. He placed a white pill o
his tongue and flung his head back.

’,

“You know.” She swirled around the buttons so she wouldn't hav
to look at her father when she said the word. “Abortion.” w

“Did someone tell you that?”

“No. No. I was just wondering.”

“No,” he said. “Never. She never would've done something lik
that. Did you think . . .” He paused, his eyes softening. “No, hone;
We loved you. We always loved you.”

She should’ve felt glad, but she didn’t. She wished her mother ha
at least thought about it. A fleeting thought when she’d left the doc
tor and envisioned her own mother’s face. During a hushed phon:
call with the man she loved. When she’d called a clinic to make he
appointment and hung up in tears, when she’d sat in the waiting
room, holding her own hand. She could’ve been seconds away fro :
doing it—it didn’t matter. She hated the thought of her mother not}
wanting her but it would've been better to look at her mother’s face

in the mirror and know that they were alike.

TureE WEEKS AFTER he’d seen Nadia last, Luke squatted over h
back steps, striking a match against the railing. Dave’s suggestio
Light a candle, he’d told Luke, the last time he called the helplin
Dave hadn’t said what type of candle. A scented candle like the ones§
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in Luke’s mother’s bathroom, a tiny tea candle placed on restaurant
tables, a thick red candle emblazoned with the Virgin Mary you
found in the Mexican food aisle. A birthday candle, rainbow-striped
and slender. Any type of candle would do, Dave had said, so Luke
bought a pack of slender white candles. He sat on the back steps of
the house, cupping his hands against the flame. It was supposed to
bring closure, Dave had said. Peace. But as soon as he’d lit the can-
dle, Luke only felt stressed. A light evening breeze rustled through
the trees, and he hunched behind a shrub, trving to shelter the flame,
suddenly responsible for guarding the fragile thing.

Dave was a counselor at the Family Life Center in downtown San
Diego. Luke had found their flyer stuck in his windshield outside a
bar a few weeks ago. Looking for real gptions? the yellow flyer asked,
above a picture of a pregnant woman holding her head and a man
next to her, staring off into the distance. It was the first pregnancy
center flyer Luke had ever seen with a picture of a man on it. The
others only held sad, alone women. On pregnancy center flyers, men
were as absent in the midst of a surprise pregnancy as they were in
real life. As absent as he’d been. He called the number, just to see
what it was about. He told himself he’d hang up. But the on-duty
counselor, Dave, started talking to him about the myth that only
women suffer after abortions.

“Men suffer a unique type of loss,” Dave said. “Men struggle after
losing their child to abortion because they've failed to perform the
primary function of a father: protecting his family.”

Luke had never thought of it like that. He and Nadia hadn’t been
a family—they were just two scared kids. But what if they had been?
What if for a brief moment, they had been family, stitched together
by the life they'd created? What did that make them now? Now Luke
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called the center every other evening. He hung up if anyone other
than Dave answered. He'd told Dave about the boy at the baseball
game, years ago. Dave didn’t judge him. It was normal, he’d said, for
post-abortive fathers to feel grief. Once you had created a life, you
would always be a father, no matter what happened to the child.

Luke fished his phone out of his pocket and dialed, careful to ,”,
keep the candle lit.

“This you, Luke?” Dave asked.

“Yeah.”

“How're you, buddy:”

“Fine.”

“Tust ‘fine’?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.” Dave cleared his throat. “Thought any more about com-
ing into the center?”

“I can’t,” Luke said.

“It'll help you, trust me, talking to someone face-to-face—it’s a
lot better than over the phone. Sometimes you just need to see some-

one, know what I mean?”

“Yeah.”

“I don'’t bite. Promise.” Dave laughed. “And I got some books I

can give you, if you come down. This one—" His voice strained, like '4 ,m

he was reaching for something. “Great one, called A4 Father’s Heart. §
It’s by this guy named—" :

“I gotta go,” Luke said.

“Hold on, pal. Don’t run off. T'll just hold these for you when
you're ready, okay?”

“Okay.”
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“So what’s on your mind?”

“I bought the candles,” Luke said.

“Great!” Dave said. “Light a candle. And close your eyes. Picture
your child playing on a field at the feet of Jesus.”

Luke closed his eyes, the candle’s warmth flickering across his
face. He tried to envision the scene Dave described, but he only saw
Nadia, her smile, her hazel eyes—then he felt the burn. A glob of hot
wax dripped onto his hand. He cringed, scraping the wax off against
the step. Gravel and dirt clung to his skin. He should've put the
candle inside something. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Behind
him, the back door swung open and his wife leaned against the door-
way, frowning.

“What're you doing?” Aubrey said.

“Nothing.”

“What’s with the candle, then? You're dripping wax all over the
place.”

She toed the white blob on the steps. Luke leaned forward, blow-

ing out the flame. He was only making a bigger mess.

“WHEN You GonNa settle down, girl?” Mother Betty asked Nadia
one morning. “You always flittin’ around, here and there. You think
life is for wandering about, lookin’ for what makes you happy?
Those just white girl dreams and fantasies. You need to settle down,
find a good man. Look at Aubrey Evans! When you gonna do the
same?”

Luke no longer came by to visit her father, but she passed him in

Upper Room sometimes. He always looked shy of speaking, but he
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never even mumbled a hello, his eyes tracing the worn carpet. That
sliver of space between them when they passed in a narrow hallway
felt electric. She told herself she could not think about him. She
needed to be good. She began to meet Aubrey on her lunch break,
when they sat at a table by the window and shared coffee. She thought
about confessing, but every time, the words clung to the roof of her
mouth. What good would come of telling the truth? She had ended
things with Luke. What good would come of Aubrey knowing all
the ways they had betrayed her?

She never went to Aubrey’s house, but once a week, she met Aubrey
for dinner at Monique and Kasey’s. Returning to the little white
house made her feel like a teenager again—she wanted to stay up late
eating ice cream or lounge in the backyard until the light grew dim,
her future awaiting her, unblemished and free. She and Aubrey
walked to the corner store for snacks or sat in her old bedroom, paint-
ing their nails. She always propped Aubrey’s feet into her lap and
painted her toenails. It seemed like a small thing she could give.

By Halloween, Nadia had become such a fixture around Upper
Room that the pastor had asked her to help chaperone the children’s
Halloween party. She said yes. She said yes to nearly everything
anyone at Upper Room asked of her. At first, she’d only offered the
Mothers rides, but now, while her father continued to heal, she
began to loan his truck. She and Second John lifted dozens of fold-
ing chairs into the truck bed for the Men’s Fellowship; she drove
across town to pick up a new drum kit for the choir; she carried the
food baskets from the homeless ministry to the shelter. She had

I,

grown up and found God, people thought, but she hadn’t found any-

thing. She was searching for her mother. She hadn’t found her in any .
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of the old places, but maybe she could find her at Upper Room, a
place she’d loved, a place she’d visited right before dying. If she could
not find her mother in the last place she’d been breathing, she would
never find her at all.

The Halloween party did not require much hauling, besides the -
decorations, but she still agreed to help. Each year, the church handed
out candy, the least offensive way to commemorate a holiday whose
demonic origins worried them but whose popularity was too great to
ignore. Costumes were allowed, but only positive characters. Super-
heroes but no villains and nobody dead. Bible tigures were preterred,
but no one knew whether Bible characters skirted the death rule;
each year, a smart aleck dressed in a mummy costume and called
himself Lazarus. That evening, she barely recognized the children’s
church room. The lights were out, but the ceiling was covered in
plastic glowing stars. If darkness was required for Halloween events,
that didn’t mean it couldn’t be combatted by celestial light. The chil-
dren crammed into the room and darted down the hallways with
plastic sacks filled with candy. Bearded Noahs dragged stuffed ani-
mals behind them; Adams juggled half-bitten apples; Moseses car-
ried paper tablets under their arms, and Marys rocked baby dolls.

In the doorway, Nadia perched on a chair with a bucket of candy
between her legs. These were the moments when adulthood was
formed, not a birthday but the realization that she was now the one
pouring a handful of candy into children’s bags, that she was now
the one expected to give, not receive. Aubrey and Luke arrived later.
When they’d texted, Aubrey hadn’t mentioned that she would bring
Luke, but why would she? He was her husband—wasn’t it expected
that he would always be with her? He wore a long brown bathrobe
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and whenever a kid asked who he was, he flexed and said that he wa
Samson. But his hair was short, so all evening the children beat him’§
up and he had to take it.

“Who are you supposed to be?” Aubrey asked. She carried a pai
of scissors. Delilah.

“Nobody,” Nadia said. She hadn’t known what to wear, so when/
children asked, she said that she was no one, a peasant.

All night, they sat in the children’s church doorway listening to.
the laughter. She watched the ancient lovers give out sweets unde
the take starlight, Samson lounging on the plastic chair, his bum legd
stretched out into the hallway because it got stiff and painful if h
folded it. He plucked pink Starbursts out of the bucket and gave
handful to Aubrey, because they were her favorite. Later in the night
Aubrey rested her head against his shoulder and the brief contact fel
so intimate, Nadia looked away.

The night was brisk and dim, the sliver of moon barely illumi
nating the sky. When Aubrey went to the bathroom, Nadia stepped
inside the children’s church room to refill her bucket. She leaned
against the window, listening to the faint yelping of coyotes, when
Luke leaned closer to her.

“I've been talking to this guy named Dave,” he said.

“Who's Dave?”

“He doesn’t think it’s good that we never talk about him.” Hi
swallowed. “Our baby.”

A flock of angels skipped by in shimmery white dresses. This w
a strange, lopsided universe, all saints but no sinners, angels but n
demons. An off-kilter world where girls mothered old women an

betrayed their best friends.
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“We don’t have to be sad anymore. Dave says he’s in heaven right
now.” Luke smiled, reaching for her hand. “And your mom’s hold-
ing him.”

Luke gazed out the window, and under the faint moonlight, he
looked almost peaceful when he talked about their baby, who, like
their love, was miraculous and fleeting. She squeezed Luke’s hand.
If this was what he needed, she wanted him to believe it. She wanted

him to believe it all.

Tuat Sunpay MORNING, Aubrey saw a Marine in the receiving
line. She ordinarily didn’t notice faces when she helped greet the
congregation, still overwhelmed by the crowds who gathered to
shake hands with the first family, a family she now belonged to, and
she shuffled mechanically, repeating the same greeting, offering
hugs, agreeing to coffee dates she would soon forget. She wouldn't
have noticed the Marine at all if not for his uniform: dress blues, hat
tucked under his arm, gold buttons glinting in the light. When
he stepped forward, she glanced up into his face and snatched her
hand back.

“Oh,” she said.

Russell Miller smiled, the same purposeful smile she’d seen on
the beach years ago, the smile of a man who knew sadness and spent
great energy warding it away. She knew that smile, because it was a
smile she’d long practiced and perfected. She hid behind that smile,
but no one saw it in her the way she saw it in Russell. He reached
past her to shake Pastor Sheppard’s hand.

“Great message, Reverend,” he said.
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She suddenly felt exposed, like the whole church would notice her

standing beside Russell and know. Know what? That once upon a

time, days before her wedding, she had kissed him in a beach bath--
room stall? That after she’d gotten married, when Russell should’ve
been banished to her memory, she still wrote him?

“Let’s talk outside,” she said.

Months ago, Russell had e-mailed her and announced that his tour ]
overseas was ending. Coming back to the States soon, wanna grab lunché
She’d hated the fake casualness of it, as if he were an old high schoo
friend in town who just wanted to catch up. Of course she wanted to
see him again, but they both knew she couldn’t. She was married.
She was loved by one man and it was wrong—greedy, really—to ask
for more.

“What're you doing here?” she said, once they’d stepped behind
the church.

Russell shrugged. “You didn’t answer my e-mail, so I figured I'd
come by.”

“Maybe I didn’t answer for a reason.”

“Which is?”

“I'm married.”

“Married women can’t eat lunch?”

“Not with strange men.”

“I'm a strange man?”

She sighed. “You know what I mean.”

“I'dont,” he said. “I been halfway around the world and back an
all I want to do is take you to lunch. I don’t mean nothin’ funny by;
it. You just kept my spirits up while I was gone and I want to than
you. Your husband can even come if he wants.”

She told Russell she would mention his invitation to Luke, but o
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their silent drive home from church, she stared out the window,

imagining Russell beneath her on the bathroom floor, his large hand

gripping her waist.
“What're you thinking about?” Luke said.
nngﬂvvs

He smiled. “Of course you.”

“I don’t know. 'm not thinking anything.” —

He eased onto the brakes as he pulled up 0 2 traffic liche, HWunu

he pried her hand from her lap, guided it to his mouth, and bt ong:
of her fingers.

“What're you doing?” she said.

He grinned and bit another one.

“Ouch,” she said, laughing. “Stop, you goof.”

Then Luke kissed her hand and held it between his, and for the -
rest of the drive, she imagined her life caught between his teeth, her
trusting him not to bite.

Two days later, she met Russell at Ruby’s Diner on the pier. Even
though he wore a blue gingham shirt with a tie and stood when she
approached the booth, she reminded herself that this wasnt a date,
Nothing intimate or romantic about lunch on the pier, where seagulls
cawed and swooped overhead. Russell ordered a beer with his fish and
chips. She ordered a Coke and a chicken salad, then later, a piece of
lemon meringue pie to split, not because she was still hungry, but
because she wanted their lunch to'last longer. She’d worried at first that
she’d feel awkward around him, but she was surprised by how natural
she felt, chatting about mundane things, like the church picnic or her
sister. Then Russell asked how her fertility appointment had gone.

“Fine,” she said. She had received a message, weeks ago, from Dr.

Yavari’s office to confirm her follow-up appointment. She'd deleted
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the message. What would be the point of going back? Of consulting
an expert to help make a baby that Luke didn’t even want? No won-

der he’d never cared while she’d obsessed over their inability to con-

ceive. He only cared about the baby he’d lost years ago. He only

cared about the baby he’d made with Nadia.

“You think your husband wants a boy?” Russell asked.

“I don’t know. He never said.” Had their baby been a boy or girl?
Did it matter? The baby had probably been whatever Luke wanted.
“People aiways think men want boys,” Russell said. “Like we
couldn’t imaginc loving something that isn't exactly like ourselves.”

“You wouldn’t want a son?”

“Too dangerous,” he said. “Black boys are target practice. At least

black girls got a chance.”
“I don’t think that’s true.”

“What’s not true? Why you think I enlisted? My pops told me,

you better learn to shoot before these white men shoot you, and I
did. I'been all the way to Iraq and I could walk down the street here
and get my head blown off. You don’t know what that’s like.”

She scoffed. “I'm scared all the time,” she said. “I never feel safe.” 3

“Well, you got your husband to protect you.”

“My husband’s the one who hurts me,” she said. “He thinks I
don’t know he’s in love with someone clse.”

She had never said it out loud before, There was something free-
ing in admitting that you had been loved less. She might have gone
her whole life not knowing, thinking that she was enjoying a feast
when she had actually been picking at another’s crumbs. Across the
table, Russell slid his hand on top of hers. She stared at his rough
skin, then the waiter came by with the bill and she forced herself to
pull away.
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FirsT Joun ToLp LukE about the pie. A slice of lemon merin,

shared between his wife and another man at a diner on the pie:
men were moving folding chairs into the meeting room before ms
Bible study when the head usher broached the topic, a little bagl
fully, his eyes scraping the floor. First John's wife had been at lunely

with one of her girlfriends earlier that week and sho'd happeig

see Aubrey sharing lunch with a man. A con gregation member; sha'd:
thought at first, but she’d never seen him around church before, The

man had seemed hungry. His eyes never left Aubrey’s face. :
“I'don’t mean to stir up no mess,” First John said, “but 'd want tg

know if it was my wife.”

The pie had angered Luke the most. A lunch may have just been
a meal, but splitting dessert was intimate. His wife and this mﬁnmsmm ‘,
man dipping forks into the soft cream, her fork, then his, then hess
again, falling into an easy rhythm. This man must have watched her
lift the fork to her mouth, his hungry eyes following as it disapw::

peared between her lips. Maybe later, in a dark corner of the @m&&ﬂﬂ%
structure, he’d sucked the meringue off her tongue.

“How was your date?” he said, when he returned home.

Aubrey was sitting on the couch, folding laundry. She wore a
brown shirt, a baggy gray cardigan that hung open to her waist, the
type of drab outfit that made Luke feel, in that moment, that both
of them were older than they had any right to be.

“It wasn’t a date,” she said.

“Then what was it?”

“Lunch.”

“How come you didn’t tell me about it, then?”
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“Idon’t have to tell you about every lunch I go to.”

“If you're out with some strange nigga, then yes, you fucking do!”

He never yelled at her. He snapped sometimes but he always felt
horrible after, because she flinched when he raised his voice, which
made him feel as guilty as if he’d actually hit her. He would never hit
her but he felt that she believed it was always possible, so he’d forced
himself to monitor his anger around her—to quiet his voice, to con-
trol his body, to never punch a wall or throw a glase, like he'd 5o badly
wanted to. He never wanted her to feel scared of him, the way she felt
around most men. But not this man she’d gone to lunch with. If Luke
were married to another woman, he might have believed that lunch
was just lunch. But he knew Aubrey. She didn’t have male friends she
went out with alone. If she’d gone to meet up with this man, lunch
had to mean more. ,

She stared at him evenly. “I never ask where you go,” she said. “T
never ask when you're sneaking off to see Nadia.”

He swallowed. “T'hat’s different,” he said.

“Why? Because you love her?” She laughed a little, shaking her

head. “I'm not stupid. P'm not in law school but I'm not stupid.”

“Please,” he said.

“Stop. You don’t have to lie to me anymore. You've always
loved her—”

“Please.”

“She’s the one you want.”

“Please,” he said.

Her calmness scared him. He would understand if she had
screamed and yelled or cried and cursed. He expected her to, but she

was eerily calm and that was how he knew she would leave him.
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Maybe not right away but someday, he would return home and find
her shelf cleared in the bathroom, her half of the closet empty. He’d
be lonelier than he had been at the rehab center before she’d brought
him a donut wrapped carefully in crinkly paper, a small gift he hadn't
imagined himself capable of receiving. He stood in the doorway
while she folded his sweaters across her chest, her arms holding his

arms and crossing them into her heart.
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wcmﬁmozvﬂwsoéﬂrmmmaw?oEQP:wnzv\mmﬁ.
i Weall peeked out the blinds, watching Nadia Turner pull out of
the church parking lot. For weeks, she’d been silent and rude; she
hardly spoke when she pulled up to our houses, answering in one
word when we tried to be friendly. With that type of company, we -
i would've been better off hiring a taxi. When she picked us up from
church, she always paced outside of her truck, like she was late or
something. Where she got to go? Who she got waiting for her but
her daddy, and not like he was going anywhere.
“Maybe she worried about her friend,” Flora said.
“What she got to worry about? They married. Married folk got
problems.”
“Y’all heard Aubrey moved out?”
“Oh, who hadn’t done that once or twice?” Agnes said.
“Y'all know how many times I packed me a suitcase and left
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Ernest?” Betty said. “Went running to my mama’s house and after a
few days, I was right back. That ain’t nothin’. That’s what married
folk do.”

“I heard that Sheppard boy got a wandering eye.”

“He a man, ain’t he?” Hattie said. “What these girls expect?”

Agnes said, “See, that’s the problem with colored girls these days
They too hard. Soft things can take a beating. But you push some-
thin’ hard a little bit and it shatters. You gotta be a soft thing in love.
Hard love don’t last.”

“T still den’t see what none of this got to do with N

adia Turner.”
Betty shook her head, staring back out the window. “Don’t say hello -
to nobody, don't speak. And why she always walking back and forth |
like that? Like she got so many other places to be?”

What we didn’t understand then was that when Nadia dropped |
us off at Upper Room, she paced in front of her daddy’s truck so she
could watch cars pass on the road. Sometimes she sat on the steps in *
front of the church for an hour or two, hoping that she might see a |
green Jeep pull into the parking lot. She never did. No one had seen

Aubrey Evans for weeks.

For monTHS, Nadia replayed in her mind the day her lies had col- :
lapsed into one another. A normal day, a day so unremarkable that
she wouldn’t appreciate, until weeks later, those early nondescript
hours when her life had been intact. Those hours had passed quickly
and then it was evening and she was stepping out of the shower,
towel-drying her hair, when she saw a light flash outside the house.
She’d gone to the door and when she’d switched on the porch light
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and stood on her tiptoes to look out the peephole, she’d found Aubrey
sitting on the porch.

“Why're you sitting out here in the dark?” she’d asked, stepping
outside. “Why didn'’t you ring the doorbell?”

She hadn’t been puzzled by Aubrey’s unexpected visit—they were
long past the point of calling before they stopped by—but she hadn’t
understood why Aubrey was sitting unannounced in front of her house.
What if Nadia hadn’t noticed her headlights from the shower win-
dow? Was she just going to sit there forever without letting Nadia
know she'd come byr Aubrey hadn't turned around, and for weeks,
when Nadia thought about her, she remembered staring at her back,
the delicate curve of her neck. Maybe, if Aubrey had never turned
around, they would've remained suspended in that moment forever,
between knowing and not knowing, that final strained pull of a friend-
ship fraying at the seams.

“How?” Aubrey said.

She knew the what. She could guess the why. But the how of it all
had been what eluded her. The how of any betrayal was the hardest
part to justify, how the lies could be assembled and stacked and
maintained until the truth was completely hidden behind them.
Nadia had frozen, her mind numb and slow, like she was trying to
form words in a different language. Then Aubrey had pushed herself
up from the steps and started down the driveway, Nadia stumbling
after her.

“Aubrey,” she said. “I'm so fucking sorry—"

“Funny how sorry you both are now.”

“I'swear to God, 1 was sorry as soon as it happened—"

“Well, that’s nice of you.”
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“Please. Please. Just talk to me.”

She had banged on Aubrey’s car door, tugging at the handle. She
would wake the neighbors soon, her father peeking out the window
and wondering why she was crying and pleading, why she’d hung on
to the door even after Aubrey had started her engine.

“Move,” Aubrey had said. Her voice was cold, metallic. “I don’t |
want to run over your foot.”

For months, Nadia tried everything she could think. She texted, :
e-mailed, left voice mails, and called, each layer of technology becom-

ing more antiquated until she finally sent a letter in the mail. Three

handwritten pages of begging, each request diminishing as if they 3 ,T
were in some unspoken negotiation: first, for her forgiveness; then for ,,
2 moment to explain; until she was only asking that Aubrey read her

e-mails or listen to her voice mails, even if she never spoke to her

again. The three-page letter returned unopened. She began driving

by Monique’s house in the afternoon, crawling up the street and peer-

ing out the window, but she never saw Aubrey come or go. She knew

she should stop—someone might notice her car circling the block
and call the cops, thinking she was a deranged stalker or a crazy ex-
girlfriend—but she drove by every day for three weeks. In a final act
of desperation, she parked one evening and rang the doorbell.

“You can’t come by here no more,” Kasey said, “you know that.”

She leaned against the doorframe, her arms folded across her chest.
She didn't look angry, just annoyed, as if she were staring at a cat she .
kept tossing out the back door who’d managed to claw his way back-
inside.

“Is Aubrey here?” Nadia asked softly, staring down at the wel-

come mat.
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“Can’t you understand that she don’t want to talk to you? Jesus,
between you and him .. "

Nadia toed the loose gravel, blinking back tears. The crying
started suddenly these days, like a nosebleed. She could imagine how
Aubrey must have reported the betrayal, how horrified Monique and
Kasey had been, because who wouldn’t be? A girl who had lived in
their very home, a girl they'd treated like family, a girl they'd whis-
pered about late at night, wondering, did she seem quiet at dinner?
Do you think something’s wrong with her? Her mother had killed
herseif—how could something not be wrong with her>—but do you
think she seemed sad today?

Kasey sighed, stepping out onto the porch. “Don’t think this
means we're friends again,” she said. “I just can’t stand to see you cry.”

On the porch step, Kasey rubbed Nadia’s back while she wiped
her eyes.

“Jesus,” Kasey said. “What were you thinkin’”

“I fucked up.”

“Well, no kidding.”

“She won't let me apologize—"

“What do you expect? She’s still hurting, honey.”

“But what can I do? What am I supposed to do?”

“It just takes time. You gotta let it alone.”

But she couldn’t. She couldn’t stop calling or writing or driving
past the house. That was what it meant to love someone, right? You
couldn’t leave them, even if they hated you. You could never let them
go- She tried calling the house phone once or twice, until Monique
answered one evening,

“You've got some goddamn nerve,” she said.
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“Please,” Nadia said. That was the only word she seemed to say
now. “I just want to talk to her. Please.”

“I don’t think it matters what you want anymore,” Monique said.

SooN, A MONTH, then two months passed. She brewed her father’s
coffee in the morning—half regular, half decaf, the way he liked it.
She drove the Mothers to Upper Room and she cooked dinner for
her father in the evening. She thought about leaving—but then the
holiday season arrived, announced only by twinkling lights strewn in
palm trees and thick cotton rolled on lawns like snow. She had not
spent a single Christmas at home since her mother died. She’d imag-

ined them, eight years with no traditions, eight holidays where she

was emptied with loneliness. No one to hang the stockings or press -

silver cookie-cutters into dough or wrap garland around the mantel.

No one to root through the garage for the boxes her mother had care-

fully labeled wrapping paper or porch decorations. Just a California .

Christmas with none of the trimmings, an ordinary sunny day. But

this Christmas, she knelt in the garage with a pair of scissors, gently
opening the sealed boxes. She hung two stockings, not three, and
popped red and green bulbs into the post lights along the walkway.
She bought a fake tree from Walmart, nothing like the seven-foot
Douglas firs her father used to haul through the door, and assembled
it in the living room, pushing the wiry branches into place. She
clutched handfuls of the felt tree skirt, lush and green between her
fingers, and sniffed it, hoping to catch a wisp of her mother. She only
smelled dust and pine.

After Christmas, she thought about leaving again—this time,
she’'d even bookmarked flights—but each time, she felt something
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hold her back. Not yet. She couldn’t leave her father again, not
In the evenings, she lugged a kitchen chair to the coat closet me_,“,
could reach the photo albums her father had stored on the top &55
The album resting on her knees, she turned each page slowly, sta
at pictures of herself as a newborn, pale, wrinkly with beady eyel;
bundled in a yellow blanket. Her mother holding her in the romnx&w
bed, hair stuck to her sweaty forehead. She looked exhausted but # c
was smiling. Her body had split open, and she was smiling. Nadiy
turned the page. Now she was a baby, crawling near anonymous fe
she was a chubby toddler, chasing ducks at the park; she was 4 p
schooler, laughing and missing teeth. She passed the photo of :ou..
self curled in her father’s lap, the one she’d studied when he wa¥
overseas, as distant and foreign as war itself. He was smiling into the
camera, a tired smile like the one her mother had worn, but he still ‘.
looked satisfied—happy, even.

Sometimes, on his way to walk his slow laps in the backyard, her
father leaned over the couch to take a look at the albums. She turnéd

pages chronicling her first birthday, past photos of her in a high

chair, a party hat cocked to the side of her head. One night,s
reached a new page at the end of the album that held pictures of het
mother as a girl, in a dress and frilly socks, standing in front of 4
house with the flatness of Texas stretching behind her. In another
photo, her mother was a baby, fists buried in a birthday cake, red and
green icing smeared on her face. A taller boy hugged her, grinning
into the camera. He’d smeared icing on his face to match hers, |
When her father bent over the couch, she almost shut the _u:ag
album. But he stuck a finger on the page, next to the picture of the
smiling baby who would become her mother and then his wife.
“Who's this?” she asked, pointing at the boy.
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you could’ve known him. But those drugs got to him.” He shook his 4
head. “I always thought the war would kill us. Then we get back and

Clarence does it to himself. He introduced me to your mother and

now it’s just me. I'm the only one left.”

She and her father were survivors, abandoned by everyone but
each other. She watched television with him after dinner and drove |
him to church every Sunday morning. He could drive himself now §
but he still climbed in on the passenger’s side and she wondered if he §
worried that she might leave if she no longer felt needed. One Sun-
day, she followed him into the lobby, glancing around, as she always
did, hoping she might see Aubrey. Instead, Mrs. Sheppard pulled |

her aside.
“You heard from Aubrey?” she asked.
“Not lately,” Nadia said.

whether to believe her. Then she folded her arms across her chest.

“She won't talk to me,” Mrs. Sheppard said. “I don’t understand ,
it. I went down there the other day and rang the doorbell, but she

pretended she wasn’t home. And that white woman told me Aubrey’s
not receiving visitors. Since when have I been just a visitor?”

A familiar jealousy wedged between her ribs. “I'm sorry about
that,” she said.

“She’s pregnant, you know.”

Nadia’s breath caught. “She is?”

“She’s carrying my first grandbaby and she won't even talk to me.”
Mrs. Sheppard straightened her shoulders. “Luke won't tell me what
happened, but I know you had something to do with it. I tried to tell
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her. I tried to warn her about you—girls don’t listen to their mothers,
they never do.”

That Sunday morning, the pastor dabbed his forehead with his
handkerchief as he delivered his invitation, calling all who wanted to
welcome Jesus into their hearts to step forward, and she watched as-
people knelt at the altar, their palms lifted to the skies. Their shiny
faces, heads tilted back, hands raised as they swayed and sang. Dur-
ing prayer, Nadia would always peck at the others who bowed their
heads and closed their eyes, their hands floating toward the rafters,
while she stood motionless, her arms pressed against her sides. She
felt it then and she felt it every time during praise sessions, when she
glanced around the room of believers—the starkness of her own
loneliness.

As the choir sang “I Surrender All,” she hunched over the pew,
unable to stop her tears. Her father shifted beside her, and then she
felt his hand on her back. His other hand reached for hers, his rough
palm against her smooth skin.

“Do you want me to pray with you?” he whispered.

He lived in prayers and sermons, in scriptures she didn't under-
stand, and even though it had always made her feel so far from him,

she nodded. She closed her eyes and bowed her head.

THE MORNING SHE THOUGHT about returning home, Aubrey lay in
bed, fumbling with the lid on her prenatal vitamins. She should be up
by now—she’d set her alarm for a half hour ago—but pregnancy made
her sleepier than she’d ever imagined. When she first moved back to

her sister’s house, she’d slept endlessly, so many long, unaccounted
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hours that Monique thought she was depressed. She’d laughed at the
suggestion—couldn'’t she just be sad? Couldn'’t she be devastated with-
out there being some physical, chemical explanation’—but when she’d
seen Dr. Toby, he asked if she might be pregnant. She did the back-
ward math in her head and flushed, remembering that sloppy night on
the living room couch. The doctor had been right, after all. She’d just
needed a glass, or four, of wine.

“I thought you should kiow,” she'd ivid Luke.

The phone line had gone silent, and she’d checked her screen to
make sure the call hadn’t dropped. When Luke finally spoke, he
sounded choked-up, and in spite of everything, her eyes had watered too.

“Can I see you?” he’d said.

“Not now.”

“I won’t come over. I don’t have to come over but what about the

doctor. Can I come to the doctor’s?”

“I'm not ready,” she’d said.

He hadn’t asked when she would be. He had abandoned his early,
insistent attempts to convince her to return home. Now he circled
from a distance; she felt him swooping around her, waiting. She
hadn’t invited him to any of her appointments but she’d informed
him of important updates, like when she learned that the baby
was a girl. “A girl, wow,” Luke kept saying, and she thought about
Russell asking if Luke wanted a boy. But each time he repeated “A
girl, wow,” she felt his voice lifting into awe. A gender made a baby
seem real, no longer a wish. She imagined Luke lifting a little girl
above his head, a girl with her mother’s tight curls or her father’s
wispy ones, all gathered in a puff. A girl who would not travel from
home to home, who would not fear men clicking down hallways,

who would not fear anything, stretching her arms as Luke lifted her

254

THE MOTHERS

high, always sure that she would land safely against her father's
chest.

“Knock knock.” Monique leaned against the doorframe, yawning.
She was holding a glass of water.

“I was about to get it myself,” Aubrey said.

“T know. I was up.”

“You don’t have to check on me.”

“No one’s checking on you. I was up.”

The only thing more annoying than her sister checking on her
was how she always pretended that she wasn't. Monique eased over
the scattered sneakers on the carpet, the boxes Aubrey still hadn't
unpacked although she’d moved back in months ago, and set the
water on the nightstand. Then she leaned toward Aubrey’s belly and
said, “Good morning, baby girl.” She always told Aubrey that she
should talk to the baby more. At twenty weeks, a baby could hear. At
twenty weeks, a baby could recognize her mother’s voice. But Aubrey
talked to her baby the same way she talked to God, never aloud, only
inside herself. She swallowed her vitamins and hugged her belly.
There. I hate swallowing those and I did it for you. Anything for you.

“Where’s Kasey?” she asked.

“Sleeping,” Monique said. Then she smiled. “Hey, why don’t we
get some exercise? Let’s go for a run.”

“I don’t feel like it.”

“Why not?”

“You run too fast.”

“T'll jog, then. Come on—let’s just get out of the house. Itll be
good for you.”

Monique stooped, picking up the pair of sneakers off the floor.
She couldn't resist it, fixing things.
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“I think I'm going by the house today,” Aubrey said. “Just to pick
up a few things after work.”

Monique paused, kneeling in front of the closet. “Are you sure
that’s a good idea?” she said.

“It’s my house. You said that”

“But you still refuse to kick him out.”

“Where’s he supposed to go?”

“Idon’t know. He should've fucking thanghe abour that before”

“It’s not a big deal, Mo,” she said. “He works late today.”

“Do you want me tw go with you?”

“It’s fine,” she said. “T’l] be in and out.”

That night, she unlocked her front door and pushed it open slowly,
like entering a stranger’s home. She did not hang her keys on the
hook she’d made Luke nail to the wall because he always forgot where
he put his. She did not slide her jacket on a hanger in the closet or
even take off her shoes. She paused at the side table where they set the
mail—a stack of letters from Nadia. She did not open them, because
she knew what they would say, but she flipped them over to ensure
the seal was intact. Luke hadn’t opened them either. She thought, as
she often did, of the two of them whispering about her in bed. Stop,
she told herself. A cord stretched from her to her baby girl, but she
wondered if, along with food and nutrients, she was sending other
things to her child. If baby could feed off her sadness, Maybe that
cord never broke. Maybe she was still feeding off her mother.

She flipped on the light in the guest room that she and Luke had
imagined as a nursery. Before their years of infertility, back when
they were newly married and hopeful, pointing at blank spaces and
conjuring a crib, a planet mobile, walls painted a color soft and

dreamlike. Her sister had brought her paint swatches to study, bu
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as she and Luke had imagined. She heard the lock click in the door
way and closed her eyes. She’d lied to her sister earlier—she knew
Luke came home early on Thursdays but she was too ashamed to
admit she missed him. She was not supposed to be the type of
woman who forgave so readily—but she didn’t feel like a woman at
all anymore. She carried 2 girl inside her, a girl both she and Lulke,
and she had become three people in one, an odd trinity.

“Wow,” T uke said, when she turned around.

He had not seen her since she'd called to tell him she was preg-
nant. She felt his eyes slide over her body, her swelling stomach, the
ugly maternity sweatpants, and he seemed to marvel at the sight.
Maybe she wasn’t a5 beautiful as Nadia, as brave, as smart—but she
was the mother of his child, She and Nadia lived on a forever tilting
floor between love and envy, and she finally felt that floor tilt until
she could stand. She was birthing the kept child. She had something
Nadia never would, and for the first time, she felt triumphant over
Nadia Turner.

“Do you still see her>” she said.

“No,” he said. “Never. Aubrey, I just—"

“Or talk to her?”

He shook his head. She didn’t ask if he still loved her, because she
feared the answer.

‘I didn’t come back to see you,” she said. “I've been thinking
about the nursery and my sister’s house is too small—"

“Of course,” he said. “Let’s do it here. What do you want? I'l]
get it.”

She imagined the two of them assembling the nursery piece by
piece, the way she and her sister had redecorated the guest room
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when she first moved in. They’d created the bedroom from Aubrey’s
fantasies, a room she had imagined while sleeping on trundles and
couches and motel cots, a room she had assembled in her mind when
she needed a place to hide. Her mother’s boyfriend touched her and
she hung a picture frame, spread a thick quilt on the bed, traced the
floral wallpaper with her fingernail.

She and Luke could create a beautiful world for their daughter
and she wouldn’t know any different

“I have to think about it some more,” she said.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay. Think all you want.” He slid his hands in
his pockets, taking a tiny step toward her. “Can I—is she kick-
ing yet?”

“No,” she said. “Not yet. I'll tell you when she kicks.”

She headed to the front door, past the key hook, the coat closet,
the side table. Then she paused and grabbed Nadia’s stack of letters.
The most recent one had no return address, only the words Please

Jorgive me written on the envelope in smudged blue ink.

By FesruaRy, Nadia’s father had started taking slow walks around
the block in the evening. He wore a navy blue windbreaker zipped up
to his neck and she perched on the front steps, watching him make
one slow loop and then another. He no longer needed her help, but
she still did small things for him, cooking dinner and washing his
clothes. Every two weeks, she cut his hair with her mother’s clippers,
wondering what her mother would say if she could see them now, if
she’d be surprised by how their lives had melded, if she’d foreseen
this in the moment she pushed her little girl forward and urged her
to kiss her daddy hello. The February bar exam came and went, and
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Nadia started thinking about July. She could take the California baz; |
not the Illinois, and move back home for good. Find a job somes
where close, maybe downtown San Diego, only a forty-minute drive
away, so she could still take her father to church on Sundays. She
could do what every girl in Oceanside did: marry a Marine and
dream of nowhere else. What was not to love about this place where
there were no winters and no snow? She could find a nice man and
iive 1n this eternal summer.

One evening, while she watched her father disappear around the
corner, Luke’s truck pulled up in front of the house. Her breath
hitched, and she clambered to her feet as he headed up her driveway.

“Hi,” he said. “Can I come in?”

She stepped inside silently, Luke following her. She suddenly felt
exposed—she was wearing bunchy sweatpants and a baggy Michi-
gan shirt, her hair pulled into a sloppy bun—and she glanced around
the living room, the floor she hadn’t yet swept, her stacks of books
on the coffee table. But why did it matter? Those days of impressing
him were over, weren't they? Besides, he knew her. What part of her
life was unseen to him? They both paused in the entrance, as if ven-
turing further into the house breached an unspoken agreement.
Then she started into the kitchen—a safe room—and he followed
her slowly, his hands in his pockets.

“Heard from Aubrey?” he said.

“No,” she said.

“She took your letters.”

“She did?”

“The ones you sent to the house. I don’t know if she read them
but she took them.”

For the first time in months, her chest felt lighter. Aubrey might
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never forgive her, but at least now she might know how sorry Nadia
was. She filled a glass with water and handed it to Luke.

“I heard about your baby,” she said. “Congrats.”

He took a long sip before setting the glass on the counter.
“My mom?”

“Your mom.”

“It don’t feel real yet,” he said. “I don’t know if every guy feels like

ehne L

taat Of it it's jusi—I tean, she e-maiied me the sonogram. T guess 1

always thought I'd be in the room to see it.”

Nadia thought of her own sonogram, the faceless splotch against
the dark backdrop. She'd never told Luke that she had seen it. It
would hurt him, knowing that she’d seen their baby and he hadn't.
He leaned against the wall, sliding his hands back into his pockets.

“I got something to ask you,” he said.

“What?”

“Can you talk to Aubrey?”

“I told you, she won't talk to me—"

“Maybe it’s different now,” he said. “She took the letters. You can

tell her what happened—how you were sad about your dad and how

shit just got complicated because of everything that happened before—"

“You want me to take the blame,” she said.

“Don't say it like that.”

“That’s what you're fucking saying—"

“T'want to see my daughter,” he said. “I want to know her.”

So they were having a girl. In a way, she felt relieved. She’d been
hoping their baby would be a girl. Baby was, or had been, a boy, and
if this new baby had been a boy too, it would've felt like Baby had

been not just replaced but overwritten completely. But that was a

stupid thought. She had no way of knowing whether Baby was a boy 4§
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or not, and how dare she care if he'd been replaced, a child she _._pm},«
even wanted in the first place. Not the way Luke wanted his git,
She could do this for him, take the fall. She imagined herself deliv
ering this version of the story, the version that his mother undoubt+
edly already believed. That she had seduced Luke, that she had
ensnared a good man who was only trying to help her care for her
sick father. Would Aubrey believe this? Would any woman truly be-
iieve this, besides one who needed to?

“I hope she forgives you,” she said. “I hope you're there for her. You
were never there for me. You left me in that clinic. I had to handle
everything on my own—"

“Nadia—"

“I'm sorry,” she said. “But I'm not lying for you. I'm not lying to
her anymore.”

Luke left quietly. She followed him into the entrance, where her
father was standing in the entryway, unzipping his jacket. He frowned
as Luke brushed past him.

“What's going on?” he said.

“Nothing,” she said. “Just Luke Sheppard saying hi.”

A cHILDHOOD'S WORTH of terrible Christmas gifts lived in Nadia’s
drawers. Her father found them all the afternoon he searched her
things. He wasn't a good gift-giver—his wife had always bested him—
but he’d still spent hours every December inside department stores,
picking out necklaces with little swicly shapes, charm bracelets, any-
thing covered in pink rhinestones. Pretty, frilly things he thought a
girl would want, like pajamas with an actor’s face on them, clunky

jewelry, a lavender cell phone case. He found most of these still in her
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nightstand drawers as he sifted through her things. He liked to think
that she kept them because she treasured his gifts, but he knew better.
His daughter was not sentimental, not about him. Love was not the
same as sentiment. Most likely, she couldn’t be bothered to throw his
gifts away. In the bottom of one drawer, he found the gift he'd been
most proud of, a ceramic box covered with lavender flowers. It had
reminded him of a jewelry box his mother used to own; as a boy, he’'d
run his fingers over the sculpted flowers, amazed by the types of
things women owned. prettiness for prettv's sake.

He didn’t know what he was looking for. A receipt? A medical
document? Some evidence that the clinic he’d overheard her arguing
with Luke Sheppard about wasn’t the one downtown. By the time
his daughter pulled into the driveway, he had emptied her night-
stand drawers, covering her bedspread in metallic wallets, fuzzy
socks, sparkly earrings still attached to cardboard. She walked in to
find him sitting on the edge of her bed, the ceramic box in his lap.
In his hands, he held a golden pair of baby feet.
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n the early morning, Upper Room was cloaked in quiet, which Nadia
¥ knew, because years ago, she’d spent a summer of mornings there.
In those days, when she was seventeen and wounded and desperate to
prove herself worthy of anyone’s attention, she had traveled the silent
hallways alone, carrying a mug of coffee from the pastor’s office to
the first lady’s. She’d made that journey each morning, and when
she’d poured the steaming cup under Mother Betty’s watchful eye,
she’d glanced at the pastor’s closed door and wondered what he was
doing inside. His work seemed mysterious, unlike his wife’s, which
was industrious and practical. Sometimes he'd entered the office after
she had, smiling at her as he bustled past, a thick Bible under his arm.

Other times he was on the phone when she walked in, his back turned

although she could see his hands playing with the curly cord. Once,

she’d watched him guide a couple into his office for counseling and

she imagined how the pastor might conduct a session. How he would
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lean back in his creaking leather chair at strategic moments—away
when he made a point, toward them when they spoke—how he
would seem wise and understanding. That summer, she’d wondered
about the types of people who arranged to see the pastor early in the
morning. These were the most damaged people, probably, the ones
who needed the most help, the ones most worried about what might
happen if anyone else in the congregation discovered their problems.
She’d never imagined that years later, she and her father would be
two of those people, arriving at the pastor’s office as the sun hight-
ened the skv.

The pastor jolted when they walked in. He'd been sitting behind
his desk, bent over an open Bible and stacks of legal pads, writing a
sermon, probably, which made arriving at his office unannounced
seem even more wrong. But her father had walked into her room
that morning and said, “We're going to see the pastor,” with such
firmness, she couldn’t contradict him. She’d spent a long, sleepless
night, picturing her father sitting on her bed, surrounded by her
emptied drawers, holding the baby feet. His eyes had shimmered
with tears.

“You went through my stuff?” she'd said, weakly.

“You did this thing?” he said. “You did this thing behind my
back?”

He’d refused to name her sin, which shamed her even more. So
she’d told him the truth. How she’d secretly dated Luke, and discov-
ered that she was pregnant, and how the Sheppards had given her the
money for the abortion. Her father had listened silently, head bowed,
wringing his hands, and when she finished, he sat there a moment
longer before standing up and walking out of her room. He was in

shock, and she didn’t understand why. Didn’t he know by now that
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you could never truly know another person? Hadn't her mother
taught them both that? Now she and her father stood in the pastor’s
doorway and the pastor gazed up at both of them. Then he cleared
his throat, gesturing to the burgundy chairs across from his desk.

“Why don’t you two sit down?” he said calmly.

“No,” her father said. “You don’t give me orders. She was just a girl,
you son of a bitch, and you knew what your boy had done to her—"

“It was handled, Robert—"

“Handled how? Handled by you? You the one who made her do
this? Or your boy?”

“Let’s just talk about this now,” the pastor said, easing out of his
chair. “Anger won't solve anything—"

“Damn right I'm angry! You wouldn’t be angry, Pastor? If this
was your girl?”

Her father wanted someone to blame, and how easy it would be to
give this to him. She could be the innocent girl, bullied into that
unnatural surgery by a selfish boy and his hypocritical father. Across
the desk, the pastor rubbed his eyes, like he was suddenly fatigued by
the truth.

“Tknew,” he said. “T knew that we shouldn’t have given you that
money. It’s arrogant. Interfering with a life the Lord has already
created.”

“No,” she said. “No one made me do anything. I couldn

’

t—1
didn’t want a baby.”

“So you kill it>” her father said.

He was disgusted with her, which was worse than his anger. After
all, hadnt he and her mother not been ready to be parents? And
hadn't they raised her anyway? What was wrong with her? Why

couldn’t she have been stronger?
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“No one made me do anything,” she said again. Her mother was
dead now, long gone, but she might have been proud to know that
her daughter did not blame anyone for her choices. She was that

strong, at least.

ON HER LAST NIGHT in California, Nadia asked the cabdriver to
stop at Monique and Kasey’s house on the way to the airport. She cat
at the curb for five minutes, watching the meter tick up, until the
husky Filipino driver rolled down the window to light a cigarette.

“You going in or . . .” he said.

“Give me a minute,” she said.

He shrugged and tapped his ashes outside the window. She leaned
against the glass, watching the smoke lick and curl. Her father had
stood in the doorway of her bedroom, watching her pack her suit-
case. “You don't have to go,” he’d kept saying, out of a desire for her
to stay or just politeness, she couldn’t tell. He would be settling into
his armchair right now, growing re-accustomed to the silence. He
might turn on the television to fill the home with sound. Maybe he
missed how simple his life had been without her, all his easy rou-
tines. He would have to find a new church now—he hadn’t even
looked the pastor in the eye when they’d left his office—but what
other church would have a need for a lonely man and his truck? She
imagined her father traveling from church to church, forever carting
someone else’s load, keeping nothing for himself.

She finally climbed out of the cab and rang the doorbell. After
the second ring, Aubrey cracked open the door. Her stomach curved

like a beach ball over her maternity pants. She was pregnant in a way
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that Nadia had once feared; in the days following her pregnancy test,
she’d lifted her shirt in front of the mirror and stared at a flat
stomach that ballooned in front of her eyes until it hung immovably
over her jeans. When she’d called to make her appointment at the
clinic, the man who answered the phone told her that before he
could finalize the date, she had to listen to a recording explaining
her other options. “I'm sorry,” he’d said, “it’s just something the
clinic is required to da” He did sound genuinely sorry, and when
she’d fallen silent on the other end, he told her that he had no way of
knowing whether she actually listened to the whole thing. So as soon
as the recording started, she’d quietly set her phone on her desk. She
didn’t need to listen to know that she didn’t want to be heavy with
another person’s life.

But Aubrey didn’t look scared. She seemed comfortable in her
big sweater, a hand resting on her stomach, as if to remind herself
that it was still there. She wanted this baby and that was the differ-
ence: magic you wanted was a miracle, magic you didn’t want was a
haunting.

“Congratulations,” Nadia said.

She tried to smile—this was the hardest part, wasn’t it When the
ease of friendship began to instead require drudging effort. When
you stood on the welcome mat instead of trouncing right through the
door. She searched Aubrey’s face, for kindness or for anger, but found
neither, only a quiet steadiness as Aubrey glanced down, wrapping
her sweater tighter around herself.

“You lied to me,” she said.

“I know.”

“For years. You both did.”
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“And I'm 50 sorry. I just didn’t know how to—

“Is that your cab?”

She felt Aubrey gaze past her shoulder to the cabdriver smoking
at the curb. “I'm flying back tonight,” she said.

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

“So that’s your plan. You do this to me and now you're just gonna
leave.”

“Can I come in a second?”

Aubrey hesitated. For a long moment, Nadia thought she would
say no, then she stepped aside and Nadia entered the little white house
that had once been her home, past the cardboard boxes scattered on
the floor, into the kitchen where 2 sonogram hung on the refrigera-
tor. She leaned closer. There she was, a baby girl. Twenty weeks old
and healthy, ten fingers, ten toes. At twenty weeks, a baby looked
human.

“My dad found out,” Nadia said. “About my abortion.”

“Oh.” Aubrey’s voice was soft. “Is he mad}”

Nadia shrugged. She didn’t want to talk about her father, not
now. She turned back to the sonogram on the refrigerator, imagin-
ing herself in the room, holding Aubrey’s hand as the doctor slid the
wand on her stomach. The doctor would laugh when he squeezed
into the crowded room—he usually didn’t see patients bring in their
entire families. No one would correct him that Nadia wasn’t family.
She’d join the circle forming around Aubrey—Monique holding her
other hand, Kasey touching her shoulders—as all four women watched
the baby appear, backlit and washed in white light. Could she feel
their awe while they watched her on the screen? Could she feel that
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she was already encased in love? Or could a baby sense when he was:
not wanted?

“What does it feel like?” Nadia asked. “Being pregnant.”

“It’s strange,” Aubrey said. “Your body isn't yours anymore.
Strangers will just touch your stomach and ask how far along you
are. What makes them think they can do that? But you're not just
you anymore. And sometimes it’s scary because I'll never be just me
again. And sometimes it’s nice because I'll be more than that.” She
leaned against the wall. “But other times I think, what happens if I
dou't love this baby?”

“Of course you will. How could you not?”

“I don’t know. That’s what happened to us, right?”

Sometimes Nadia wished that were true. It'd be much simpler to
accept that she had been unloved. It'd be much simpler to hate her
mother for leaving her. But then she remembered her mother offer-
ing her seashells at the beach and sitting up with her all night when
she was sick, pressing a hand against her hot forehead and then kiss-
ing her, as if that kiss could detect fever better than a thermometer.
Nothing about her mother had ever been simple—her life or her
death—and her memory wouldn’t be either.

“Maybe they did,” Nadia said. “At least the best they could.”

“Then that’s even scarier,” Aubrey said.

She hugged her stomach. Inside of her was a whole new person,
which was as miraculous as it was terrifying. Who would you be
when you weren't just you anymore?

“Do you have a name for her yet?” Nadia asked.

Aubrey paused, then shook her head. She was lying. She had
probably thought up lists of names since the baby was just a prayer.
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But she didn’t want to tell Nadia and Nadia had no right to know.
Still, after she hugged Aubrey good-bye, after she climbed back in
the cab, after she leaned against the airplane window and watched
San Diego shrink beneath her, she imagined herself in the hospital
one morning after she received the call. She would pace outside the
nursery, looking past the rows of newborns in pink and blue beanies,
until she found her. She would know her by sight, the swirling light
wrapped in a pink blanket, a child sown from two people she would

always love. She would know the baby she will never know.

IN THE BEGINNING, there was the word, and the word brought about
the end.

‘The news spread in only two days, thanks to Betty. She would
later tell us that she had not meant to cause any harm. Yes, she had
leaked personal, private information but that was only because she
hadn’t realized it was so personal and private. She had just been
going about her business one morning, unlocking the doors around
the church, when she’d heard loud voices in the pastor’s office. Of
course she’d gone to check on what was happening. Wasn't that her
duty? What if the pastor had needed help? Crazier things had hap-
pened. She’d read in US4 Today about a minister in Tennessee who
had been stabbed by a crazy congregant. And she’d seen a segment
on 60 Minutes about a church in Cleveland that had been robbed by
a few hoodlums who had suspiciously known exactly where the tithes
were kept. When we asked what exactly she aimed to do if the pastor
had, in fact, been held at knifepoint in his office, she had dismissed
us with a wave and insisted we let her return to her story. So she had

gone to investigate the loud voices, and when she’d drawn near, she
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had peeked around the corner through the crack in the %5-33 door
and guess who she’d seen inside? 3

“Robert Turner,” she whispered across the bingo table. u@ﬁba
and carryin’ on. He called Pastor an §.0.B.—can you believe it”

Of course we couldn't, which was why Betty looked so delighted
to tell us. We could hardly imagine Robert even getting angry, let
alone swearing at the pastor in his own office.

“For what?” Hattie asked.

“I don’t know,” Betty said, but her slow smile told us she had a
good idea. “But his daughter was there and Robert kept saying ‘she
was just a girl’ and the pastor said he was just helping the girl but
Robert said she’s his child, it’s no one’s place to be helping her with

n

nothin’” She paused. “Y’all know what I think? I think there were a
baby and now there ain’t one.”

We were disgusted but not shocked. You read about it in the
papers every day, girls getting rid of their babies. Weren't nothing
new about it. When we were coming up, we all had a girlfriend or a
cousin or a sister who had been sent off to live with an aunty when
her shamed mother learned that she was in a family way. Some of our
own mothers had taken these girls in and we'd peeped them chang-
ing through cracks in the door. We'd seen pregnant women before
but pregnancy worn on a girl’s body was different, the globe of a belly
hanging over cotton panties embroidered with tiny pink bows. For
years, we'd flinched when boys touched us, afraid that even a hand
on our thigh would invite that thing upon us. But if we had become
sent-off girls, we would have borne it like they did, returning home
mothers. The white girls ended up in trouble as often as us colored
girls. But at least we had the decency to keep our troubles.

“Y'all think—"
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“Of course.”

“Lord have mercy.”

“Y’all think Latrice know?”

“Is there anything around here she don’t know?”

The Turner girl and her unwanted baby. For days, we could think
of nothing else, and although we’d promised to keep the secret
amongst ourselves, the truth trickled out anyway. Later, we would
blame each other even though we never determined who'd been the

rxr

{irst one to run her mouth. Was it Betty, who'd ioved the attention so
much when she shared the story that she hadn't been able to stop
herself from giving a repeat performance to someone else? Or Hattie,
maybe, who had shared a ride home with Sister Willis, a woman who
couldn’t, as we all knew, hold water? Or maybe someone had just
overheard us at bingo and the story had spawned from there. We
were all guilty in a way, which meant that none of us were guilty and
all of us were surprised that next Sunday, when Magdalena Price
walked out of service right in the middle of the pastor’s sermon. The
pastor glanced up, watching her go, and stuttered for a moment, like
he’d lost his place. He was preaching on overcoming fear, a sermon
that we’d heard him deliver dozens of times. What could he have
said to offend her? Then that Wednesday, during midweek Bible
study, we heard Third John tell Brother Winston that the pastor had
paid Nadia Turner five thousand dollars to not have that baby, how
else do you think she was able to go off to that big school? In Upper
Room’s imaginings, the girl grew younger, the check larger, the pas-
tor’s motives darker. He’d paid her to kill her child because he’d been
afraid that the pregnancy would hurt his ministry or maybe he just
didn’t want his kin mixing with Turner stock. Remember how crazy

her mama was? Remember, as if any of us could ever forget.
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Then the reporter came. A white boy fresh out of college, wearing,
melon-colored pants and a blond ponytail. We didn’t take him seri»
ously at first, melon pants and all, until he told us that he’d heard. ,
that our pastor had paid off a pregnant girl, a minor too, and did we -
care to comment? He stood on our front steps in a wide stance, pef -
above his notepad, the way policemen always stand, 2 hand near
their holster, as if to remind you they could take your life anytime
they wanted. We told him we didn’t know nothing. He sighed, flip-
ping that notepad shut.

“I figured wise women such as yourselves would want to know
what your pastor’s been up to,” he said.

We wanted to chase him off those steps with a broom. Get! Get
out our house! Who was he to poke around, turning up our rugs?
Who was he to tell our stories? But he wrote it up anyway. One of the
photographers had an aunty who went to Upper Room and was will-
ing to talk. Some folks will say anything just to see their name in
print. At that point, it didn’t much matter if his story was true. The
earthquake came, the one we’d been expecting over the years. New
members dried up. Old members stopped coming. Pastors around
the city turned down invitations to visit and stopped inviting Pastor
to their churches. Some days, Betty said, she sat in the pastor’s office
with nothing to do, no schedule to fill, no appointments to make.

Years later, after Upper Room’s doors had finally shuttered, we
paid Latrice Sheppard a visit. She invited us inside, offered us tea and
cookies, but never an apology.

“I did what any mother would've done,” she said. “That girl should
be thanking me. I gave her life.”
But none of us were sure what type of life Nadia Turner was living.

We hadn't seen her in years. Hattie said she’d settled down in one of
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those big East Coast cities like New York or Boston. She was a big
lawyer now, living in a tall building with a doorman who tipped his
cap to her when she came bustling in from out of the snow. Betty said
she never settled down and she was still tlitting around the world,
from Paris to Rome to Cape Town, never resting anywhere. Flora
said she heard about a woman on CNN who’d tried to kill herself in
Millennium Park. She hadn't caught the name but the photo looked
just like the Turner girl, the same ambered skin and light eyes. Could
that be her? Agnes said she didn’t know but she’d felt in her spirit that
the girl would think abour killing herself later in life, maybe even
more than once, and each time, she would instead live. She got her
mother in her, holding the knife, and her own spirit flinted over, and

each time they struck, she would spark. Her whole life, a spark.

WE’VE SEEN HER one last time.

A year ago, maybe, on a Sunday morning that, like all Sunday
mornings since Upper Room died, we have spent together. We're too
old to find a new church now, so each Sunday, we gather to read the
Word and pray. No one leaves us prayer cards anymore, but we inter-
cede anyway, imagining what the congregation might still need. If
Tracy Robinson still has a taste for liquor, if Robert Turner has fin-
ished mourning his dead wife. We pray for Aubrey Evans and Luke
Sheppard, who, in the dying days of Upper Room, we’d seen together
in the lobby with their baby—together, but not quite so, the way you
can fix a hole in a worn pair of pants but they never look new. On
Sunday mornings, we pray for everyone who comes to mind and after,
we sit on the balcony outside Flora’s room and eat lunch. But that

Sunday, we'd glanced out and seen Robert Turner’s truck heading
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down the street. We were delighted to catch a g
instead, we saw his daughter driving. She was old 1
ties maybe, but she looked the same, hair flowing d
ders, sunglasses covering eyes that glittered in the s
hanging out the window held no ring but we imagi
somewhere, a man she could get rid of when she
because she would never put herself in the position
had she returned to town? Flora thought Robert mig
but Hattie pointed out the flattened boxes filling
Maybe she was helping her daddy move. Maybe she w:
home with her, wherever her home now was, and mayb
she’d seemed so peaceful, because this was the last ti
step inside her dead mother’s house. Agnes swore she say
bie bag on the passenger’s seat—a gift, perhaps, for Aubr
We imagined her walking up the steps with the present a
in front of the girl, a girl who wouldn’t exist if her own child

Then she disappeared around the corner, and as quickly

colorful threads and we chase it, wrapping it around our hg

more tumbles out. She’s her mother’s age now. Double her g

age. You're our mother. We're climbing inside of vou.
g g y
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