
        
            
                
            
        

    


Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: The Burning Side: A Novel, by Sarah Damoff. Simon & Schuster. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]





There are a hundred paths through the world that are easier than loving.

But, who wants easier?

Mary Oliver, “March,” from White Pine










June 10, 2022

THE NIGHT THEIR HOUSE GOES up in flames, April stumbles out the front door with her baby in one arm and a book in the other. Otto points his little finger over her shoulder at the house, yelling unintelligible warnings.

Leo is still inside, grabbing Sadie from her bed.

A fist of dark smoke punches through a window and races out into the sky. At the sound of glass exploding, April glances back. The fire is coming from the kitchen.

Her legs carry her away from their home of almost a decade, her lungs eagerly drawing in air. She blows on Otto’s red face as she runs—the heat came fast. Sixty yards down their driveway, she turns around mumbling, “Why aren’t they out yet?” Coughing, she can’t do anything but watch flames pour from the kitchen window. She doesn’t realize it, but she is repeating Sadie’s name.

The wail of a siren gets closer. Everything is happening too fast and too slow. April’s vision blurs as reds and blues swirl across her skin, strands of hair sticking to her forehead.

Moving lips appear in front of her. “Is anyone still inside?”

Another face beside the first. “She’s in shock.”

A heavy hand on her shoulder. “Ma’am, look at me.”

She does, and the eyes she sees are green like Leo’s. The lips repeat, “Is anyone still inside?”

April nods. “My—”

But the men are already running toward the blaze.

As they sprint to the house, Leo busts through the door with an arm shielding his face and Sadie slung over his shoulder. Behind him, the front corner of the house begins to yaw. Then, a deafening crack.

Pressing Otto to her chest, April sprints back up the driveway toward her daughter as more men emerge from the truck with oxygen masks and hose lines. Their feet are moving faster than April’s thoughts. But through the forest of helmeted men, she sees Sadie start to cry. April’s own eyes prickle in relief, her knees giving out. She sinks to the ground, her book and baby still in her talonlike grasp. Otto pats her face. Flames dance across his wide, dark irises.

The sight before them is mesmerizing, the fire a bright and beautiful terror. April has never had such a hard time believing something that’s happening right in front of her eyes. It’s as bright as the middle of the day, as though the sun has dropped into their very kitchen. But surrounding this inferno, it’s dark. And unlike the kitchen side, the other side of the house stands unbothered. Smug, almost.

Then Leo is standing in front of her, panting. “Sadie’s hyperventilating over with the paramedics. She wants you.”

April looks up the six feet of her husband as he lifts Otto into his own arms. He’s pouring sweat, with smears of soot across his shins. Before Leo became a dad, April knew he would be a good one, and she was right.

“April.”

Dazed, she asks, “Are you okay?” It strikes her as dangerous that his feet are bare.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

She rises, nodding. Sadie needs her. Otto needs her. Leo does not need her.

Her knees quake again as she realizes how the fire must have started: she had boiled pasta for dinner. As she spooned it onto plates for the kids, Leo had told her quietly that he wants a divorce. She had figured this was coming, but had she checked that the burner was off?

With a swell of regret in her chest, she pushes the book into Leo’s hand and then dashes toward Sadie.

Leo is left watching firefighters pop windows from their frames. Hours ago, you could have looked through those windows and seen their two children giggling at cartoons, waiting for buttered noodles. They had left the kitchen a mess. Dinner dishes and sippy cups. Then it was the middle of the night and smoke was creeping through the house. By the time it was dense enough to trigger the alarm, it was bad. There was so much distance to cover: smoke had to travel to the alarm, then the alarm had to break through the barrier of sleep. Of dreams. Leo had jolted awake on the floor in Otto’s room, where he had been sleeping for weeks now. As soon as he did the groggy math of sound plus smell plus heat, he scrambled to his feet and started running. Started shouting, APRIL!

April.

Leo’s pocket vibrates. He tucks the book under his arm and pulls out his phone, which he grabbed when he realized that something was very wrong.

It is 1:19 in the morning, and the text is from Deb. STAY WITH US.

Leo looks toward his wife, who is smoothing their frightened daughter’s hair. April must have gotten out with her phone too, and she must have just called her parents.

Otto’s head gets heavy with sleep on Leo’s shoulder as firefighters line the burning side of the house. Their hoses snake across grass, boots clomping through flower beds. Leo could be wrong, but it seems like the fire is spreading. He thinks about the table and chairs recently inherited from April’s late aunt. The groceries they just purchased yesterday—he had thrown Sadie’s favorite pretzels into the cart last-minute as a surprise. He thinks about this while the fire rages, about the pretzels he had bought for his daughter.

All their clothes are still in the house except the ones on their backs: Otto’s duck onesie, Sadie’s ruffled nightgown, and April’s beige sweats. Leo sleeps in nothing but boxers, so only now does he look down to check what he managed to throw on: an ancient Radiohead T-shirt and a pair of American flag swim trunks, the first things out of his drawer in the dark. Between the second his clothes were in his hand to the second they were on his body, he had started to taste the smoke.

A new panic stabs him now: his son could have lost consciousness from smoke, not sleep. So Leo jostles Otto, who wakes easily and fusses. It has only been a matter of minutes—seven, maybe eight—since they escaped.

Leo takes Otto over to the paramedics who are with Sadie. Her breathing has steadied. A paramedic turns and says, “Let’s get that bleeding cleaned and bandaged.”

Alarmed, Leo and April both scan their baby’s body. They hadn’t realized Otto was bleeding. But the paramedic says, “Not him.”

Leo looks down to find a gash on his own arm. He has no idea how he got it. It was hard to see anything as he tumbled out of the house with his daughter. Some details are hazy while others are hauntingly vivid: Sadie’s whimper as he pulled her from the island of her bed, the smallness of her arms as she latched them around his neck. Leo had considered hurling her out of the house just to get her out faster.

The paramedic dabs Leo’s arm with ointment and says, “It will take a while to put this one out. We recommend you go ahead and evacuate. Officer Nelson can escort you to a hotel, and the department will be in touch with reentry details.”

It startles Leo that they might just leave their home in its distress.

April says, “We can go to my parents’ house.” She hesitates and looks at Leo. “Right?”

Leo frowns, registering this entire devastating situation. He would have died for April tonight, no question. But he’s trying to end this marriage—not go stay indefinitely in her childhood home. He and April have barely been speaking, have been sleeping in different rooms. He can’t manage all these wearisome logistics with her. And he definitely can’t stay at Deb and Billy’s house.

But when he looks from April to Sadie to Otto, he knows that he will. Of course he will.

Behind the young man with his medical equipment, their house burns. The crew is moving through ventilation tactics, the smoke and flames changing color but not giving up. One of the men shouts something about orders to take the roof.

Otto stares down his nose in fascination at the paramedic checking his vital signs.

“Baby sounds beautiful.” The man smiles. “Y’all are clear.”

The air undulates with heat as the family of four piles into Officer Nelson’s Tahoe.

When Nelson shifts into reverse, Leo and April lock eyes. This seems so wrong. They can’t just leave everything behind.

Except that’s exactly what they’ve been trying to do.

So, shoulder to shoulder in the back of a police car, they both turn their gazes away.

It’s easier to look at their burning house than at each other.






Part One SPARKS






APRIL

2011

I TAKE ARGYLE HIGH SCHOOL’S front steps two at a time. The marching band is practicing in the parking lot. The speaker-amplified metronome echoes through the morning air like a giant ticking clock. I’m a college graduate who still hasn’t mastered the art of getting places before eight in the morning. Jonathan will be waiting for me at that scuffed desk, his pencil beside him with the eraser chewed off.

“There a fire or something?”

I startle at the deep voice.

I turn to see a tall guy in corduroy pants. “What?”

“I’ve just never seen a student run so fast toward summer school.”

My cheeks warm. “I’m a tutor, actually.” I hike up my backpack, wishing I hadn’t worn braids. “A late tutor,” I say.

“Ah.” He transfers a binder from one arm to the other. “I’m Leo.” He extends his hand. “A late teacher.” In-service has just started for the new school year.

I chuckle and shake his hand. “April.”

He releases my hand and opens the school door, nodding for me to go ahead.

I walk into the familiar blast of cool air. Behind us, the door closes and mutes the marching band. The hallway is dark after the bright eastern sun, and I glance back. With polite nods, the teacher and I turn, and we go our separate ways.



“Sorry I’m late!” I drop my backpack onto a blue plastic chair.

Without looking up, Jonathan Gutierrez grins and shakes his head. “Hey, miss.”

I take him in: his hoodie and ear gauges. His book and eraserless pencil. It’s been a great summer, and I’m dreading the approaching autumn, when I’ll have to make some sort of decision about what to do with my life. I’m already doing what I want. But as far as I know, tutoring is a job for adolescents. For summers and part-time hours and minimum wage. Not for a college grad whose parents have been asking for a year what I’m going to do as though what I am doing counts for nothing.

Jonathan won’t admit it, but I can tell he’s enjoying The Count of Monte Cristo. Some days, he asks for just a few more pages, and on those days I stay as long as I can. It merits celebration when someone with dyslexia wants to keep reading.

When I got my own diagnosis in elementary school, I wondered why they gave it such a hard name. For years, I called it dills-hex-ya until my sister, Josie, said I sounded like a spell-casting pickle. After that, I didn’t say the name at all.

I’m barely seated before Jonathan begins reading. I relax into the starts and stops of his voice, so much smoother than a few months ago. Now I hear inflection and emotion, which doesn’t just tell me he understands the story—it tells me he’s enjoying it. Last semester, he flunked everything related to reading comprehension.

While dyslexia is one of the most difficult things I’ve faced, for Jonathan it’s only one page in a whole book of hardships. Teachers know home life is part of education, which means it comes into the job. But it needs a delicate touch, and the learning curve is real. Like when I brought some hand-me-down clothes from my brother and Jonathan only mumbled thanks, stuffing them deep into his bag as pink spread across his face. Despite Jonathan having only two ragged outfits, Cameron’s clothes remain nowhere to be seen.

Food is different, though. Jonathan accepts it, even asking for vending machine change he knows I’m not supposed to give. Just one bag of Cheetos, miss. But Mom has started cooking extras for him, so at the end of our sessions, I pull Tupperware from my bag.

Today I have muffins, boiled eggs, and tangerines. Jonathan dog-ears his page. He peels one of the eggs with great effort, and I refrain from helping.

Instead I say, “So, junior year.”

He lifts his eyebrows. “Yeah?”

“You ready for it?”

“Don’t know. Am I?”

I nod. “Absolutely.”

“You know, miss?” He finally gets the eggshell off. “This shit’s been all right. I’ve, uh, learned a lot.” He puts the whole egg into his mouth and somehow manages to chew.

I smile. My superiors cautioned against a thick book for a kid with dyslexia, but I respectfully disagreed. In the right hands, it doesn’t feel like expectation but invitation. Belief, even.

“You’ve made incredible progress, kid.”

He swallows the egg. “Let’s just hope I get Mr. Torres this year.”

At this, I roll my eyes. All summer, it’s been Mr. Torres this and Mr. Torres that. Jonathan talks like the only way he’ll be able to graduate is if the scheduling stars align and he gets Mr. Torres for history.

“You’re going to do awesome no matter which teachers you get.”

He takes a crumbling bite of muffin. I check the time and start packing the empty Tupperware. I have half an hour to get across town for my next student, so I stand and slip my backpack straps onto my shoulders. “Okay, J, see you tomorrow.”

“Later, miss.”

As I’m leaving the school, the teacher from earlier darts out of the front office.

“April, right?”

I pause, nodding to confirm.

“You’re working with Jonathan?”

I glance over my shoulder. “Yeah?”

“How’s he doing?”

“Great, actually.” I beam. “Tons of progress.”

Relief washes over his face. “That’s so good to hear.”

This is when I note his name badge: Leo Torres.

“Oh, you’re Mr. Torres!”

He follows my gaze down toward his badge as if checking. “Afraid so.”

“No, it’s just that Jonathan adores you. He really wants to be in your class.”

Leo laughs. “Great kid dealt a hard hand.” He leans in. “I’ve got him for history and study hall.”

“Oh, good!” I notice the clock on the wall and cringe.

He steps back. “I won’t keep you. Thanks for working with him.”

“Of course!” I wave and dash away.



The next day I wear my hair down.

On my way out, I cross paths again with Leo, who slows to a stop. “Hey.”

“Hi.”

“What a doorstopper you and Jonathan are tackling.”

My copy of Monte Cristo is in my backpack, which means that at some point during my tutoring session, Leo Torres was looking at me. My skin warms. But also, my defenses rise. “I know it’s a thick book, but he really can do it—he has done it—a little at a time.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

“Really?”

“Why would I?”

“I sometimes get flack for reading dense books with dyslexic kids, but I swear they need good books, same as anyone. Even if the process is slow as molasses.”

Leo leans against the cinderblock wall beside a crooked poster that’s shouting in primary colors: Amazing Things Happen Here! A swoop of dark hair rests above his eyebrow as he asks, “So, what are some of your favorite books to read with them?”

I spout off six books before I find myself giving a soliloquy about the importance of getting good books into “bad” schools. I only realize I’m rambling because of how Leo is smiling at me.

“Sorry, I get carried away.”

But he picks up where I left off, talking about his own curriculum and students. He talks with his hands. He’s passionate about this, about them. After twenty more minutes of discussing education, I begin to think I’ve met my match. He cares about this like I do. Most people don’t.

A woman walks by with a steaming lunch, and my stomach growls.

Leo straightens. “I’ve kept you way too long.”

I say, “No, it’s okay. I have a long break today.” I almost say, Keep me longer.

“Want some trail mix or something from the faculty lounge?”

“Um—”

“Here, come with me.”

He leads me a few doors down, where there is indeed a basket of trail mixes. I choose one, but instead of saying bye, Leo walks me back out. “Really sorry you missed lunch. Could I make it up to you?”

“What do you mean?”

This is when I learn that even a very tall man can look shy. Glancing down before meeting my gaze, Leo asks, “Could I take you to dinner on Friday?”

I bite back my smile. “Sure.”

When we met to the beat of the marching band, there was no spark. There is now.

Later, I sit by the pool with Josie as she rambles about her freshman welcome events at Emerson. There’s a divide between us now. Josie is living childhood’s last gasp while I’ve been thrust into all that comes after. A bit jealous of my pink-shouldered sister for having college still in front of her, I nod along, lulled by her verbosity and the shimmering blues of water and sky.

I say zilch about Leo Torres, but my thoughts float toward him. The passion with which he spoke about history. The dignifying way he talked about his students. And the way that, when we parted, he touched my arm and said, “See you soon.” His eyes were as warm and green and inevitable as springtime.





APRIL

The Morning After the Fire

BEFORE OPENING MY EYES, I can—incredibly—smell Juniper Breeze from my high school summer job at Bath & Body Works. For a minute I’m seventeen years back in time, about to jump out of bed, lather on sunscreen, and drag Josie to the pool. My son’s squeak from the corner of the room reminds me of how time moves.

I peel my eyelids open to check on them: Otto with his sleep-squeaks in the playpen and Sadie beside me in the bed, two appendages who didn’t exist and now do. I turn toward my sleeping daughter and smell smoke. One day I’m a newly driving teen with my Juniper Breeze and Coppertone, and the next I’m a mother in my childhood bedroom, with ashes where I had a home. Where I had a marriage.

“Knock knock.” Mom creaks open the door, sees the children sleeping, and makes a whoops face, though neither Otto nor Sadie stir. I have no idea what time it is.

Mom asks quietly, “Breakfast?”

On cue, my stomach turns over and I nod.

She disappears back downstairs, where I can hear the faint clatter of a pan in the sink, the faucet turning on and off. This is the first time I’ve slept in this room since I got married nine years ago, but Mom’s morning sounds transport me back in time.

I creep down the stairs, relieved to see the French doors to the front room still closed. Leo hasn’t emerged, which means I can have Mom’s cooking and a minute to think.

In the kitchen, I sidle up beside her and slice into a grapefruit. Rays of sun reach between the branches of the old sycamore and in through the picture window over the sink. It’s enough for a cruel mind trick, the early light making me believe for a second that all is well.

Then from behind us, Leo says, “Morning.”

With his voice, the room darkens around me. Morning is all over him: in his uncleared voice, his mussed black hair, the way his dirty feet shuffle to the Breville. I squeeze my eyes closed.

He clears his throat. “What would we do without you?”

I open my eyes to see my five-foot-two spitfire of a mother hugging the gentle giant of my soon-to-be-ex. It was only a matter of time until he uttered the word divorce. We just didn’t know our house would go up in flames on the very same night.

Mom looks up at him. “I’m just so sorry.”

I shut the silverware drawer loudly. She makes apologizing sound so easy.

The sugar bowl is extended in front of me, and I follow the trail from bowl to hand to arm, all the way up to my husband’s cypress-green eyes, which I meet for the first time since we arrived at my parents’ house. I hate how kind those eyes are, and how he will forever know that I take exactly one spoonful of sugar on my grapefruit. I want to shove him or kiss him or wilt into the floor and disappear. Instead, I mutter a weak “thanks” as I take the sugar bowl.

Then a hand is on my shoulder, and I turn to find Josie’s concerned frown. She sweeps me into an embrace, and I melt. I completely forgot that she arrived in Dallas yesterday.

“A house fire? Always the flair for the dramatic,” says my sister, who actually majored in drama. I offer a tired fraction of a laugh because we all know I’m not the sister with a flair for drama. She squeezes me tighter, saying seriously into my smoky hair, “God, I’m glad you’re okay.”

Sadie appears, begging for juice. Right behind her, Dad enters with his babbling grandson in tow. Otto must have cried from the playpen. He’s holding a big plastic tooth in his doughy hand, no doubt surplus from Dad’s dentist treasure box.

We set the table and sit down, passing around Mom’s fresh quiche. We pour glasses of orange juice while the table fills with condolences and offers to help. Out in Argyle, our shoes and lamps and doors are sitting in piles of debris. I’ve already been making a mental list of things to check, like whether our fireproof box worked, and whether our wallets survived. Then there’s Sadie’s bin of artwork. The stroller. My wedding dress.

When Cameron joins us, home for the summer after college graduation, I can tell there’s something he isn’t saying. He and I are the quiet ones: the two slices of plain white bread that sandwich the meat, the flavor, the color that is our middle sibling—who is currently teaching Sadie a hand-motion song like the child didn’t just lose her home.

I observe the scene with a sense of detachment. Sadie giggles in the very spot where I learned, decades ago, how to zest a lemon. It makes me want to believe that Argyle was a dream, that I’ve been here in Dallas on Lexington Avenue this whole time.

Leo’s cell rings.

It’s the fire department, so he puts the phone on speaker.

Our house is now safe for reentry. They tell us not to turn on utilities. The only structural concern is the pantry, which they’ve roped off. Otherwise, since it’s a one-story and they took the ceiling over the kitchen, we’re all clear. Though we should dress appropriately, they say. Watch for glass, and no children on the premises.

The premises. The home where Sadie took her first steps.

After getting a few more details, Leo hangs up and stands. “I should head over.” His tight gaze flicks toward me. “Take photos and contact the insurance company.”

I look down at my thumb and peel a cuticle. “I’ll come with you.”

Everyone watches us. As soothing as Mom’s nice breakfast is, we’re going on only a few hours of sleep and haven’t showered. We have no identification or credit cards.

Sadie pipes up. “Is our house going to be okay?”

I turn. How terrible yet necessary it is to give children hard answers. “We don’t know. But we’re okay, which is most important.” I swallow, because I’m not actually sure we’re okay. Alive, yes. But I’ve ruined my daughter’s life twofold, and she doesn’t know the half of it yet.

Mom jumps in. “And you can stay with us as long as you need. We’ll find some fun things to do with you kids, I promise.” She winks at Sadie, who nods solemnly.

Dad asks if we need him to join us.

Leo says, “I’m sure there will be days when we need more manpower, but today will probably just be a bunch of phone calls.”

I blink. I was going to say yes, that I need my dad.

Mom says, “You can take my car.”

“Do you have a commission today?” I ask.

We grew up helping with her custom desserts whenever she let us, during holiday seasons or when business doubled after Cameron made her a website.

“Not today.” She looks down. “Haven’t been taking many commissions lately.”

This reminds me that Leo is off for the summer. I don’t know how we would manage the days ahead without him having this time. But the thought of the days ahead forms a pit in my stomach, because regardless of the state of our house, our marriage is crumbling.

Josie snickers, and everyone looks at her with varying levels of impatience.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.” But she laughs harder.

Cameron shoots her a glare as she gives Leo an amused once-over. “I know this is a crisis, but you might want to rethink your OOTD.”

Dad glances blankly over a forkful of quiche at Mom, who shrugs.

Leo looks down at his patriotic swim trunks and threadbare Radiohead shirt as I register my own sweats and our children’s pajamas, all blanketed with smoke as though we had a wild night out at the club together. Then Leo smiles. And with this permission, chuckles domino through us. Leave it to Jo to find the pressure release valve.

I want to burrow into the moment. But at the same time, laughing with Leo in my childhood home stings. So I suck in a breath, entrust Sadie and Otto to Gramma Deb for baths and a Target run, and ask my sister if I can borrow some clothes.

I take a quick shower and come back downstairs in baggy black pants and a T-shirt that says Stage Crew Does It in the Dark, which Josie claims is the tamest option she packed for her brief visit.

Dad insists that I wear his steel-toed boots, so I slide them on and lace up, having to shuffle forward so my feet won’t lift out.

“Ready?” Leo is waiting by the door in one of Cameron’s name-brand tracksuits. It infuriates me that Leo looks as good in that fancy activewear as he does in his usual unassuming wardrobe of secondhand corduroys and button-ups.

I wonder if it’s too late to say no.

No, Leo, I’m not ready to see our charbroiled home.

No, Leo, I don’t want a divorce.

No, Cody, you can’t do that; I’m a married woman.

No, Leo, I won’t marry you. Run.

But I nod and follow him to the car.

After the roar of the fire and the hubbub of my parents’ house, the silence is earsplitting as we wind our way down Farm to Market Road 407, the city fading behind us.






LEO

2013

I VISIT APRIL’S PARENTS IN secret. The wisteria is in bloom on Lexington Avenue, and I wipe sweaty palms on my corduroys. Billy and Deb are wonderful, but I’m not just stopping by for burgers and bocce ball. I’m here to ask for April’s hand in marriage.

We don’t need permission, I know that. But I want to acknowledge the value of a good parent. Nobody appreciates good parents quite like someone who didn’t have them.

Of course, I’ll still have to ask her. My stomach flutters as I’m taken back to the steps of Argyle High, that braided blur of April running toward the building. At first, it was simple intrigue. Then, I saw her with Jonathan. She talked with him like no one else existed. She had raced up the school steps for an overlooked kid, and she had gotten that kid to read. Willingly. It was no small thing. Ideals can be the sparks of love, and for us they were. By that week’s end, I was pulling out her chair at Mesero as her honey-brown hair brushed my arm, sending a shiver of want through me. We talked until the restaurant closed.

I sit now in my idling car as a neighbor pulls away from their house in a Range Rover. Admittedly, I was shocked to discover that April is rich. She doesn’t talk like a rich girl. But her family has dismantled my prejudices. I genuinely love them, and from them comes April. April, her name a note of springtime curling on the tongue. She is hewn of her father’s loyalty and her mother’s strength.

Billy appears on the front porch and hollers. “You planning to sit out there all night?”

I chuckle and turn the car off.

Inside, it smells delicious, as Deb’s cooking always does. The Russos don’t entertain, they welcome. There’s always jazz on the stereo and just enough clutter to make it comfortable: bicycles propped on kickstands outside, board games on tables, shoes kicked off willy-nilly, tubes of toothpaste on bathroom counters. But beds are tidy and appliances sparkle, and—though it took me a minute to acclimate to the square footage—I admire their pride of place. Even a slight rip in a throw pillow receives a proper patch.

“Come in, come in!” Deb sets a lid on the Dutch oven. “Cameron has a scrimmage tonight, but he said to tell you hi.”

I set a bottle of chardonnay on the counter. “Sorry to miss him.” I uncork the wine. When I look up, both of my girlfriend’s parents are grinning. They know exactly why I’m here.

We take our seats at their antique trestle table that is set with three steaming bowls of tortellini soup, and I take a deep breath. “So…” I clear my throat. If I’m this nervous now, I can hardly imagine asking April. They nod as if to say, You can do this.

“I’m wondering if I might get your blessing to ask April to marry me.”

Their smiles could downright break their faces. Billy says jovially, “Absolutely you can.” William Russo is not a pull-out-my-shotgun type. He’s a dentist who fixes smiles with his hands, wins them with his humor, and sustains them with his loyal care. He wants people to be happy, and with me, he says, his daughter is the happiest she’s ever been. He stands and pulls me up for a hug. He smells like spearmint. I turn to hug Deb, who is almost a foot shorter than I am but has a grip to confute it. She looks up at me, beaming. “We just love you two together.”

When we all sit back down, my pulse slows to normal speed. I show them the simple solitaire ring, not letting on how much it drained my savings. Deb fawns over it. If April says yes, she will be the first of the Russo kids to get engaged. After a few bites of soup, I joke that the only reason I’m proposing is for a lifetime guarantee of Deb’s food. As their chuckles fade, Billy asks more seriously, “Is there anything you need?”

I frown and look between them, trying to decode. Their warm faces are so much like April’s. I clear my throat. “Um, what do you mean?” This must be a test, their way of telling me that I lack something necessary to deserve their daughter. It’s no secret that I come from nothing.

But Deb sops her soup with a piece of bread and says, “It’s just something we ask our kids when they do something big. We want you all to have what you need.” A wave of slate-gray hair falls in front of her face, and she tucks it behind her ear.

Our kids. I replay her words. We want you all to have what you need. I can’t remember the last time a parent was concerned about what I need.

“Thank you.” I inhale. “Actually, there is one thing.”

I dab my mouth with a napkin, and I confess that I want to bring April home to a modest house of our own—and that I’m about five thousand dollars short of a down payment. I ask them to consider a loan, something I had considered doing, but not tonight. I tell them to think about it, of course. Zero pressure, of course. My heart races again: I’ve never asked anyone for money. Will it just serve as a reminder that I’m from a different tax bracket?

But Billy grins. “We were actually planning to bring this up. It can be hard starting out.” The two of them squeeze hands conspiratorially. “We want to cover that gap as a wedding gift.”

“I—um—” I look into my empty bowl. “Wow. Thank you.”

I’ve never known anyone like Deb and Billy. Never.

And with them, I don’t feel like a charity case. I feel like a son.

Over second helpings, they ask for the inside scoop on my proposal plan. I smile and disclose that I’m going to slip the ring into a book of Ada Limón’s poetry. They don’t know her poetry, but they love my plan.

We go on to talk about what April was like as a child, Josie’s latest theater production, whether one can substitute floss for cooking twine, and my favorite things about teaching history. I leave their home full and filled, but not before turning and saying, “Oh, obviously do not tell Josie.” I love April’s sister, but her mouth is as big as her personality.

From their front porch, Billy makes a lip-zipping motion as Deb says, “Obviously.”

We chuckle, and I pat the ring in my pocket.

Two years ago, I had not met April.

In two weeks, I will get down on one knee.

And as I walk from the Russo home out to my car, life bursts with promise.





LEO

The Day After the Fire

I SHIFT THE CAR INTO park and kill the engine. We don’t speak as we take in the sight of our home. The roof is blackened, concave above the kitchen. A shutter is in the flowerbed. With the electricity cut and everyone cleared out, it seems like the house has been abandoned for years, not inhabited only yesterday when I tightened a knob on a dresser drawer, letting Sadie “help” with the screwdriver.

Slowly, I get out.

April is still in the car, hand over her mouth.

“Kitchen fire” doesn’t do justice to the sight in front of us.

I walk toward the ruins, glass dust under my feet. Much of the house still stands strong, and the remnant strikes me as cruel. Through a splintered window, I can see furniture the fire didn’t touch. Which will mean decisions. Memories. I’ll have to salvage. I’ll have to work. And I’ll have to do all of this with the woman who used to be mine.

My throat suddenly burns and I double over, retching behind the boxwoods we planted our first spring.

April dashes from the car.

I straighten and pinch the bridge of my nose as the acidic taste subsides. “I’m fine.” I forge ahead, stepping carefully into the flood zone of our house. The smell alone is destructive: smoke and mildew, hell and high water.

The door of the half bath is off its hinge, wet sheetrock draped over the toilet like a jellyfish. The black-and-white hexagon tile is still in good condition beneath it. Cameron helped me install it a couple of years ago. April and I had different favorites, so we let Cameron cast the deciding vote. He chose my tile, and I love it even now, as a caterpillar inches across the grout.

Fortunately, I find our keys so we can retrieve our car.

Then I arrive in the kitchen, ground zero. Everything is black.

April joins me, lifting the back of her hand to cover her nose. Water is pooled around the refrigerator, and ash tree branches sway overhead. We stand unmoving as though maybe the clock will tick backward. Maybe shingles will resurrect, bowls will fly into cabinets, and flames will slink down off the roof, leaving everything cold to the touch. Cold enough for no fire to catch. Cold enough for divorce.

A page of a bloated cookbook rustles in the breeze, with a broken plate beside it. I imagine a wedding guest choosing those plates from our registry, watching a retailer wrap each one in tissue paper.

On the far side of the fridge, there is an undamaged piece of paper with its corners curling around magnets. I step into the puddle and put my fingertips to it—a picture Sadie drew of us, one crayon line of black for my hair. At the top, the word FAMLEE.

This is the same room where April and I faced off last night, and it’s as unrecognizable as we are. She was boiling pasta. I told her I got a lawyer’s number, and she forgot to turn off the burner. A simple mistake, like so many of life’s devastations.

As though we’re inside the same memory, she asks quietly, “Are we getting divorced? Is that really what you want?” Her eyes get pink, and I feel trapped. After everything she’s done wrong, I’ll be the man divorcing his wife after a house fire. And she has the nerve to use the word want as though we’re discussing birthday gifts.

“What kind of question is that?”

She looks down. “An urgent one, since we’re homeless now.”

I flinch. She has no right to that word, not like some of us.

My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I pull it out. Kim again. She texted earlier this morning to check on us. News travels fast, and tragic news even faster. She’s my closest co-worker, but the only response I could muster was to tell her that we’re okay and are staying with April’s parents.

I look down at the screen.

PEOPLE AT SCHOOL ARE TAKING DONATIONS. DID YOU SEE THIS?

I tap on an article from the Denton Record-Chronicle. A photo of our dilapidated house appears. The caption reads: Argyle High School history teacher Leo Torres, his wife, April, and their two children narrowly survive house fire.

The words blur. His wife, April…their two children…

My phone vibrates in my hand. I’M HERE IF YOU NEED ANYTHING.

I shove it back into my pocket as April hands me something, and I blink. Bear Bear. I turn the stuffed animal over in my hands, examining it. Sadie has had Bear Bear since she was born, and she already asked about him this morning. We assumed he was gone. I almost reach for April in the profound relief of holding this little smoke-heavy bear.

My wife. Our two children. Narrowly survive…

A sliver of Sadie’s room is visible down the hall, her sooty quilt on the floor. I remember the fear of last night like I remember the fear I felt when we first brought her home to that room. An ash seed helicopters down into what’s left of our kitchen, and I remember it all.






APRIL

2013

WE CLOSE ON A SOLD-AS-IS house in Argyle that’s shaped like a U. We have four acres, good bones, and great imaginations. It’s an hour outside Dallas on a quiet property with cottonwood trees and an unambitious creek. The wedding is only a couple of months away, and we’re doing most of the work ourselves, hoping to make the house livable by September.

A few days after closing, we’re outside painting. We’ve been at it for hours, and I keep stealing glances at Leo. I tighten my ponytail as he stirs a fresh can of paint, and I get a rush of pleasure at the movement of his shoulder muscles beneath his white T-shirt.

“Hey.” I go to him and comb my fingers through his hair. “No one I’d rather rip out moldy carpets or set up rat poison with.”

He chuckles. “Same.” He looks from the paint can to the bare-wood shutters, growing cutely serious. “Though I don’t think we got enough of the navy paint.”

I frown. “You mean the black paint?”

“It’s navy.” He points to the label. “See? Midnight.”

I giggle. “You think midnight is navy?”

He stands up, irresistibly close. “You think it’s black?”

I dip my finger into the paint and pry open his hand, swirling paint slowly onto his palm. I look up at him with his hard work and hair swoop and amused expression. Biting my lip, I lean in. “It’s definitely black.”

He dips his own fingers into the paint, slides his hand up my shirt, and presses it to my chest. “You mean like your black heart?” His grin is crooked and teasing. I go crazy for playful Leo.

I gasp in mock offense, swatting him with a rag. “Well, now you’re just wasting perfectly good black paint—”

But then he’s kissing me, hand still beneath my shirt, the paint cold on my skin.

I pull back and glance around, embarrassed.

He starts to ease my shirt off, his voice hungry. “We have four acres, nobody can see us.”

I swipe at him with my black-tipped finger, and I run inside, laughing.

He chases me all the way into our empty bedroom, where we christen our home with our paint-dotted bodies, the paintbrushes drying out on the porch.



A few days later, we are scouring kitchen appliances with an assortment of citrus-fragranced cleaners when my phone vibrates. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand. I don’t recognize the number, but something compels me to answer.

“Hello?”

“It’s Jonathan.”

“Who?”

“From Argyle High.”

“Oh!” I give students my number after our sessions end. They rarely use it.

“Hi, Jonathan! How are—”

“Miss, he has a knife.”

I freeze. “Who has a knife?”

Leo spins around, dirty rag in hand.

I turn the phone on speaker as Jonathan’s voice pitches higher. “This kid, Dom—it was so stupid—then he flashed a knife at me! I don’t want to fight.”

“Where are you?”

I am grabbing keys; Leo is dialing 911.

“The 7-Eleven by the school. In the bathroom.”

“Stay where you are and leave the phone on.”

I gun it to the gas station, cutting off weekend shoppers and lunchers. Leo is beside me, telling the 911 dispatcher what little we know.

By the time we arrive, two officers have both boys outside the 7-Eleven, and I exhale. There are no ambulances, no open wounds. Only two young boys with their heads hung low and a crowd that has gathered around with their Slurpees.

Leo and I approach. An officer turns, clocks the shades of our skin, and addresses Leo. “One of these boys belong to you?”

“Only as students.”

This is when I realize that Leo has taught them both—Dom too, who looks even younger than Jonathan.

Jonathan has no weapon on him, so he’s free to go. He watches them usher Dom to the patrol car, call his parents, and drive off toward juvenile detention. There is no siren, no emergency, just another teen off to juvie while spectators return to their weekend plans.

Jonathan is over seventeen. He would not have gone to juvenile detention. I ask him, “What are you doing getting into trouble back around here? You graduated.”

He kicks at some dirt and shrugs. “Where else should I go? Nobody will give me a job.”

Leo says, “Let’s get some food.”

Jonathan and I both turn, confused.

“Might as well eat while we talk about this.” So Leo leads the way into the gas station, where the attendant eyes us, glancing at the security camera with its winking red light.

Jonathan scarfs down two hot dogs, and Leo gets him a third. Then Leo calls a friend who owns an extermination company. Jonathan can have a job on a trial basis if he can promise to show up every day and work. Can he do that?

No, he cannot. He doesn’t have transportation. He licks mustard off his finger, and Leo says into his phone, “I’ll call you back.”

I had not considered transportation, probably because I have it. I had not considered any of this, because I thought if we could get kids to graduation, they’d be good.

Leo asks if Jonathan can meet us at the school next week to think through this together. Jonathan nods. “Extermination is like bugs and shit, right?”

“Sí.” Leo nods. “Bugs and shit and those blue booties over your shoes.”

“Hot.”

Casual laughter moves through both of their throats, and I feel like I’m on the outside of something. I don’t know why Leo seems satisfied with getting Jonathan a job in pest control even though we taught him history and literature.

Standing, Leo repeats the day and time to meet since Jonathan’s phone service is never a guarantee. He declines our offer of a ride home, so I call after him unhelpfully, “Be careful.” Even I don’t know what I mean by that.

On the drive home, I say, “You were so generous with the meal and job connection. Sorry he wasn’t more grateful.”

Leo frowns. “I’m just glad he’s going to spend time with us when he doesn’t have to.”

“You think he’ll show up next week?”

“I do,” Leo says. “He’s a lot like me.”

I scrunch my nose. Jonathan like Leo?

He presses the button for the radio, and I wonder how he can just listen to Daft Punk after all that. When I give voice to my thoughts, Leo says, “You’re right. We should find heavy metal or something.” He glances over at me, smiling.

“Why aren’t you more worried about Jonathan? Or Dom?”

“Who says I’m not?”

“You’re laughing about blue booties and heavy metal.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m not worried. But for Jonathan, this isn’t some earth-shattering thing—it’s just another day.” Leo adds, “Besides, what would you rather me do?”

“I’d rather us help.”

“We are.”

“But more.”

Leo turns the radio down. “How?”

I sigh. “I just think Jonathan could do better than pest control.”

“You mean like be a dentist or a teacher?”

His question has a tinge of sarcasm.

“What’s wrong with being a dentist or a teacher?”

“Nothing, except that you have to be able to afford college.” He pauses. “What’s wrong with being an exterminator?”

I shake my head. “I just don’t know what the pay is like.”

He slows to a stop at a red light. “It’s enough. Which is plenty for most people.” He adds, “And it’s not like teachers make bank.”

The light turns green as Leo asks, “Why do you need to help people so badly?”

“You mean the former student who was almost in a knife fight?”

“I mean the former student who was almost in a knife fight—after we’ve already gone to him and eaten together and offered what we can. It’s like it’s not enough for you to maybe just laugh with someone.” He pauses. “Like you want to change people and then you want them to say thank you.” His tone is gentle, but the words cut.

“I only said that about him not being grateful because I wanted you to know I saw your generosity.”

We pull up in front of our house. “I’m not sure that’s why you said it.”

“Why did I say it, then?”

He shrugs. “So we could pat each other on the back.”

The car is idling, and neither of us makes a move to get out.

“Hey,” he says finally. “We okay?”

I retrace the things that seem to be problems for my fiancé: I want to help people and want them to say thanks. My dad and I have jobs that required college educations. None of this should be revelatory.

But Leo is looking at me tenderly, and I think this all boils down to us having such different backgrounds. So of course I can try to be more careful about expecting gratitude.

“Yeah,” I tell him. “We’re fine.”

When we step out into the evening air, a bird chitters in a cottonwood. The sun dips below the horizon. We’re far from road noise, and it’s peaceful here. Our house stands strong, like a witness. The black (or navy) shutters are fresh and inviting as we walk toward this new life.

Despite the warm night, a chill runs through me.

Leo notices, and he pulls me closer.





DEB

The Night Before the Fire

ALL THREE OF MY KIDS give me grief about keeping a landline. Josie calls it the spam-line. But it’s the spam-line she calls when her plane lands.

I’m effervescent. “Dad’s on his way! Can’t wait to squeeze your face.”

Josie has been on the road for months, and I should be happy for her. Many theater professionals didn’t know if they’d ever get back out there after the pandemic. Josie had just gotten cast in The Lion King ensemble when everything shut down. But I’ve missed her.

“My face will tolerate squeezing by the hands that are about to feed me chicken pot pie.”

“Why do you assume it’s chicken pot—”

“It’s always chicken pot pie when you want us to realize how much we miss being home.”

I glance at the peas and shredded chicken on the counter. “Well, I don’t hear you complaining.”

“And you never will. See you soon.”

Half an hour later, the front door creaks open. Wiping my hands on my apron, I hurry toward the entryway and squeal like a woman younger than my fifty-seven years. A new mom again for a flash, I proceed with the aforementioned face squeezing of my middle child.

Josie gives a look of patient annoyance. “Satisfied?”

“My baby with the squishy cheeks.”

“I’m twenty-eight.”

A deep chuckle rises behind us from the man accustomed to this routine. “Anybody want to squeeze my cheeks? Or help me set the table?”

We turn, and Josie scrunches her nose. “Your cheeks are prickly.” She lugs her bag to her room, hollering from the stairs, “I’ll help with dinner in two shakes!”

I reach up to squeeze my husband’s cheeks. Then I reach down to squeeze his other cheeks. Smiling, we set out napkins and plates.

Josie bounds back down the stairs. “Smells amazing.”

I don’t comment on her new piercings. Kids go through all kinds of seasons, and it doesn’t let up when they’re grown. One of our most memorable was Cameron’s Great Deodorant Protest the summer he was fifteen. He had some beef or other with the cosmetic industry. Teen boys, I came to understand, reek. But that autumn he developed a new crush, and the deodorant returned as quickly as it had disappeared. I could never have accomplished that; I simply had to ride it out until the girl with long blond braids and coltish tan legs came along.

Billy pours three glasses of sweet tea, and we scoot our chairs forward.

Josie shovels a bite into her mouth. “So, is Cameron living at home all summer?”

Billy and I raise eyebrows at each other as I respond. “That’s the plan. It’s not always easy to figure out life after college.”

“I’ll say.” Josie chases her bite with some tea.

Her dad studies her. “Wasn’t your first tour lined up before you graduated?”

Josie traces the crease in her napkin. “I just meant for Cam.”

“Ah.”

Josie spears a ribbon of chicken and lifts it to her mouth. “April’s coming over tomorrow, right? She never texted me back.”

Billy looks at me, and I look at my lap. He clears his throat. “I think they’ve had a lot going on.”

Josie frowns. We don’t tend to give vague answers unless the answer is bad. And the truth is that Leo and April haven’t been coming over as much as usual. Last time they did, they barely looked at each other.

“Like what?”

I wave a hand. “Just kid stuff.”

Josie views “kid stuff” as a self-important excuse moms think they can give non-moms. So Billy adds, “I’m sure they’ll be here. Sadie and Otto have to see their favorite aunt.”

“I’m their only aunt.” Still, she smiles proudly.

I take the chance to make an observation. “You’d be such a great mom.”

She groans.

“I’m just saying.” I reach for the salt.

“You don’t need to just say. Besides, I’m practically a second mom to Jayden and Simone.”

I blink.

“Young Simba and Young Nala?”

Surprising us both, it’s Billy who says, “Well, are there no men in the Pride Lands?”

Josie groans again. “You too?”

I squeeze my husband’s leg affectionately under the table. I could coo with delight when we’re on the same page. Bolstered, I look at my daughter. “We just care about you. And casts come and go.”

“So do families,” she says. “Do you care that maybe the faces of an audience make me feel the way you feel about grandkids? That maybe I’m not hunting for men in the Pride Lands because I’m happy with what I have?” She sets down her fork and dons the monologue voice that long predated her profession as an actress. “I have the drums when they first come in. The mad dash to my mark before the spotlight hits. The songs I can sing in my sleep that I still make new night after night. Theater is the love of my life, and I wish you would accept that.” She huffs and takes a swig of tea.

I pat her hand and say evenly, “That was a lovely load of crap.”

She nearly spews her drink at the reference. When Josie was sixteen, receiving a lecture from me about the beauty of abstinence, she—with her purple-streaked hair and black nail polish—listened without interruption, smiled sweetly, and said, “That was a lovely load of crap.” Then she unashamedly asked about the pill versus condoms versus an IUD.

Billy stands, a few flaky crumbs falling from the lap of his pants. “Ice cream?”

Josie scoots her chair back, grateful for the diversion. “I’ll help.”

Billy holds up a hand and smiles, unbothered. “No need. You relax.”

When he leaves the room, I lean in, bothered. “You know you always have a home and family here. But by the time I was your age—”

“I know, I know. You had a husband and kid.”

But that wasn’t what I was going to say. I was going to say that by the time I was her age, my parents were gone.

Billy walks back into the room, sits, and scoots in, stacking his forearms on the table. He grins contentedly at us, eyes bright. His hands are empty.

Josie smirks. “Earth to Dad? Ice cream?”

He snaps his fingers. “Shoot! Sorry.” He stands again, and this time I follow him to the kitchen. None of our kids knows what the doctor told us last week. They don’t even know we’ve been going to these doctors, naming objects and counting backward.

Josie shakes her head, chuckles, and says, “Classic Dad.”

But I narrow my eyes at him and think, That’s new.



The spam-line rings at two o’clock in the morning, an hour when robots don’t call. An hour—I always told the kids—when only God should be awake.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed, eyes fuzzy. Billy is still asleep, so I cradle the cordless phone, scurry downstairs, and sink into my chair at the dining table, which creaks under the lean of my elbows. “Hello?”

On the other end of the line, my eldest daughter is frantic, and I go clammy.

When we hang up, my first thought is selfish: this is terrible timing. Why does my child have to have a crisis when I have one of my own? Seems a mother can’t even get a time of crisis to herself.

I sigh. With whatever’s going on lately between April and Leo, he might need some convincing, so I find my cell and scroll to his name. STAY WITH US.

An hour later, they show up with a child asleep on each of their shoulders. I try not to gape at their appearance: smoke, soot, and fear. I hold my breath and hug them as it sinks in that we could have lost them.

April and the kids go up to her room, Leo goes to the couch, and I resist the temptation to cover them with blankets and questions. As I’ve advised my kids many times, it’s usually better to wait until morning. Sunshine has a way of dusting tragedy with hope.

So I sneak to the oven and preheat it, quietly foraging for eggs, cheese, and spinach. This family will need a warm meal and strong coffee when day breaks, and far be it from me to leave them wanting under my roof.

It is five o’clock in the morning when I finally crawl back into bed. Billy has snoozed through everything. This skill amazed me when we were first married. I thought surely he was faking. I could turn on lights or shut drawers, and he wouldn’t so much as twitch. I could read a book or cry or even talk to a child, and on he would slumber. In the mornings, the kids would regale him with stories of nightmares or wet beds or overnight sicknesses. I would yawn with my dark roast, while Billy would stretch like a well-rested bear.

Tonight, his sleep is a gift. He has been forgetting the last interaction we have before bed, so now I will only have to tell him about the fire once.

I roll toward my husband and whisper, “Love you.”

And from wherever he is, his hand rises to meet mine.






DEB

The Day After the Fire

APRIL AND LEO LEFT THE kids with us, and Otto is crawling toward Billy like a windup toy. I’ve always hated the crawling stage. A crawling baby is a rogue angel, an unbearably tiny maverick striking out. Otto cranes his neck upward, then back down toward those itty-bitty hands with their effortful plops on the dark planks of hardwood. His hips waggle toward his patient grandfather, who finally scoops him up to the safety of his lap.

Sadie is gathering edge pieces for the planet puzzle she does every time she comes over. “Guess what.”

Billy looks at his granddaughter. “What?”

She fits two pieces together, eyes fixed downward. “Bear Bear died.”

My heart plummets. Once, when Sadie stayed overnight, Billy drove the hour back to Argyle to retrieve the forgotten bear so she could sleep peacefully.

Billy’s face floods with compassion; he has always been good at taking children seriously. “Well, maybe we could have a funeral.”

Sadie looks up at him, a piece of Saturn in her hand. “What’s that?”

Billy glances nervously at me. He always feels like he’s putting his foot in his mouth. As a dentist, he never tires of joking about the three things he finds in people’s mouths: plaque, cavities, and feet.

I merely raise my eyebrows, signaling him to go on with it, then.

“Uh, it’s when people gather to remember someone who has died.”

Sadie abandons her solar system and drifts toward her grandfather like he’s an oracle. “Why? Do people forget?”

He smiles sadly. “Sometimes. But mostly they need each other in order to get a more complete memory.” He looks toward the unfinished galaxy on the table. “Like a puzzle.”

She plays with his crepey elbow skin. “Oh.”

Otto grins on account of his sister’s face being so near his own.

I swallow at the portrait before me: my husband with a baby on his knee and a little girl beside him like there’s been a glitch in time. It’s Josie and Cameron two decades ago, back when women descended on me with so much motherly advice that I hardly had room for it alongside the hand-me-downs and recipe cards and burp cloths. As I watch Billy boop our granddaughter’s nose, I’m irritated that those women didn’t prepare me for this. Being a grandmother. The way time begins to press.

Several hours later—after wresting a puzzle piece from Otto’s grip just as it touched his plump lips, and scrubbing smoke from the children’s smooth and wriggling bodies, and buying them some starch-new outfits—April and Leo walk through the door with a fistful of magic.

Sadie gasps. “Bear Bear!”

The smell of smoke enters the house like a new member of the family.

Leo looks almost ill, so I rise instinctively. “Here, sit.”

“I’m okay.”

I gently shove him into the chair. “Sit.”

“Should I fire up the grill?” Billy’s question surprises no one. There are four great loves in William Russo’s life: his family, clean teeth, long bike rides, and grilled meat.

April eyes the clock and sinks to the hearth. “Sorry we took so long. We started sorting and making calls, and we lost track of the time.”

Leo’s stomach growls loudly, so Billy takes that as his cue to go retrieve the steaks from their marinade.

As Sadie shows Leo her puzzle and April lifts Otto from the ground, Josie walks in the door singing, tone-deaf to the mood of the room. This is when Billy returns with a seasoning bottle, holds it out to April, and says, “Found it.”

She tentatively accepts the dried thyme, confused.

Billy grins. “You said you lost track of the thyme.”

Everyone groans, trailing him outside, where seasoning puns and eighty-five-degree weather make valiant efforts to lift our spirits. The sun still high in the sky, a squirrel leaps from branch to branch, and we pop caps off Shiners and Topo Chicos as Billy’s slab of meat catches a nice flame.

Then Sadie begins to scream.

By the time anyone realizes why she’s screaming, Billy has a perfectly seared sirloin. He smothers the flame as Leo sprints to his daughter and holds her tightly to himself, his hand running down her back like it’s a volume button. April sandwiches Sadie from behind, offering gentle shushes. But the screams continue to ring out.

Otto whimpers without knowing why, and it takes fifteen minutes of tears and near-hyperventilation, of carrying Sadie inside and back out again, of waving Bear Bear in her face and offering treats that go unaccepted, and of showing her that the grill is cooled and covered before she finally believes she isn’t in danger of burning to death. She proceeds to fall hard asleep right there on the lawn, pitiful double-sniffles punctuating her slumber.

A loud quiet fills the backyard. Leo waits to be sure Sadie will stay asleep, then he paces past us into the house. April watches him but does not follow.

We sink into patio chairs, where Billy whispers repeated apologies.

April shrugs in tired defeat. “We have to be able to cook.”

“But I should have thought about that big flame.”

I put my hand to his forearm. “Don’t beat yourself up. None of us thought about it.”

This is when Cameron’s voice interrupts from behind. “Uh, everyone?”

It’s only now that I remember what I told my son this morning: sure, he could still bring his girlfriend over for dinner as planned. House fires don’t erase the need to eat! I had said this cheerily, full of morning-time optimism. Or denial—sometimes they feel similar.

How could I forget he was planning to introduce us to Rachel? He doesn’t bring girls home often. I’m struck with a sudden fear for my own memory, for things falling out of it into some synaptic gorge. I shake my head as if to check, and I decide my memory is fine. I simply didn’t know babysitting would wear me out so much, or that Sadie would scream her trauma into the clear blue sky, all of us helpless to extinguish it. I didn’t know the tension between April and Leo would be palpable, or that this would be what Cameron would bring his girlfriend into.

I square my shoulders and turn around with my most welcoming smile. Cameron is standing with his arm looped around a young woman with wavy red hair and a Mason jar full of sunflowers. I’ve been a mother for a long time, so my awareness can tentacle out in many directions at once. In an instant, I see that my son is in love. I see that Leo is in the house behind a windowpane, scowling. I see that Josie is preventing Otto from putting a pebble in his mouth. I see that Sadie is rising groggily from the ground, a blade of grass sticking to her cheek. And I see that April is somewhere else entirely, eyes trained on the house and fingers twisting her wedding ring. Twisting and twisting and twisting.

“Rachel!” I rise, extending my arms. “So good to meet you.”





LEO

The Day After the Fire

MY VEINS ARE RIVERS OF ice, and my breath evaporates. I too wanted to scream at the sky and pass out on the lawn like Sadie. But I simply walked into the house.

I’ve been getting chills since the fire, icicles pricking me from the inside as though I’m still under threat of flame. In this way, fear is the opposite of shame. Shame floods you with heat, but fear is the cold awareness of forces over which we have no control.

“You okay?”

I startle, turning to face my wife.

Her question avalanches down on me. She asked me the same thing right after I escaped our burning house, and I didn’t know how to say, Of course I’m not.

A crack in the ice now, my confession escapes. “I really thought we might die last night.”

April moves to my side, and we gaze out the window, here on the other side of our close call. Below us, the backyard’s palette of color is painfully vibrant. Sadie is awake now, chattering as Josie braids her hair. Billy and Deb are in their Adirondacks, fingers intertwined. And Cameron is listening to Rachel talk, enraptured. Once upon a time, April and I would have reveled in this opportunity for private commentary. I would have narrated what everyone was saying until I won her laugh.

But as much as I might want to keep the only real family I’ve ever had, I cannot. Coming within arm’s reach of death doesn’t change anything that happened before, it only makes me that much more eager to figure out what’s next. And suddenly, although last night I could have clung to April, impatience fills me as I stare down at the Russo family in the backyard.

“This isn’t going to work,” I say.

April shifts her weight. “What isn’t?”

“My staying here like everything’s normal. Like we aren’t moving toward divorce. We’re basically lying to everyone. And unlike you, I’m not okay with that.”

She stiffens. “Are we certain enough to tell everyone, then? The kids?”

Outside, Sadie is building a house of twigs, and Otto is playing with his toes.

I run a hand down my face and sigh. “No.”

“Well.”

We fall back into silence, standing at the window as if trapped inside an old film, no color and no sound.



Dinner is lively, all of us managing to squeeze around one table the way Deb and Billy prefer. As plates empty, Deb palms her forehead. “Shoot, I forgot to put the pie in the oven.”

Sadie whines that Bear Bear needs pie, which reminds us to go get him out of the dryer.

Billy says Bear Bear can have ice cream instead, bada-bing, bada-boom.

Rachel takes a bite of scalloped potatoes, watching with wide eyes. Unlike most Dallas women, she’s hardly wearing any makeup. She smiles brightly and asks Sadie what Bear Bear’s favorite ice cream flavor is.

I vividly remember my first visits to the Russo home, the fun and loudness and love. Seeing Deb and Billy made me wonder if I had ever seen real love before. I decided I had not—not like this, not up close. And it didn’t feel like violins or evergreens or fireworks. It felt like something better: it felt like safety. Even when Deb snapped at Billy or he put his foot in his mouth, at the end of the day they would dry dishes together and then click off the lights—one of them asking, Is the door locked? and the other saying, I’ll get it—before they would go into their bedroom, his hand brushing her shoulder. Maybe it was boring, but it was everything I wanted.

I wonder whether Rachel, fellow outsider, sees any of that now. Whether her family is similar to the Russos or more like mine. But before long, she references a family vacation to Florida, a surprise party her dad threw for her mom, and a sister who gets under her skin but is of course her best friend. So she’s one of them, then.

Cameron twirls a strand of Rachel’s long hair as he listens to her. Deb squints affectionate disapproval at Billy as he stretches to grab a cheesy potato slice straight from the Pyrex. April sits to my left, piling empty plates and chuckling at something Josie is whispering on her other side. And I no longer belong here, family eluding me again.

It doesn’t get easier. Harder, actually, because this time I really thought I had it.






LEO

2013

I HANG UP THE PHONE, hating the sound of my voice. I don’t sound like an adult or even a Tejano—just a needy, nasal, rootless kid. With April watching, I feel too known, too seen, too small for my body, too old for my age. I don’t want to think about the message I just left for my aunt and uncle, their voicemail recording the same as it’s been my whole life. Hola, you found Nacho and Izzy! Leave a message. Beep. Pause. Just kidding! Beep. Laughter. Kidding again. Real beep.

April wants me to reconnect with family before the wedding. I agreed to call Nacho and Izzy, but I won’t try to contact my parents, who sent me away at seven years old and haven’t been in touch since. I won’t track down two strangers who have no interest in me. I don’t know where they are or whether they’re together. I would have to ask Nacho, who was never fond of his sister, especially after she pawned off her kid on him.

I left my number on their voicemail, the time and place of the wedding.

Hoping to change the subject, I ask April, “What should we do for dinner?”

Between school and then meeting with Jonathan this afternoon, we didn’t get a chance to make evening plans. And though I’m always willing to cook something from my small rotation in my cramped apartment kitchen, April suggests, “My folks’ house?”

I love going over to Lexington Avenue. Cameron is there, Josie is currently home for the summer, and the Russos are somehow endlessly happy to add people for meals. Plus, it’s like a miniature road trip where April and I get to talk or blare music with the windows down, her hair whipping at her face until she piles it on top of her head and keeps singing.

“That sounds good,” I tell her.

She texts her mom as I shrug into a button-up, slip on my good shoes, and skim a razor across my face. I’m still trying to prove myself.

An hour later, we swing open the front door to the unalarming sound of Josie sobbing. April raises her eyebrows, so I kiss patience into the top of her head before we call out, “Hello?”

From the kitchen, Deb hollers, “Well, if it isn’t my two favorite kids!”

Deb’s “favorite kid” changes constantly, the title losing all meaning. Her three kids fight playfully over the fickle honor, but I simply like being included in the raucous brood.

Hugs are passed around, except by Cameron, whose hands are covered in car grease. He and Billy are restoring a ’68 Ford F-100. With his greasy hands and skin bronzed from summer baseball, Cameron Russo is beyond cool. His high school experience is completely foreign to me, yet he’s one of my favorite Russos. Despite my being older, I look up to him. He charts his path and sticks to it, quietly thoughtful and steady. He and April are similar like that. Josie, on the other hand…

Mascara is underlining her eyes like she’s in the NFL, and April plops her purse down on the kitchen counter. “What happened now?”

The Russo sisters couldn’t be more different. For Josie, everything is a crisis. For April, nothing is.

“I didn’t get Sandy.” Josie smears more of her mascara.

April looks to her mom in confusion, so Deb lifts her eyebrows and explains, “Grease.”

Ah. Sandy. As in, Look at me, I’m Sandra Dee.

April turns toward her sister. “That’s it?”

I wince. I get it. April works with kids like Jonathan. They can’t read, don’t have electricity, can’t imagine going to college or auditioning for plays because they can’t even get their medical bills paid or their grades above failing, because none of it is in their native language and the letters won’t stop fast-dancing on the page. Still. I wish she would go easier on her sister. I like that Jo gives air to small things.

Josie fires back, “Why are you here?”

So I interrupt them by doing something truly shocking: I begin to sing. Like John Travolta. About summer nights. My voice croaking, I stretch a hand toward Josie, who brightens. She dons a golden Sandy voice. It’s a true wonder, Josie Russo’s voice. I twirl her and then draw us together, cheek to cheek.

The rest of the Russos blink at me as I cue Cameron—the actual car grease on his hands making him primed and ready to be a backup singer. He rises to the occasion, curling his lip and slicking his hair and singing his line, vibrato and all. He’s no Josie, but his singing voice is definitely better than mine.

Everyone looks at April next, who is smiling ear to ear. She hasn’t seen this side of me; she hasn’t really even heard me sing. She smacks pretend gum and starts the hand jive right here in the kitchen on Lexington Avenue. By the end of the song, even Billy thrusts a hip, causing Josie to holler, “Eat your heart out, Danny Zuko!”

We dance and botch harmonies and tell Jo how godawful she looks as a blonde. Finally, I say, “Hey. You should have gotten the part.” And she says, “I know.” Then she starts talking about her next audition, which is glorious proof that my plan worked. Deb reaches up to pat my cheek and declares me her favorite kid, prompting eye rolls from the Russo kids and giving me a delicious glimpse of life with them. I will bury my former self and be relieved to do so. Here lies a lonely child. He’s in a better place now.

After our bellies are stuffed with brisket, we play bocce ball on the lawn. When no one else is looking, April makes bedroom eyes at me, summertime freckles across her nose. All the happiness niggles at me, and I can’t help but flash back to my earlier voicemail, to pozole in my tía’s kitchen, to my mother’s singing voice. But I blink that away and toss a ball with my new family.



When the time comes for our wedding in September, I scan the crowd for Izzy and Nacho as April walks down the aisle, white flowers in her hair.

They didn’t come. They didn’t call. The wedding canon begins.

I don’t have a single family member in attendance.

Three weeks after the honeymoon, a Dollar Tree card arrives in the mail with a short note scrawled in fading ink. Congrats. Glad your wild days are behind you. Best, N + I. There is no gift, no money, no apology for missing the wedding or indication that maybe we should catch up sometime. There is only the reminder of the burden my existence has always been to my family. I have the urge to crumple the card in my fist, but April wraps her arms around my waist from behind and asks, “Wild days?”

I haven’t told her much about my teen years, when I kept steady grades and jobs but also a steady buzz or high or whatever would take the edge off. I walked to school and work, trying to keep from putting my aunt and uncle out. But it wasn’t enough. I still saw their bald irritation at my late nights and Smirnoff bottles buried in the recycling. I saw the sighing inconvenience of my need for another meal or birthday acknowledgment. I lived every day in shadowy dread that they too would send me away. So I strove to have such little need that I became nearly invisible.

The morning after high school graduation, I packed everything I owned into two fat trash bags. Nacho and Izzy saw me off at the curb beside the beater I’d managed to buy. I took their key off its ring and set it on Izzy’s palm. I knew they would breathe a sigh of relief as soon as I drove away, finally leaving them to enjoy their morning routine in privacy. Two black coffees, oats with blueberries for her, frozen taquitos for him. I wondered if I should thank them, but the question filled me with pain. I hadn’t asked for this. So after being a ten-year-long interruption, I nodded goodbye.

They never checked whether I arrived anywhere. We all knew I had no plan. At some elusive point, I had crossed from that poor child to that welfare bum. I had no idea when it happened, but it did. My life was no longer my parents’ fault—it was mine.

I spent a year and a half doing nothing before I found history. Before I realized that the least alone I ever felt was when I studied what had happened on the land or in the buildings through which I walked, the people who inhabited this very same world across layers of time.

I started community college with ninety-four dollars and a face full of pimples. This, of course, was all before April. It was before I exchanged vodka for exercise and sulking for studying. It was before I put myself through school and concluded that teaching history to teens was my life’s calling. Then I met a young tutor one summer morning, my heart keeping time with the band, and I decided that maybe I had two life callings: history and her.

But I don’t want to think about that part of me—the morose part that my aunt and uncle deemed wild. So I shut the card, turn to April, and shrug.

Her arms are looped around me as she looks up. “Nice of them to send a card, yeah?”

It’s a sincere question. She doesn’t know what it’s like with them. But I can sense it behind her question just like I could sense it with my parents, and with Nacho and Izzy. The truth is a burden. Lie to me.

I meet her eyes. “Yeah.” I nod. “Nice.”

Concern leaves her face as if waiting for permission, and she slides her hand up me. “Okay, I know we need to do dinner, but I was hoping we could do something else first.” Her smile is coy as she reroutes her hand, sliding it downward. “Just real quick?”

I toss the card aside, mute my hammering memory, and take her in. Caramel hair falling out of its clip. Assured, inviting eyes. Curves pressing against her sweater.

I release her hair from the clip and ask, “But does it have to be quick, Mrs. Torres?”

An unbearably soft giggle. “No it does not, Mr. Torres.”

I shiver at the trill of my Rs on her tongue. The shared name is electric, the oneness it represents. The promise that I will no longer be alone.





APRIL

The Day After the Fire

AFTER ICE CREAM THE FAMILY disperses, and Josie and I start dishes. Mom and Dad take nightcaps out back, while Cameron follows Rachel, who walks around locating every single childhood photo of him. Leo takes the kids up to bed. This time last night, he was saying he wants a divorce, and I was hurrying out of the kitchen distracted, the back burner still on.

For a second, I forgot that I burned down my house.

I suddenly realize how exhausted I am. My head has a dull ache, and my eyes sting. With a sink full of suds in front of me, I look around this kitchen: the dark wood floors, the Tiffany chandelier, Dad’s fiddle-leaf fig in the alcove under the stairs. I can’t help but think, Better there than here. My house was on fire long before that fateful pot of noodles.

“I like her.” Josie is initiating the obligatory assessment of our brother’s girlfriend.

“Yeah.” I hand her a bowl to dry. “Me too.”

“I think she’s got spunk under that shy exterior.”

“Shy?” I yawn. “Is that fair? Look what she got thrown into today.”

“True.”

I hand her a bouquet of forks. “Not everyone can be as comfortable in their own skin as Josephine Russo.”

Josie rolls her eyes because her name is not and has never been Josephine. The five letters of her name are typed in Courier on the creased blue of her birth certificate. But someone once assumed her name was Josephine, so Cameron and I latched on, grinning like villains. At the time, she had been calling us Ape and Cameraman for years, so she was due.

When we’re done with the dishes and girlfriend commentary, Josie drops into downward dog. Mom and Dad return with empty glasses, nonplussed about Josie’s bottom sticking up in the middle of the kitchen. Mom hands Dad a battery of vitamins, like she’s done for as long as I can remember. More pills now, though.

Cameron materializes with two empty wineglasses and a quiet, irritated tone. “So, did you all forget I was bringing her tonight?”

Josie slinks from downward dog to cobra.

Cameron faces Dad, gesticulating with a wineglass in each hand. “We talked about Rachel like two hours before I brought her over. I made sure it was still okay, you know, with everything.” He glances at me before looking back to Dad. “Is it so hard to remember—”

“Enough.” Mom’s voice slices his sentence like a knife. “You’re done.”

Our eyebrows all lift. Cameron stares in surprise at Mom before blinking downward. He moves to rinse the wineglasses, his words clipped. “Are the couch blankets in the normal place?”

“Yes.” Mom takes Dad’s hand and turns to leave the kitchen. “You kids don’t stay up too late.” Good nights are muttered as she and dad exit stage left and Josie shifts to butterfly.

Couch blankets? I frown as the explanation drops inside me like an anvil. Rachel drove in from her parents’ place in East Texas. So she’ll sleep here, of course. On the couch. Which means Leo is probably already in my bed.

Cameron stalks out of the kitchen. Josie arches from cat to cow. And I twist my ring, looking up at the ceiling as if to x-ray it.



In my bedroom, the pink lamp on my desk glows dimly. The ceiling fan spins on low with its slight rattle. Otto sleeps in the playpen, while Sadie is on a floor pallet with Bear Bear smushed to her chest. Leo is in bed, facing away and covered by my old comforter with the lilac pattern. So many breathing bodies I never could have conjured back when I sat in this room penning a list of reasons why my parents had to get a dog, and biting my lip over whether it was Labrador or Labradoor. Or when MeeMaw died, and my father wept, and I stayed awake all night wondering if heaven is real. Or when I got my first period, a brown-red constellation dotting the bedsheet.

I click off the lamp and slide beneath the lilacs, wondering if Leo is awake. It’s been a long time since we’ve shared a bed, and my body recognizes the distance—and the closeness. Nighttime does what it does, making me think about everything and think through nothing. I’m suddenly ravenous for every night we’ve ever shared, and so I curve my body to fit his, inhaling the light musk of him. My arm wraps around him, my hand finding the solidity of his chest.

He doesn’t move. Nothing but his heart pumping beneath my hand.

Gravid with want, I’m struck through with the violation of it. Pierced with the bullet of awareness that Leo is no longer mine. So I recoil, ashamed.

But then there’s movement.

I hold my breath as he turns in the halftone dark, whispering my name.

I reach out, but he stops me. “Why the book?” His voice is raw.

“What?”

“Why did you get my book from the house?”

Seventh City is a novel Leo self-published. I helped him revise it for months and months, my reading strip sailing across sentences to keep the letters straight. Every evening, we would disappear into his imagined world the way people disappear into Netflix. My copy of his book was the sole possession I grabbed in the fire, in that split second when survival dangled and my feet moved of their own volition.

“I don’t know,” I say.

His breath wavers, a tell of emotion. Leo hasn’t expressed sorrow or even anger in so long. Only apathy. Inertia. With another labored breath from him, our history racks me like withdrawal pains. I push past the hand that stopped me, and I kiss my husband.

He resists, but there’s no strength in it. So I pull his bottom lip between my teeth until he weakly turns away. I had begun to think he didn’t care, to doubt whether he ever had. But there’s a ripple in the mirage now. Here he is in my childhood bedroom, hurting for the loss of me. His pain is an overdue gift and a staggering wound.

I slide my hand down him in a plea, desperate to comfort and be comforted. “It doesn’t have to mean anything,” I whisper. “A swan song.”

He jerks away. “It always means something.”

The realization flares: he is thinking of Cody. He is always thinking of Cody.

I stare angrily at his back, his broad shoulders, the bulk of his silhouette.

And this is how we remain, stone-still and draped in lilacs, two pillars of a ruined temple.

In the morning, Leo is gone.





APRIL

2014

LEO IS GRADING PAPERS WHEN I get home. The windows are open to air out paint fumes, and the evening sun waltzes in. I sneak a peek in our entryway mirror, cleaning a smudge of makeup from my eyelid.

“Hey, how was it?” he asks.

I sigh. “Not great. I haven’t found the right book yet.” I have a challenging new student. But it’s one of my favorite parts of the job, matching the book to the person.

“What about you?” I set my bag down. “How was your day?”

It’s been a few short months since we got married, and we’re still new to setting things down in a shared home at the end of the day, reaching feelers out to ask, How are you, and who are you, and are you actually happy here with me? And then going beyond that into the sexless audacity of the mundane: Is the dishwasher clean, and are leftovers okay tonight, and is that really where you’re going to leave your shoes?

Leo stretches. “Not bad. Introduced the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Only one kid nodded off.”

I notice Leo’s handwriting on some pages tucked beneath his student papers, and I ask, “Working on your book?”

“Not really.”

I bite my lip. “I have an idea.”

He waits.

“Have you heard about that new local bookstore, Ellipsis? Since I need a book for work and you need time to write, should we go check it out?”

He hesitates, so I backpedal. “Or not.”

“No, it sounds great. It’s just, no pressure if you don’t want me to tag along.”

“I do, that’s why I suggested it.” It’s an early-days dance, so careful of each other’s toes that we stand miles apart.

We slip into our shoes and close the windows. On the way out the door, Leo gets a whiff of vanilla. “Ay, cabrón.” He jogs across the room and blows out a candle. “Almost forgot.”

I elbow him playfully. “Don’t burn down our house.” I look up. “Your fresh white ceilings.”

He grabs the keys. “Yeah, it’s the wrong white. I need to repaint.”

“Isn’t white just white?”

He shakes his head. “April, April, don’t you know how many types of white there are?”

I smile. “I’ll take your word for it.”

And I do. Then I take him to Ellipsis in search of more words. It’s an unremarkable evening plucked from the timeline. Nothing to burn its mark on our memories, just a day that will lift away like so many, happily swallowed in nonspecific domestic life.

A couple of hours later, I walk back through the door of our home with a book in one arm and my husband in the other. Leo kisses my temple and clicks on a lamp. A rosemary white-bean soup is almost ready in the slow cooker. And our car sits in the long driveway off FM 407, engine cooling, home from the bookstore.

Home, where we need to redo the tile in the half bath.

Where the ceiling is not yet the right white.

Where we will learn what lasts and what doesn’t.

Where a window has been left open, and a breeze becomes a wind.





DEB

Two Days After the Fire

ONE OF MY BEST-KEPT SECRETS is that on occasion I resent all the cooking. This resentment simmers as I scramble eggs for children and grandchildren. I stand at the stove with tension in my jaw and a fantasy life scrolling through my mind. In my alternate life, I married a chef. We have an expansive kitchen island and a butler’s pantry, and I watch him chop and sauté.

My jaw grows tighter as guilt bubbles. I’m lucky, I know this. I have comfort and family and even pasture-raised eggs. Plus, it’s my own fault I’m in this position—I shooed my kids out of the kitchen a million times over the years, never patient enough to let them loose with a bag of flour.

But I’ve been a caretaker since I was seventeen years old, when Mom got sick and Dad went glassy-eyed with sorrow. After her funeral, I watched the television remote become affixed to his hand. I watched him add notches to his belt to hold up his pants. I watched the kitchen grow dark and darker, with spoiled milk and curdled love. So I tied my mother’s apron around my own waist and blinked back the sting of tears—she had always let me help in the kitchen, cheerfully singing show tunes while wiping my oil spills or plucking my eggshells out of cake batter. With the chasm where my mother once was, I began to skip movies and concerts with friends. Instead, I brined and basted and broiled and blanched. I caramelized and creamed, pulverized and poached. And my dad—glory be—started eating again. He loosened his belt and let us leave the TV on mute. I was single-handedly bringing a man back to life, and it made me feel like a god.

It was a natural progression from father to husband to children, each of them with their preferences for eggs or how toasty a piece of toast should be. In food, I found two things I needed: comfort and control. Eventually, neighbors, friends, and friends of friends started commissioning desserts. Food became my thing, and I became the de facto chef. Mostly, I’m happy with it, but this doesn’t mean that I don’t tire. That I don’t once in a blue moon imagine a George Clooney lookalike cooking eggs how I like them, seasoning them while instructing me to take a load off, after nearly forty years of being the spinning nucleus of my family.

“Knives or just forks?”

I startle. I hadn’t noticed Billy come into the kitchen with his old gray slippers.

Billy, who faithfully sets the table. Who cleans the oven and fixes the blender. Who scrubs stuck food off pans and rubs my feet across his lap on the couch. Billy, who would—I’m certain—drop everything and cook for me if I asked.

“Just forks.” Whisk in hand, I pause and smile at him. “Your eyes look nice with that shirt.”

He shrugs, hiding his grin like a schoolboy. His hair is a mess, and his presence floods me with reality. Then someone tromps down the stairs, following the smell of food.

When Sadie rounds the corner, Billy says, “Is your room clean, Josie girl? You know Mom doesn’t like when you go off to school and leave behind a big mess.” He is setting forks on napkins, and my heart speeds to a gallop.

Sadie giggles. “Silly Grandpa B! I’m not Josie—I’m Sadie!”

He frowns.

I drop my whisk and rush to his side.

April has appeared a moment too soon, and her eyes dart from her dad to me.

I pull Billy’s chair back and say with contrived lightness, “Breakfast is about ready. You hungry?”

Sadie loses interest and skips away in search of juice.

Billy’s frown lingers as he settles into his chair and looks up at me. “You cut Jo’s hair?”

I avoid April’s stare as I answer him quietly. “Yes.”

This is the first time I’ve allowed Billy’s confusion to permeate our reality, the first time I’ve entered his version with a little white lie. An alarm rings out in the halls of my body: we have just entered a gate through which we can never return. And April is our uninvited witness. She narrows her eyes and asks, “Can I help you in the kitchen?”

I follow her around the corner, knowing full well that we won’t be cooking.

Her expression is bare, her hand gripping my forearm. “Mom?”

I meet her bloodshot eyes, but I still can’t say it. I know life has dark valleys, even for these children I’ve tried to protect, but my daughter needs a respite. My daughter, my ray of sunshine, whose eyes are now struck through with jagged pink bolts of lightning.

“Mom.” Her tone is now like a mother issuing a warning. “Tell me what I just saw.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “You can’t tell the others yet.”

She takes my hand, waiting.

“Dad has—” I look down and just say it: “Early-onset Alzheimer’s. Confirmed last week.”

April’s hand goes to her mouth.

I feel like a traitor, naming it. Like I’m welcoming it, which I’m not.

I’m not, I’m not, I’m not.

Billy is at the table around the corner, whistling as he waits to take Josie to a school that no longer exists, in the pigtails she stopped wearing two decades ago.

As I cry for the first time since the diagnosis, my firstborn holds me. Alzheimer’s is a form of time travel, but time travel hurts. It always leaves someone behind. We hadn’t planned to tell our kids yet, but April has always had a way of sniffing things out. Plus, I felt so alone when Billy looked up at me and asked about his daughter’s hair while staring straight at his granddaughter. This sickness is a hundred tiny deaths, so when is the right time to grieve?

With everyone clamoring for breakfast, further conversation with April gets tabled until later, just long enough for me to feel the relief of sharing this news, and the guilt of sharing it without Billy.

An hour later, I walk in on April holding a napping Otto in the Boston rocker, her own eyelids looking heavy. I rocked her in that very chair, usually humming a Russo family favorite: “Dream a Little Dream of Me.”

I back away, but April whispers, “No, come in.”

So I approach quietly, and she offers a small smile. It’s hard to feel despair when innocence is in your arms, smelling like lavender baby soap. But it isn’t Otto’s cherubic rest that touches me. It’s April. How many people she holds. She cups a hand over her son’s fuzzy head as though protecting a house for memories yet to be made, and she looks up at me, searching. “Is this what happened to MeeMaw?”

“We think it is.” I shrug. “The doctor said it can be genetic.” Billy’s sister died without any sign of the disease, but their mother declined for years. By the end of her life she was unrecognizable. She would run into walls, comb her hair with candles, doodle on furniture, and yell obscenities at her grandchildren. She wasn’t old, and we never understood what happened to her. I shudder to think of Billy becoming like that.

April takes my hand tenderly. “I’m so sorry,” she says. How very April of her to hurt for me rather than herself. I often worry about her making so much space for the pain of others that she leaves no space for her own.

Our gazes drop toward Otto, who is both legacy and promise, past and future. He won’t remember this moment, and I wonder what gives a moment meaning, if not memory. Then he squirms and reddens and fills his diaper, and April and I smile. She knows nothing of the storm her father and I weathered at our start. Or how surviving that one makes this one even harder.





DEB

1988

WE MARRY QUICKLY ONCE THE pregnancy is confirmed, and we agree to take this unromantic fact to our graves. I didn’t want to give up the baby, and Billy thought it only right to get married. So we drive away from the courthouse, husband and wife, on a crisp afternoon as the leaves begin to turn.

We are quiet in the car, a sense of despondency in the air between us. We have no “Just Married” flag, no honeymoon plans. It was a shotgun wedding and the slug lodges deep: we are not in love. The whirlwind fling that started all this is long over, leaving two near-strangers bound by our shared sense of obligation, a marriage license, and a five-hundred-square-foot apartment waiting empty for us.

Or, not quite empty. Billy’s mother has gotten us some Corningware.

Tucked inside a casserole dish, we find a generous check and a list of pediatricians. We glance at each other, understanding that our secret is no longer ours. Mothers are eagle-eyed about these things. But we know she won’t say anything. When we announce the pregnancy a month from now, she will congratulate us, and that will be that.

The day after the wedding—which we call the union—Billy goes off to scrape and buff teeth, and I shop alone for a new bed with a rubber band keeping my pants up where the button no longer reaches. By the time I turn twenty-four, I’ll be a wife with a child. When I turned twenty-three, I went out dancing with friends to celebrate. The bartender double-checked my ID and called me baby face.



Our daughter arrives with the spring.

During April’s first years of life, her dad and I function as star-crossed business partners. The weeks and fights blur. We each have more than our share of opinions about how to raise a baby, yet none of the affectionate forbearance that makes it possible to do such a fearsome task together.

One weekend, Billy invites his mom over without telling me, and she stays for hours. They wake April up to play with her, and when she fusses, his mother suggests that a better-quality formula might fix the problem. Billy agrees, and I hold my tongue. When I later tell him that a little warning would have been nice, he says, I live here too. I let out a loud “ha” in response, because I’m all too aware—he lives here like he’s the only one who does. He parks his dirty bicycle inside our little apartment to protect it from the elements. At every meal he smacks on his food, and with every breakfast he slurps thick V8 juice, leaving behind a red-coated glass that he expects me to clean, which fills me with an almost physical rage. It feels like nothing belongs to me anymore, not even my own time or needs.

Worse than any of that, Billy wants April to sleep in her own room even though I’m the one who takes care of her all night, and even though he knows how strongly I want her to sleep with me so I can comfort her in the night. He says it’s a matter of discipline, of principle.

“But she cries for me,” I argue.

“It’s good for babies to learn independence,” he retorts.

We fight so vehemently about this that I begin to stay longer and longer in her room, hiding from Billy’s constant presence and pushing back and forth in the Boston rocker. If he won’t let her come to our bedroom, I’ll stay in hers. I would rather share a bed with her anyway.

This is how April’s little room becomes my respite—how April herself becomes my respite. And whenever she babbles, happy and unintelligible, I feel my resolve renew: I got married because of her, and I will stay married because of her. It’s worth it for her to grow up with Billy, even if he’s always under my skin. Regardless of his many inconsiderations, I see the way he holds her. The way he raspberries the bottoms of her feet until she laughs so hard that it seems like nothing has ever been wrong in all the world.

Plus, what if something were to happen to me? I’d want her to have him.

Once she’s grown, Billy and I can end this and each start again. Find love. But until then, this is all for April, who is beginning to toddle, to stretch cloudlike hands toward us and say up, waiting to be lifted to safety and never once doubting that she will be.



April has Billy’s smile, which softens me to him whenever it spreads across her face.

Our favorite pastime is making her giggle. It’s a shared mission, whether through tickles or silly noises. And as she awakens more to this life, her eyes begin to shift between us whenever we snap at each other. She watches us closely, frowning her concern and wondering why our songs fled. So we endeavor to fight less, and we settle into a new monotony. Billy gets better about rinsing his red-stained glasses; I get more sleep and therefore care less about his V8 habits anyway.

In this manner, the calendar pages turn.

On occasion, I’m reminded of why I said yes to a date with Billy in the first place. Well, our first date was only because we both wanted to see the local cover band for the Mamas and the Papas. But on our second date, he took me out for Italian. Halfway through dinner, I got sick to my stomach, and instead of politely bailing, he stayed. Told me not to be embarrassed, that it’s only human. He drove me home, brought me chicken soup and oyster crackers, and then waited until he knew I was all right. That resulted in several more months of dates.

Eventually, we both got bored and there was a petering out. We ended things mutually. Weeks later, I found myself sitting in a doctor’s office thinking, No. Thinking, I can’t.

But I did. And he did. And sometimes if I’m under the weather, he will leave Saltines out or fill the humidifier or keep April quiet so I can rest, covering me with a blanket and brushing the hair from across my face, and I remember those first dates. It seems like they were with a different person, but it was him. He’s all him.

One evening, I’m cooking a stir-fry when Billy gets home from work. He holds a bouquet of flowers out to me, and I frown.

He shrugs. “Today’s the day we got married.”

I blink. I hadn’t realized. It’s been two years—we didn’t acknowledge it whatsoever at the one-year mark. But here he is, handing me begonias. I don’t recall telling him they’re my favorite.

“Oh.” I hold them to my nose and breathe in slowly. “Thank you.”

April patters into the kitchen and points excitedly, saying, “Bitty trees!” She watches me put them in water and set them on the table, smiling.



When she is almost three years old, I pass by the bathroom one night while Billy demonstrates how to brush teeth without neglecting the gums. His patience with April makes me pause, not because it’s unusual but because it’s usual. Because I’ve come to take it for granted. Even though we fight about April’s sleep and how much money should be spent on toddler gear, this man has not wavered in his commitment to our daughter.

I take a step backward into the darkness of the hall, a domestic spy peeking at my husband in a sliver of the bathroom mirror. A private moment with a child is when you can tell the most about someone. I know so little of Billy, yet so much. I know which foods give him indigestion, how meticulously he opens envelopes, the brand of socks he wears, how high he likes the ankle. And for all the time I’ve spent fighting him, I realize I’ve come to trust him.

April grips her little Elmo toothbrush. “Like this, Dada?”

Billy says her technique is exquisite, and he gives her a high five.

She beams. “I’m just like you!”

He musses her hair, and she hugs his leg, both of them smiling, proud of the other.

I back away from my hidden post, and a weighty, swirling feeling settles in my stomach.

Later that night, when April is asleep, Billy and I tidy the kitchen. We don’t typically talk during evening chores. But with a skillet in one hand and a dishrag in the other, I look at my husband for a long minute. And then I say to him, “So, I love you.”

He’s putting a mug into the cabinet and very nearly drops it. A smile comes over his face that hearkens back to when we met, when he held me from behind as we swayed to “California Dreamin’ ” before we were thrown into a future that seemed to have such little space for dreams.

He stares at me now, his relief so apparent it almost hurts.

And he says it with no hesitation. “I love you too.”

I set the dishrag down on the counter, and I lead him to the bedroom. We have not been together since before April was born.

Life can turn in any direction, that’s one thing it has going for it.

After that night, I can’t get enough. I push the limits on how early I can get April down, and I explore every inch of my husband’s landscape, making up for lost time. I have seen Billy’s loyalty, his work ethic, his persisting goodness toward our family, and somewhere along the way, I have fallen in love. Before long, he suggests we go whole hog with the family thing, and I smile wide in agreement.

Josie, and later Cameron, are born to very different parents than their sister was, and we won’t forget the miracle of that. By this time, Billy has a burgeoning dental practice, and I have an inheritance sitting in a high-yield savings account. I only bought my dad a handful of years, it turns out. One bleak morning, he was simply and quietly gone. Most days I choose to believe it was accidental, that he just needed a little pain relief and took too much without realizing. This was before April came along. In fact, he came straight to mind when I got pregnant: how many starts and stops of life are accidents. It was a complicated experience to lose him—I miss him sharply, but he had been so sad for so long. I could never do enough for him. At his service, he looked like he was relieved to have “Amazing Grace” sung over him at last.

So the inheritance was unexpected, and it has been earning interest. Combined with Billy’s now-steady income, we have enough money for the house on Lexington Avenue. A lawn mower. Contact paper and life insurance. Soon, I am pushing a department-store stroller through an upscale neighborhood, marveling over the way lives of misery or jubilee can appear identical from the front yard.

I knock on doors with casseroles and cornbread, driven by a nosy determination that if there are people who are lonely like my father was—like I was—then I will find them.

And there are. And I do. And I learn what a profound generosity it can be to share lonelinesses. Our house on Lexington Avenue becomes a hub of life, and April will hopefully never remember her mother curling up tearfully beside her in a toddler bed in our former box of an apartment.

As our family grows, Billy works long hours, his gloved hands navigating people’s mouths so they can—as he likes to say—smile without shame. Whenever I need a companion, April is still the first person I turn to, because she is there.

And that matters as much as anything in life, the person who is there.





APRIL

Two Days After the Fire

I DRIVE DOWN 407 IN my mother’s car. My knuckles are white on the steering wheel as I turn onto our long gravel driveway, a turn taken countless times over the past nine years. With my new groom, then with our new baby, then with our second baby.

Leo is lugging stuff to a long green dumpster I had no idea he rented.

My heart sank when I woke up in an empty bed, as it always does. But I assumed Leo would be here, where he can busy himself, and I was right.

When I shut the car door, he straightens and raises a hand to his forehead.

At the same time, he asks, “Where are the kids?” and I say, “You took off.”

Again at the same time: “With Mom.” And, “I didn’t take off.”

Silence stretches between us, and cicadas whine from the treetops in their summer symphony. I’m already sticky from humidity. Leo is drenched in a dirty white T-shirt and work gloves. “What are you doing here?”

“Here at my own house?”

He squints at me under the sun.

I say, “I came to work, same as you.”

That’s not why I’m here, of course. I’m here because of last night in my bed and then he didn’t respond to my text and then I found out my dad has Alzheimer’s, and I couldn’t just sit in an Adirondack and play pat-a-cake.

He assesses my small frame. “It’s a lot of manual labor and throwing stuff away. No big decisions yet. I said I’d let you know if I need you.”

It’s a backward reminder that he doesn’t.

I move a hair tie from my wrist to a ponytail, and I pull it tight. “I drove all the way here. The insurance adjuster is coming later anyway.”

He sighs and tosses me a bandana for the foul smell.

I tie it on and stomp haphazardly over some debris.

He throws a warped shutter into the dumpster, mumbling, “Don’t cause more problems.” Whether it was navy or black before, the shutter is now definitely black and burned to a crisp. But Leo doesn’t seem to think for a second about shades of paint or our past. And I—the problem-causer—tramp away, going inside to the no big decisions. I don’t care if it’s a pen that was already out of ink or a basket that’s clearly ruined, I want to put my hands on all of it. Material possessions are gateways for memory: I want to touch everything and let it flood me.

But with each trip to and from the dumpster, I get angrier.

Eventually, I walk over to Leo and grab an old Americana CD out of his hand.

He blinks. “¿Qué verga?”

“Not everyone gets to have a functioning memory, and you’re just wasting yours!”

“Why would I want to remember this?”

I yank off my bandana. “Is there nothing worth remembering about our life together here? God, you’re acting like I’m a monster.”

He stares at me for a long minute. “You’re not a monster,” he says flatly. “You’re just not who I thought you were.” He takes the warped disc back out of my hand, and he hurls it into the dumpster.

You’re just not who I thought you were. It would have hurt less had he slapped me. Because it’s exactly what I always feared. When he married me, he saw me in an insanely charitable light, and I knew he was wrong. He saw a sacrificial teacher; he saw the confidence of youth; he saw my parents’ perfect marriage. But I’m not who I thought I was either. I haven’t had teaching in years, and I’ve never had my parents’ perfection. What I’ve had is depression. Weakness. And the warm touch of another man.

A Ford Bronco turns onto our driveway, rolling toward us. The insurance adjuster.



It feels like an undressing as this man with disposable shoe covers and a curling mustache inspects our home to determine the value of its scars. After the sorry for your loss formality, we do a walk-through, the adjuster saying little. He takes photos and points out a few hazards. His stylus flies across his device, a slight whistle coming from his nose with each concentrated breath. He wears no mask as he mutters acronyms and jargon. Instead of sympathy, his tone is more, Don’t expect too much; people always expect too much. To him, our home is the eventuality of clients trying to get x dollars instead of y dollars. To him, we’re not the Torres family; we’re a claim number.

He can’t give us a dollar amount yet. The company has a couple of weeks to process the claim and give us the requisite paperwork. But as he steps outside and pops his shoe covers off, he says the kitchen rebuild should be covered at the very least, along with temporary living expenses. We should keep our receipts. He’ll be in touch.

After manually cranking his window, he drives off to the next catastrophe.

A squirrel scampers across the grass.

Leo says brusquely, “Back to it.”

We’ve been hauling junk to the dumpster for hours. The accumulation that once felt treasured now feels like madness, and I wonder how something can become its own opposite so abruptly.

I step back into the dark house feeling like we haven’t made a dent. The keep mounds are as overwhelming as the trash, and everything reeks of smoke. We will move stuff into portable storage, but then what? And so many things have vanished entirely. Food. Books. Things we’ll think of in a week, a month, a year, realizing again how much the fire took.

This day is trying to hold way too much. I can still hear Dad mistaking Sadie for Josie. Leo saying I’m not who he thought I was. I huff—it’s so like him anyway, to start tackling this alone and make me feel like that’s normal. What’s actually normal is to wait for a crew. And I’m out of both energy and water.

Straightening, I take one final armful to the dumpster. Whether it’s a tablecloth or a sheet or my wedding dress, I can’t be sure. Tossing it in, I break the brittle silence. “We need to hire people.”

Leo laughs, and not kindly. He guzzles water, clocking my stare. My chapped lips.

“You didn’t bring water?” He extends his own, shaking his head in a way that says, Figures.

“I did bring some, I just ran out.” I decline his outstretched Ozarka.

He shrugs, screwing on the cap and dropping the plastic bottle beside a boxwood. “We can’t just hire people every time something’s hard.”

I will myself not to yell as I say, “This is a house fire. And we have insurance.”

He turns away. “Whatever.”

I encroach on his space for the second time today. I was not a confrontational person until Leo started withdrawing. Now there are moments when the desire for a reaction—any reaction—possesses me. “No, help me make a plan. Should I do research? Have you talked to anyone yet?” I gesture to the massive green coffin that now contains waterlogged years of our shared life. “I didn’t even know you got this dumpster.”

“Fine, hire people.” He throws down his gloves and peels off his shirt. Not what I was expecting. He turns and stalks away—not toward the house or car, but toward the creek.

Once he’s down the hill, I dart to the boxwood and unscrew the cap from his water bottle, gulping and gulping with such vicious thirst that the plastic sucks inward.

Then, in spite of myself, I follow him.

There are gnats and algae on the surface of the creek, and I watch as Leo walks straight into it. There is no wind, and the cicadas are deafening. The sun remains merciless, and birds dot the sky like specks of black pepper. I visor my eyes with a grimy hand. “You always say this creek is filthy.”

“It is.” Leo raises his arms. “But I’m filthier.” He looks me up and down. “You really want to drive home like that?”

We’re both covered in smears and specks of who-knows-what, our sweat like glue. So I peel off my clothes, down to my underwear, and I wade into the creek.

Leo laughs again, only a little, and this time he’s unreadable.

I snap, “What?” He has seen my body at its worst, but he hasn’t seen it in months.

He lowers himself into the water, rinsing gritty arms. “Just—” His eyes bounce away and back again. There’s a shift in the air between us. “If you had told us five years ago…”

So this is the moment I’ve been wanting, when we could commiserate. We could find comfort in each other like we did for so long. I don’t know why it’s happening now in our dirty creek rather than last night or the night of the fire, but it is. Marriage is rife with surprise syncopation.

But the way he’s looking at me is a gut punch of a reminder of everything that went wrong. After Otto was born, it became clear Leo needed an out. And because it was gradual, I didn’t see what was happening until it already had: I gave him his out, impulsive and ignoble. I did something wrong while he did nothing, which can be just as bad. But I’m the one who has given us a narrative, a pinpoint of blame.

My resolve gathers. I won’t go back to the way it was. So, like a monster from a swamp, I turn and lift dripping feet out of the water. “I’m going back to the kids.”

True to form, Leo says nothing as I collect my clothes and cut abruptly toward my mother’s car, where I get in and drive away, leaving my husband in the creek behind our house, the cicadas screaming.






LEO

2017

I’M GRADING AN ESSAY ON the battle of the Alamo when April says, “We should go to Mexico. Take a vacation.”

The essay is laid out in front of me, and I feel it in my bones—Santa Anna, Davy Crockett, bloodied men, and the burning question: To whom do we belong?

I set my pen down. “Why Mexico?”

“I was just thinking about how we haven’t taken a vacation since our honeymoon.”

Our honeymoon is a sore spot. I took April camping only to find out later from Cameron that she was disappointed not to do something nicer. April grew up taking family vacations every year, while I never once traveled for leisure. Our expectations were worlds apart.

She picks at her fingernail. “Josie told me about a nice rental option in Cabo.”

Cabo. Not Chiapas, where my parents are from. Or Juárez, where I have a cousin I haven’t seen in decades. She isn’t thinking about my history, or any history at all. Just vacation for vacation’s sake.

“Something wrong?” she asks.

“Uh, what about somewhere on the Texas coast instead?”

She crinkles her nose, so I guess this is Honeymoon Disappointment 2.0. But if I were to go speak Spanish in Mexico, I’d be an imposter. I wouldn’t have the privilege of clearly being a foreigner. People would wonder why I’m Mexican but not. Why I don’t have the right clothes or slang or cultural understanding.

And I thought April knew that I avoid reminders of my parents, who probably haven’t thought of me one way or another since they washed their hands of me twenty-six years ago. I’m not inclined to vacation in their homeland, where the language and traditions would mock me, son of a place where I’ll never belong.

April brightens. “Maybe South Padre! Pretty beaches, practically Mexico.”

And with that, she has me. I open an internet browser to search places to stay. The Alamo’s rotation of flags and violence can wait.

As I browse hotel options, April comes around beside me and rests her chin on my shoulder. I click the ones with medium-level dollar signs and tell her that I’ve actually never seen the ocean.

Her jaw drops. “What?!”

“Nope.”

This has long been part of my life, mentioning things I’ve never done and then absorbing people’s shock. I’ve never been to the ocean or the state fair. Never learned to swim or ride a bike. Never had cable television or made a Christmas tree ornament.

But now there will be one fewer thing on that list, because I click and then double-click.

April squeals and says she’ll need a new swimsuit. Maybe a sun hat.

We’ve officially booked an ocean-view room at Margaritaville.



Our first day on the island, all at once I understand the appeal of vacations. And the sea.

Dios mío, the sea.

The sun sets behind the dunes, and the crashing waters are altogether magnificent. They are loud. Frightening, almost. They put me in my place, demanding that I acknowledge my smallness. I take April’s face in my hands and kiss her hard on the mouth. When I pull back, the waves crash in her eyes.

“I can’t believe this is your first time seeing the ocean.”

I brush hair from her face. “Technically, it’s the Gulf.”

She laughs and shoves me. “It counts!”

The sunlight is nearly gone. Our shoes dangle from our fingers as we walk back to our room, where April closes the window. Even with that double-paned barrier, the waters don’t let us forget their presence.

April lights a candle, cupping her hand around the flame as it establishes.

She walks toward me with a look of meaning and play across her face.

With one tug, she undoes the drawstring of my American flag swimsuit, which drops to the floor. She pulls my T-shirt over my head and puts a hand to my chest. “Lie down.”

I most certainly obey.

Slowly, she takes her sundress off.

Then, standing beside me in her swimsuit, she reaches across me to adjust my pillows so I can watch her comfortably. My body tingles with aliveness.

In the flickering light, she unties her swimsuit top and lets it fall.

I reach to trace the tan line at the curve of her breast, but she grabs me by the wrist, shaking her head and biting her lip.

I groan. “Why not?”

She tugs down the bottom of her swimsuit and steps out of it, and I need my mouth on her skin as badly as I’ve ever needed anything, that triangle where the sun has not kissed, irresistible in the candlelight.

But she stops me again. “Because—” She floats her fingers cruelly down her own body, looking right at me as she pauses to enjoy her own touch. My hands twitch for her, and my breathing goes shallow. “There’s so much you haven’t had. But—” She moves now to straddle me, her thighs my torture. “I want to give you—” She reaches down and touches me with such soft precision that I gasp. “Every—” She is touching both of us now. “Possible—” Her hands move faster. “Pleasure.” Her eyelids flutter closed.

Finally, she lets me take her by the hips.

The candle wick burns low and the waves roll on.

I have absolutely everything.



Our week is spent in a blink. We eat lobster, read aloud on the beach, and get sunburned. It’s perfect.

When we go to the beach for one last sunset, April’s cheeks are as pink as the sky, her hair dancing around her face. We listen to the sea, a gull’s keow, a child’s laugh sailing on the wind. I look at April and say something I’ve been thinking about all week. “I want more of you.”

She’s leaning back, fingers buried in the sand, ankles crossed in front of her, shoulders boasting dots of sun. With a relaxed smile, she says, “I’m all yours.”

I look so intently at her that I can almost see her at every age. And I’m filled with a certainty I thought I would never have. “I want to have a baby with you.”

She sits upright in surprise, lifting a sandy hand to her own cheek.

When we got married, there were unanswered questions. I knew she had a savings account; she knew I didn’t. I knew she voted for Romney; she knew I voted for Obama. I knew she might want kids; she knew I might not. These were things that we, young and in love, assumed time would solve. And in this instance, we weren’t wrong. Four years in, and time has opened something up in me. It’s true that I didn’t want children, but I do want her children. Here beside the sea, I feel a wisp of the strength it takes to become a father.

“Oh my gosh, you do?”

“Yes.” I nod. “I do.”

It’s like a new vow.

She throws her arms around me and says into my neck, “I want a baby with you too.” Her hair is gritty and glorious in my face, and I feel bone-deep gratitude. The tide creeps closer as if the grinning Gulf knows what we’ve just decided. This bit of earth that once belonged to the Texians, the Mexicans, the French, the Spanish. Through it all, waves have lapped this shore, ever patient with the claims of men. The question of belonging is a real one, and it is one that plagues me. Don’t ask me about Texas or Mexico or my parents—what I know is that I belong to April.

A few months after our time on the island, we celebrate a double-pink line. Brainstorm baby names. And lay our hands tenderly across April’s belly, a country all our own.






LEONARDO

1988

THE ROOF IS LEAKING AGAIN. Rico fixed it last year, but then the dry season came, the Odessa dust blew, and the fix didn’t hold. Monsoon season turns the trailer park to mud, and Leonardo is out playing in it with all the other kids.

The sky darkens as Ana pulls the mini-blinds and scans for her son among mud-splattered children. Rico sticks a pot under a leak and goes to the cabinet for another.

“We need the other pot for mac and cheese.” Ana heaves herself up from the couch, baby Mirabel due in two months. Ana is hungry enough to eat three boxes of macaroni. She is all belly, just shy of twenty-one years old.

“Chingale,” Rico mutters.

Ana combs through cabinets. They were supposed to be out of here already. The plan was to move before this next baby comes. But plans, Ana thinks, are for people with means.

“Mami!” Leonardo runs inside, tracking mud. “Mira!”

Giggling, he shows her a roly-poly that’s tickling his arm.

Ana’s gaze drops absently to the insect and then back to the cabinets. Her hand rests on her belly, her stretched-out Selena shirt. It’s hard to focus when she’s this hungry. She pushes aside a near-empty bag of rice and a box of cereal. “Where’s the mac and cheese?”

Rico is still hunting for something to catch the rain. The lion tattoo on his arm twitches with his movements. Thunder crashes, and Leonardo drops the roly-poly, latching on to his mother’s leg. She pats his head and says over it, “Looks like we’re out.” She thought they had one more box.

She opens the fridge, releasing a sharp, tangy smell. It’s empty except for sodas and something that has spilled in a drawer. Ana looks down at her son searching for his bug, and she feels a ping of love. She hands him a Dr Pepper, knuckles his cheek, and gets one for herself. “Jesus, I’m hungry.”

Ana looks to her boyfriend, the one she left high school for, the one who always seems to find help for them just in the nick of time. He almost never resorts to stealing. Once, he took a single loaf of Mrs. Baird’s from a convenience store and felt so guilty that a few days later he snuck to the counter and slipped a five-dollar bill beside the register, overpaying and then bolting as if the payment were the crime.

Rico shadows his girlfriend now, moving the same rice bag and cereal box, blinking at the same cans of soda. He shuts the fridge. “I’ll go find us something.”

He slips into boots and leaves the trailer, closing the door behind him as rain begins to fall in sheets.

An hour later, Rico is still gone, and Ana feels like she could capsize from hunger. Leonardo is asleep on the couch, his mouth sticky from soda. They have no phone service or car, and Ana’s stomach calls out like a whale. She looks down at the tight roundness of it, her hunger so strong that she’s starting to cramp. Mirabel has gotten very still.

So Ana takes the pot reserved for macaroni, slides it under the worst of the leaks, and kisses her son softly. She brushes a sugar ant off his neck, covers him with a towel, grabs change for the bus, and leaves the trailer in slippers because they’re all that will fit over her swollen feet. They will get muddy, but she will get food. And she’ll be back before Leonardo wakes up. She imagines how happy he’ll be if he wakes to a cheeseburger from the dollar menu. Maybe even a cookie.

But when he wakes, there is only darkness, and the storm is rocking the trailer.

Leonardo is not afraid of the dark or the leaks or being alone. He’s used to those things. But he hates thunder. So he rises from the couch to seek the warm softness of his mother. He carries the burden of the born: the want of his parents, whoever they are.

His papi isn’t there, but his papi often works nights. It’s the absence of his mother that makes him feel strange, like he’s lost even when he’s home. He stumbles to the bathroom, water plopping on his head in the narrow hallway. She’s not there. When she’s not in the kitchen either, he is out of places to look. He thinks to call for her outside—sometimes she watches the lightning. But the front door is locked and Leonardo can’t get it open. He is only four years old.

He takes a sip of flat Dr Pepper, his bottom lip quivering. But he doesn’t cry; tears have never served him much.

Mami loves her bed, especially with her baby tummy, so Leonardo decides to wait there. He flops onto the bare mattress, covers his ears when it thunders, and then next thing, it’s bright. And he is still alone.

He wanders into the kitchen, where he dumps cereal crumbs into his mouth. He considers, and then he takes a few bites of the cereal box.

When his parents finally come home, they give him a whole chocolate chip cookie, which he crams into his mouth. His mami’s belly is loose. Empty. She takes to the bed.

After that day, his papi works even more. They put Leonardo in school, but he spends most of his days worrying about his mother. When he finally gets home to take care of her, she sends him out of the room.

There are rare days, however, when she motions for him to come sit with her, and she sings or cries or falls asleep holding him. He lives for these days, but he will not remember them. The memories will be intrinsic, physical, embedded into him as a sense of uncertainty, a heavy isolation, a malignant love. They will be in the fizz of Dr Pepper, the tickle of bugs, the mud caked between toes, and the lilting and unpredictable Spanish ballads of a hollow mami who would eventually call her brother, Nacho, and say to him, I can’t.





DEB

Two Days After the Fire

OTTO IS HUNGRY, AND SADIE pinched her finger. Josie is packing for a red-eye, feeling guilty about leaving April, and Cameron is waiting to talk to us about “something important.” I grind my teeth so hard that Billy shuffles up behind me to massage my shoulders. It’s his biggest pet peeve, my teeth grinding. I lean into him, but only for a second.

When the kids were younger, we had many lovely days together. Then we had other days that looked something like this: April would catch a violent stomach bug, Josie would sob inconsolably because her best friend sat with someone else at lunch, and that would be the moment Cameron would gash his knee open and need stitches. In his unflappable baritone, Billy would acceptingly say, When it rains, it pours, and I would very flappably say, For once I’d like some easy London drizzle, some light Seattle mist. Enough of these Texas take-cover thunderstorms.

I assumed those downpour days would stop when the children grew; it was what helped me survive them. But I didn’t understand the shape-shifting nature of parenting, that there will always be days when the clouds empty themselves with bellicosity. The rate of those days has dwindled, but the stakes are higher. So I do what I’ve always done: I work from the youngest up.

As I step into the kitchen for Otto’s applesauce, the specter of my George Clooney chef waves goodbye—he must sense that it isn’t a day for flights of fancy. I get the applesauce with one hand and a Band-Aid for Sadie with the other. Josie trails us, fretting on account of will April think I’m abandoning her, but what else can I do with a show in two days?

Billy instructs Josie to follow him upstairs. They can talk while she packs. Over his shoulder, he gives me a knowing look, and I smile gratefully. I spoon applesauce into the baby’s mouth while somehow also unwrapping the Band-Aid. Childcare gives a woman’s hands an exponential power.

I’m ready for Cameron, who reaches for the little plastic spoon and says, “Here.” He takes over the feeding, so I go turn Bluey on for Sadie in the living room, return to the kitchen, and exhale. Moving to wipe down the counter, I focus on my son, who—I remind myself—is no longer a braces-mouthed kid with a learner’s permit. He’s a college graduate diligently applying for jobs across several states, and he is good-hearted enough to fly a spoon into his nephew’s mouth when his poor mom needs a breath. Affectionately, I ask my current favorite kid, “You wanted to talk about something?”

Cameron navigates the spoon as Otto squeals happily, gripping his uncle’s hand and “helping.”

“Yeah.” He hesitates. “But it can wait for Dad, if that’s okay.”

He got a job, that must be it. I swipe a sponge across the granite countertop and smile to myself. Cameron is a bit status quo, nothing wrong with that. We need a little status quo to balance out Josie. Cam went to Oklahoma State for business. He keeps his room tidy, his car maintained, his face shaved, and a savings account topped off. Ever since his very first paycheck for mowing lawns, he has given at least five percent of his income to some charity or another. Savvy with a heart of gold. In the squeaky-clean granite, I see his future. He’ll take whatever this job is, get a 401(k), and eventually settle down, giving me more scrumptious grandchildren, maybe even in or near Dallas.

Billy reappears and snacks on a handful of cashews. Josie is now belting Mamma Mia! songs upstairs, so I assume he helped her make peace with flying away from her sister. The pride is off to Chicago for the rest of June.

Humming in the back of my mind is the awareness that April knows about the diagnosis. We’ll have to tell the other two soon. How will this fit with their tour schedules and new jobs? Part of me is relieved by these distractions, but the other part just wants a minute to breathe. To plan. To huddle up and prepare before we’re in the eye of the storm.

Cameron clears his throat and stands up. I focus, because I’m not sure which specific job he might get with something as broad as a business degree.

“I’m glad y’all finally got to meet Rachel, because there’s something I need to tell you.” He takes a breath. “We’re engaged! I proposed last weekend!”

All that escapes me is a flat “What?”

Billy’s arm immediately encircles my waist, a knowing buoy.

“I know the timing’s weird with everything with April, but we—”

Cameron is talking, smiling like a goof, but I only hear fuzz. Suddenly, Josie is my favorite kid. The girl is a purple-haired, red-faced contrarian with all kinds of drama, but she tells me everything. So many details. If this were Josie, I would have heard an exhausting number of deliberations about the ring and proposal and plan. That’s the problem with these other two Russo kids: they’re so tight-lipped. I had no inkling this was coming. Can my kid just decide something like this without even talking to me? The same kid who once needed my help just to spread a pat of butter? I interrupt whatever my son is saying with his flushed cheeks and dimpled grin. “You’re so young.”

He frowns. “I’m the same age you and Dad were.”

My arms go akimbo. Regardless of age, we were adults, and he is a baby.

Billy moves away from me to put a hand on his son’s shoulder. He gives me a pointed look and says, “I think what your mother means is congratulations. Rachel is lovely, and we’re happy for you.” He pulls Cameron into a hug.

I huff. This has nothing to do with whether or not Rachel is lovely. I start scouring the already-clean counter. “Josie isn’t even married. You barely know Rachel, and you just graduated. Don’t you need a job first?”

“Josie doesn’t want to get married, and weddings don’t have to go in age order anyway.”

It pisses me off how assured he sounds. This is a lifelong commitment we’re talking about! At twenty-three years old, can you know what you’ll want when you’re sixty?

“Rachel and I have been together all year. I have like seven leads and decent savings. She has a job too. You seriously don’t need to worry.”

I squint my distaste at being told not to worry, and a wave of reality breaks against me: Cameron is not asking permission. He is heralding news. News that flings me back to the day I signed a marriage license while a baby took shape beneath my ribs. I gasp and look up. “Wait. Is Rachel—” For some reason I glance at uncomprehending Otto as I lower my voice. “Pregnant?”

Cameron has just popped a cashew in his mouth and nearly spits it out. He barks out a laugh, and again this irritates me. “Mom, no! God, we’re not stupid. We’re getting married because we’re in love and want to spend our lives together. I thought you’d be happy.”

I bite my tongue. There are two implications I take issue with. One: that I am stupid—never mind that Cameron has no clue his own parents got married because I was pregnant. Two: that love isn’t stupid. I watch my husband and son both coolly crunching cashews, and I nod to myself that yes, love is at least a little stupid.

I thought you’d be happy. Cameron isn’t wrong about his age, about Josie not wanting to get married, or about his proven responsibility. My regret beginning to surge, I say, “Sorry. I got caught off guard, but”—I glance at Billy, who nods—“we should celebrate!” I toss my words ten feet in front of my heart, willing it to follow, and I hug my son, getting the same sense I got when they were babies hitting milestones hand over fist. Like, When did you get old enough to smile, sit, crawl, walk, talk, read, stink, drive, get married? But they did get old enough. The proof is enveloping me in a bear hug, my head at his chest.

I look up at the boy who used to sleep on my shoulder and pronounce his name Cam-won, and I pat his arm. “You should go up and tell Jo.”

He grabs another handful of cashews and darts away with that dimpled half grin and his socked feet. I raise my eyebrows at Billy, who raises his right back and says, “I’ll go buy some champagne?”

I sigh. “Yeah, go on.” Then under my breath, “When it rains, it pours.”

Billy chuckles and kisses the top of my head. “It’s a good thing, D. Try to act like it?”

It hits me all at once. The inconvenience of these major changes happening in such rapid-fire succession, but also this: Cameron has his dad. Billy will get to have this. Is that what he’s thinking about as he goes for champagne? That this is actually happening in the nick of time, while I’m here worrying that Cameron is rushing? Billy is here with his faculties, and this makes my thoughts turn on a dime. Cameron should get married tomorrow, today, right this very minute, while his father can still sit in the front row. I’m not yet in the habit of considering a future Billy who is not fully Billy. We need a wedding, a bucket list, we need to fill our life with life. And we need it now. The important things must become more urgent.

Otto blows raspberries in his high chair, and I clean him up with a sigh. It doesn’t go fast, but it will have gone fast. Sadie prowls around for a snack, and there’s a pause in Josie’s singing upstairs, followed by whooping and hollering. Sadie and Otto both look at me in curious concern.

I explain, “Uncle Cam is going to get married.”

Sadie cheers, so Otto copies her. By the time April comes through the door an hour later, Sadie has made at least four congratulatory cards for Cameron and Rachel, and she races to share the news with her mom.

April looks at me over Sadie’s head. “Really?”

I nod, and her eyes go vacant. It’s not that she doesn’t have crises, but that they stay inside her. She kneels to kiss her children. She cups their chins and meets their eyes and says thickly that she missed them today. Then, with a crisper voice, that she better go congratulate the groom-to-be, life plowing forward around her.

She rises, giving my arm a squeeze. “Thanks for babysitting again.”

About an hour later, Leo makes a similar entrance and receives a similar greeting. Sadie’s card count is up to six and a half. Cameron promises to show the cards to Rachel, who will come over for dinner again next weekend.

Speaking of dinner, I check the clock. Hunger is a consistent rhythm that makes life more predictable, and what we all need is a good meal. Fish tacos should be easy enough, so I start to retrieve ingredients. Leo is the one to ask where Billy is, and at this I gasp, dropping a bag of shredded cheddar. Billy went out to get champagne over two hours ago.





APRIL

2018

“I’M SCARED.”

We’re surrounded by neatly packaged rompers in the baby’s room when Leo has this show of vulnerability.

I lower a package and look at him with affection. “I know.”

That shy smile of his. “Of course you do.”

It’s scary for anyone to become a parent, but especially Leo. His earliest memories are of being alone in his own parents’ single-wide as ants crawled through the bread and cereal and sheets. When he was seven, he got a raging stomach bug. He shivered through the dehydration, taking pains not to bother his parents. Later that year, they sent him away. He thought it was his fault for needing too much. And he didn’t want to have kids because he didn’t want to create someone who could ever feel discarded like that.

But then we met. He says I sometimes appear in his memories—an insertion where I hadn’t really been. Says I would have dabbed his head with a cool cloth when he got sick. I would have fumblingly read The Hardy Boys with him and listened to Smashing Pumpkins and tested white rocks to find the chalk ones. Once we were together, it was as though we always had been, as though our connection was strong enough to be retroactive. So of course when he confesses his fear on the eve of Sadie’s due date, I’ve already known for a while.

I take his hand in mine. “This baby will not be alone.”

“I know. You’d never let that happen.”

But I lift his chin, my belly alive with our barely contained future. “You won’t let that happen. You do know that, right?”

He leans into me.

We’re in this together.

And our love is as soft as the cattail along the edge of our land.



Three months after Sadie’s birth, I’m listless.

My baby is asleep, and my shirt is off. These days are so lather, rinse, repeat that I sometimes just leave my shirt off. Being alone with a newborn feels more alone than actually being alone. And the energy required for the on-off-on-off-on-off part of breastfeeding is exorbitant. So I’m lying on my back, breasts splayed out like chicken legs in need of twine. Was it Annie Dillard who said that how we spend our days is how we spend our lives? Well, look at me now, Annie.

I’m unaware of the time when Leo, home from work, walks into the room. I jump up to cover myself as he grins, a hunger in it. We haven’t slept together since the birth, although he’s been hinting. I’m sure I could do it now without much pain. The problem is that my body doesn’t feel like mine anymore, and I don’t want to do something just because it won’t hurt.

“You don’t have to do that, you know.”

He means my shirt. He is staring, and I feel pink creep up my neck. I make the mistake of glancing down at his view: depleted chest, fading line beneath my belly button, stretch marks like I’ve been clawed by a cat, and folds of loose skin. Not to mention the prominent scar where the surgeon opened me up to retrieve our stubborn nesting doll of a daughter.

Fast, I tug my shirt over my head. I register Leo’s look of disappointment, but I know he won’t push.

He slips his shoes off. “Guess what.”

I tilt my head in suggestion that we leave the bedroom to let the baby sleep.

Closing the door behind us, my thoughts turn toward dinner. I’m suddenly in charge of domestic life, and it doesn’t feel like my mother’s looks. I quit tutoring because I wanted to focus on our family for a few years, and Leo was completely supportive and encouraging. But since then, the idea of a baby has become an actual baby, and time has buckled. Days feel like decades, and I’m having second thoughts. I want my students back.

“I let Kim read Seventh City, and now half the faculty is reading it. Brett actually said he might add it to the curriculum. Can you believe it?”

I’m happy for Leo. His novel is a remarkable epic: a lone explorer discovers the seventh city of gold and must decide whether to share his discovery. Between the world history Leo incorporated and the way he delved into the protagonist’s psyche, I can see why it might be good for students. My support is genuine. And yet, something about this stings. He is stepping more into himself while I’m disintegrating, piece by sleepless piece, and I wonder if this is ultimately what a marriage must do—dim one person so the other can shine.

“Of course I can believe it.” And I can. “You deserve it.” And he does.

Somehow, since Sadie’s birth, Leo has hit his professional stride: his book and then teacher of the year and then a significant raise to prevent him from transferring to another district. He also hit his physical stride, working out so much that student teachers look at him and bite their lips. All while I moved from work to home. While I try in vain to lose the baby weight. While I spend my days in milk-crusted isolation.

Leo, who was scared to be a father.

I, who was ready to be a mother.

But what did we know?






APRIL

Two Days After the Fire

AFTER STEPPING AWAY TO CALL him, Mom announces that Dad is having car trouble. Cameron offers to go since he knows that truck inside and out. But Mom says it’s not necessary—Dad just needs a tool. She can take it to him.

Cameron shrugs and takes over the fish tacos, and Josie’s attention shifts back to whether she should check a bag or try to cram everything into a carry-on.

I alone know that our mother is lying through her teeth.

She looks imploringly at me, so I inhale and say casually, “I’ll come with.”

Leo says with impatience, “Guess I’ve got the kids.”

I’m tempted to defend myself. Mom’s lying. Dad’s sick. Instead I say, “Sadie might not want fish. She can have turkey or something.”

He volleys back, “I know how to take care of my child.”

The unnecessary hostility. He heard an accusation I neither said nor thought. But my father is missing, and my mother is watching us like a hawk, and so I grab the keys.

Mom declines my offer to drive. She needs something she can control. So from the passenger seat, I start dialing Dad’s cell repeatedly. We brought no tool for the alleged car trouble. We go by the store, his office, his favorite nearby duck pond. After twenty minutes of increasing panic, he answers his phone.

I flood with relief. “Dad, where are you?”

Mom looks from the road to me to the road.

“In Waco?” I say into the phone.

I turn and mouth Waco, but Mom is already hanging a U-ey like we’re in an action flick. When Dad tries to argue that he’ll just drive home, Mom holds her hand out for the phone, palm up in a way that says, Oh no he will not.

“Sweetheart,” she says firmly. “Stay right where you are. We’re coming to you.”

After confirming that his phone has battery and the ringer is turned up loud, we hang up and the car goes quiet.

“Why Waco?” I ask.

Mom shakes her head. “I don’t know. Familiarity?”

Dad studied dentistry at Baylor. Four decades later, he went out for champagne and ended up at some hardware store near his alma mater.

“You’ve got to tell people, Mom. This is worse than I thought.”

She sighs. “It’s not only up to me. It’s not like your dad doesn’t understand what’s happening.”

“Did he understand what was happening when he randomly drove to Waco?”

Her eyes are glued to the road in front of her. “Dad knows that he has memory problems—he just doesn’t always know when he has memory problems.” She bites her lip and says, quieter, “We haven’t had enough time to process this.”

I make a face, but I drop it and text Leo. GONNA BE A FEW HOURS.

His response comes immediately. HOURS? SERIOUSLY?

I roll my eyes and turn the phone over in my lap.

“Kids all right?”

“Yeah.”

“And Leo?”

Here we are with a long car ride, sun plunging below the horizon, and I still haven’t told my perceptive mother about my impending divorce. I adjust the air vent and lean my head back against the headrest, sighing. “Will you hate me if we can’t make it work?”

She flinches, trying to tamp down her surprise at the casual severity of my words.

“I’d never hate you. Sheesh, what a question.” She pauses. “Is it really that bad, though? You wouldn’t want to do anything rash.”

I pick a cuticle. “I don’t know.”

But it is that bad, and I already did something rash. She would never understand.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not right now.” Cuticle on my other hand. “Do you want to talk about Dad?”

She adjusts her hands on the steering wheel and sighs. “Not right now.”

So we talk about high-waisted jeans. Adam Driver movies. What form of exercise we’re doing these days. Mom: swimming. Me: nothing, unless you count wrangling my crawling baby, which Mom emphatically does count. The sky shifts from blue to pink to velvety purple.

When we finally pull up at Jed’s Hardware, Dad is on a bench beside a man with a kind smile and silver teeth. Mom rushes over. I follow close behind, wondering if Dad will recognize us—I don’t know much about the progression of this disease.

To my relief, he stands to kiss Mom, a plastic bag around his wrist with red letters repeating thank you thank you thank you. The man beside him has green eyes and a tool belt, and he says, “Looks like you’re in good hands.”

I glance at the shop. It closed over an hour ago. This guy stayed here to watch over my father. My heart lurches in gratitude, and I note his name tag: Ricardo, Manager.

Dad also steals a glance at his name tag, and—as though we’re at some evening shindig—he introduces us. “Ricardo, this is my wife, Deb, and our daughter, April.” He doesn’t seem like a person with Alzheimer’s to me. “Ladies, this is Ricardo. The guy is a hammer expert.” Dad raises his bag-heavy arm. “Got some new ones. Can’t believe we’ve never had a—what do you call it?—jeweler’s hammer before.”

There is no champagne in sight, I note. And then there’s the fact that we are two hours from home. I swallow, understanding that this sickness is no less real for its cat-and-mouse approach. Dad must have dropped enough concerning clues to make this guy stick around after his store closed. My gentle, confused father, who was meant to be celebrating his son’s engagement.

Mom loops her arm through Dad’s and says to the manager, “Thank you for your help.” Then to Dad, “Ready to go home?”

Dad grins as though nothing is out of the ordinary, and I wonder if he truly doesn’t know, or if he’s pretending because he believes that somehow I don’t know. Which makes me think of Sadie. She must have some sense of our marital strife. Parents think we’re hiding things, but kids see straight through us, even if they don’t quite know what they’re looking at.

Dad addresses Ricardo. “Good luck with that timing belt.”

“And good luck with those grandkids.” The two men shake hands, Dad’s arm a blank canvas beside the manager’s sleeve of tattoos. “Take it easy, papi.”

My parents turn toward the truck, and Mom says over her shoulder, “See you at home, sweetheart.”

I’ll drive her car to Dallas, but I hang back.

The manager has already started to walk away when I call after him. “Sir?”

He turns, the moon suspended above him.

“If you hadn’t— I mean, my dad, he could have—”

His eyes puncture me with kindness, and my voice vanishes. The panic of the last few hours is catching up with me. This could have been a lot worse.

Ricardo shakes his head. “No, mija. It was nothing.”

I want to repay him, but I know I can’t. So I step toward him and insist, “It was everything.”

He watches Dad’s truck turn out of the lot, leaving the two of us standing in the butter-yellow cone of a streetlight. “I hope he’ll be okay.”

I put my hand to his arm. “Muchas gracias.”

And then we both turn to go.



Back at the house, Leo and Cameron are playing a two-person, chipless version of Texas Hold ’Em. I’ve always appreciated how much they love each other, Leo’s rumpled corduroys to Cameron’s pressed chinos.

I made a pit stop on the way home, so I put a bottle of champagne in the fridge as I ask, “Where’s Mom?”

Cameron raises five, tilting his head toward the back door. “Tacos and nightcaps.”

Leo sees and deals the flop.

I sink into a dining chair with a bag of tortilla chips.

Cameron remarks, “Long time for car trouble.”

And because I trust my mom, I lie to my brother. “Dad knew what he was doing, it just took a while.” I crunch a chip. “Really sorry we didn’t get to celebrate your engagement, though.”

Leo shifts in his seat. Raises fifteen. He’s in a clean white undershirt, hair wet from a shower.

Cameron folds. “Next weekend, when Rachel’s here.”

I sit up straighter. “All right, deal me in.”

“Okay.” My brother stands. “But you should know we’re betting push-ups.” He drops to the floor, starts pumping and counting.

I laugh. “I’m in.” Time to test these Otto-wrangling muscles.

Eventually, Cameron folds and does the requisite push-ups. Watching him, I’m overwhelmed with helplessness. Soon he will find out about Dad’s diagnosis, and soon he will lose a brother. All when he’s trying to bloom into his own new life and love.

Leo and I finish the game, dropping for five, ten, fifteen push-ups. When Cameron’s phone lights up with Rachel’s glowing face, he disappears. I win the game. As Leo drops for his final push-ups, he claims he went easy on me. I stack the cards, tap them straight, and slide them into the box. “You mean like when you went easy on me at the faculty party, or that Fourth of July?” He’s never been great at poker.

He finishes his push-ups and spins around, arms draped over his knees. He smiles and says, “Exactly.”

It’s like something from a distant past, this playful interaction. We’ve had to put up a facade around the family, but this is different. Cameron left the room a while ago and we’re still smiling.

I inhale. “Hey.”

He waits. The kitchen is silent except for the hum of the refrigerator.

And I say what I thought about my whole drive home. “Lo siento.”

“What?”

“Lo siento por lo que hice.”

Shadows close over Leo’s face like curtains. “Why are you speaking Spanish?”

On the way home, I kept hearing that manager call me mija, kept thinking about how Leo rarely speaks Spanish, how the pain of his family history seems to have taken Mexico from him. I didn’t give it much attention before. “I just wish we’d spoken Spanish sometimes. Seems important.”

Spoken. Already past tense.

Leo stands. “It isn’t.” His words are clipped, the Ts hitting hard.

I frown. “I’m trying to say sorry.”

His jaw goes tight, loose, tight, and the refrigerator hums on. I don’t know what I expected. Leo looks around at nothing, which is to say, at everything except me. “You can’t just say some words in my family’s language and think that changes anything.”

I study him for a long minute. “When did you get so dead set on ending this?”

He scoffs. “When I walked into the living room and—”

“That’s a bluff.”

“What?” He practically spits the word.

“It takes more than one day, more than one person’s one mistake for a marriage to fall apart.”

He lets out a bark. “So this is the kind of apology where you’re trying to convince me it wasn’t your fault.”

The box of cards is still in my hand, and I slam it on the table. “I’m not saying that. I’m saying it wasn’t only my fault.”

“Funny, I don’t remember being there when Cody—”

I stand up in a motion so swift that it almost knocks over the chair behind me. “Lower your voice.” I look around at the multiple points of entry to the kitchen, where our kids or my parents or my brother could walk in at any second.

At the exact same volume, Leo says, “I have nothing else to say.”

“I have things to say.”

He rolls his eyes.

“You’re so fixated on this one thing,” I continue. “What about everything else that happened before? What about everything that’s happening now? We have kids, and an insurance company wants to know where our family is going to live.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose. “You should have thought about that before.”

“I should have thought about the fire before the fire even happened?”

“No.” His face takes on a look of pain and contempt. Of something like threat. “You should have thought about the kids.”

Cold fear slices through me, and my eyes sting. Leo could spin this. To himself, to me, to a family court judge. He could try to build a case that I’m not fit. Would he do that? Take this to court? Hurt me however he possibly can?

I cross my arms. “I said I was sorry.”

“And it fixed everything,” he scoffs.

With that bitter note, he leaves the kitchen.

A terrible thought chooses right now to intrude: I wish I were Dad, forgetting this.

Except I don’t wish that at all, but as quickly as the thought arrives, it multiplies into new fears: that I am Dad, or will be. I haven’t asked Mom yet about the potential of inheritance, but I know it’s there.

I exhale sharply and clean up the deck of cards. I put away Dad’s new hammers and the bag of tortilla chips. Another endless day, one crisis distracting from another. I check my phone, closing the map to Jed’s Hardware and opening a text from Josie. LANDED IN CHI-TOWN BUT JUST SAY THE WORD IF YOU NEED ME, APE.

I whisper, “I need you.” But I press the thumbs-up reaction and close the text.

Then I notice a missed text from earlier. Leo sent a picture of Sadie with a toothpaste-foam smile. SHOW THIS TO YOUR OLD MAN FOR ME. FLOSS *AND* A TIMER!

I sigh. You can’t just say some words in my family’s language…

I tap over to my inbox and swipe away a few spam emails. Then I notice one from David Marquez, Esquire. I click it open and fill with heat. It’s an estimate, with a request for the name of my counsel. Leo called a lawyer? While I was out searching for a missing father? And he decided not to mention this when I attempted to apologize. He wants to do this through attorneys and paperwork, all while we’re living at my parents’ house.

I lower my phone, shocked that this is how it’s ending.

That a few little sparks have spread far enough to burn this whole thing down.
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2020

THEY TELL US NOT TO go to the school, but I’m going anyway. April says it’s reckless. But if I have to teach over Zoom, I want my materials—this closure could last weeks. April cites our daughter; I cite my students. She shakes her head and says, “I don’t know.”

I ignore her concern, grab my keys, and tie on a bandana. We don’t have masks yet. When I saw someone last month with an N95, I had no clue what it was. I thought they had a medical condition. Turns out they didn’t, but the whole world might. It’s the mights that make this scary. I might get too close to someone. I might contract a deadly virus by going to grab some binders and McGraw-Hill textbooks. When I think of it like that, I might be an idiot.

The roads are deserted. Shops and restaurants are shuttered. Leaving my house seems like an apocalyptic trespass. But the early spring weather is defiantly beautiful. The air is filled with sickness while the roadsides are filled with wildflowers.

I admit I feel a sense of mission. Some of my students will barely survive quarantine. Some don’t have food. Some don’t have parents. I need to give them stories of survivors—there have been pandemics before, they need to know that. They need to know what happened in the past so they can see a future beyond this.

When I arrive, the whole school is dark. As I walk to my classroom, there’s a clatter and I whip around. Someone else is in the building, so I step back instinctively. What if they’re sick? What if I am?

I squint down the long hallway and see Kim. She is wearing a mask and holding a stack of government books. I’m not the only rebel teacher.

Not wanting to yell down the long hall, I pull out my phone. I WON’T TELL IF YOU WON’T.

DEAL.

She adds, STAY SAFE.

YOU TOO.

A sadness gurgles in my chest, the distance between us like a premonition.

In my classroom, I find what I need and take a final look around. There’s an old food wrapper on one of the desks. A book across the room with its spine falling off. But I shouldn’t touch anything else, so I grab the bare minimum and abandon my classroom, having already risked enough.

When I pull back up to our house, April and Sadie are outside, and I take in the scene. Some people are locked down alone, yet here we are with each other and acres of open, verdant land. With our rosy-cheeked daughter, who is still young enough to smile just because someone looks at her.

I walk straight over to April as she pushes Sadie in her red plastic swing.

“I shouldn’t have gone. I’m sorry.”

She frowns at the possibly contaminated binders in my arms.

“I already used Lysol wipes.” I shift the binders. “God, I love you. Sorry I don’t show it better.”

She sighs. “I love you too.” She looks down the driveway toward the world beyond our four acres. “But I hate this.”

“I know.”

Except I don’t know. It’s not until the weeks gather into months that I understand just how much April hates this. She feels alone and purposeless. She misses her parents. Her past.

Life becomes a list of befores and afters. Before, she was thinking about going back to work. We were going to Lexington Avenue for regular family dinners. Our problems were trivial. After, I exist inside my closet, where I jury-rig a desk. Where I watch pixelated students slump into truancy. Frozen screens and muted mouths. Glitches and troubleshooting.

Sadie struggles with speech acquisition. We try to limit television, but still, she watches a lot of it. “Maybe it’s time to give her a sibling,” I say one night, half kidding. The windows are open to let in birdsong, and we’ve been laughing. But we leave the suggestion floating aimlessly through the air, because surely this isn’t the time to bring life into the world.

April gets out of bed later and later. She pushes food around her plate with her fork, leaving most of it. I ask what she needs, and without turning her gaze from the blue light of the television, she says, “I don’t know, just a little space.”

We’ve been siphoned into our homes, everyone wondering how we got here. Not here as in avoiding sickness, but here, in our various homes and families and jobs and lives. There is a widespread buzz of individual reevaluation, and I watch it land directly on my wife.

My old beast raises its head, telling me April will get rid of me, warning me not to show need, which is difficult in such close quarters. So I give her as much space as I possibly can, and I touch the totem of my wedding band. I always become a burden eventually.



Come autumn, our family has managed to evade the virus, and Argyle High opens back up. I’m relieved to be able to finally give April some real space, and to see my students. There are strict protocols. Plastic shields frame each desk. Kids are in and out with exposures and mandatory quarantines. Their grades are down. Their spirits.

One morning, a student comes in after losing her job at McDonald’s. I don’t know why she was let go, I only know she needed the money. It takes a minute to realize she’s crying behind her shield, her hair, her mask. Another kid tosses a tissue over the shield for her, and it flutters downward. She picks it up, pressing it to her eyes as her shoulders quiver. Everyone stays distant like we’re supposed to, and I get a tickle in my throat, sorrow like the start of a sickness.

After that, I throw myself into teaching and open my classroom for after-school tutoring. We talk and read and work and test straight through those desk shields. Sometimes, we even laugh. At home, I’m a burden. Here, I am needed.





DEB

Two Days After the Fire

STEPPING INTO THE BACKYARD IS like stepping off the bullet train of time. It’s still, with the night sky and distant croak of a frog. My gin and tonic is in hand, ice tinkling. Our Adirondack chairs are beneath the bistro lights, where Billy sits with his whiskey like a hundred times before. But all is not as it was.

Once, when my kids were young, a friend saw them after a long time and said, “Man, growth is like an acid trip.” I had to agree. April’s new teeth and freckles, Josie’s thinned baby cheeks, and Cameron’s height. It had all happened before my very eyes, a succession of sprouts and blooms in my garden of children.

I look now at Billy. He is still strong, still rides his bike regularly. If I study his long, lean muscles, at times I still dizzy with desire. His vision remains sharp, nearly six decades of life with no glasses. But there are traces of time. His joints bother him. His skin is dotted with sunspots. There’s a hairless orb on the back of his head, his brain beneath it, misfiring. A museum of gray matter, its shelves being robbed and emptied with each passing hour.

I sit down beside him.

He takes my hand in his, leans his head back, and rests his eyes. Quietly, he hums “Dream a Little Dream of Me,” the song a sort of anchor for us.

I think of the day we spent four hours dragging the kids to furniture stores to find the perfect couch. We argued and stopped for lunch. Josie spilled fruit punch on herself. I ground my teeth. Hours were spent and used and lost, the way hours are. I don’t regret that day; what I regret is rushing to the end of it. I was spinning with checklists and children, trying to keep up, though I’m not sure with what.

I take a sip and feel the piney burn of gin in my throat, the stillness around me, the man beside me. It has only been six years since I stopped bleeding each month. There was a sadness with that, a sudden desire to get pregnant again. I remember thinking, Maybe we could adopt. We have time.

I join Billy in closing my eyes, and I flip through my catalog of memories, hoping to pull strength from somewhere in my past. I gave my mother medicine through a straw, then kept my father alive, then chose hymns for his funeral. I married a man I barely knew and raised a baby I didn’t plan on, then two more I did. I fed countless neighbors, listened to them cry over casseroles. I became an orphan, a wife, and a mother, all at times I wouldn’t have chosen. And now—

The bullet train circles back and draws closer. Billy got lost today. Lost.

Now, I am becoming my husband’s caretaker. A gulf is opening between us, a canyon where I have knowledge he doesn’t, a future he doesn’t, where I will make decisions he can’t. It’s our last storm, and it’s all I can do not to throw myself on the ground in protest. I wanted to be the first to go. And the anticipation of grief is a grief itself.

With energized sorrow, I open my eyes. “We need to tell the kids.”

Billy opens his too, and he nods. “I know.”

He knows. He knows. I could cry with relief, he knows. It’s the two of us together, pipe and joint, pier and beam.

I swallow another sip of gin. “Tomorrow?”

He hesitates. “Does April…”

I look at him, apologetic.

He says, “She already knows?”

I nod. “The others don’t.”

“Okay, then.” Swirling his whiskey, Billy stares down into it like tea leaves. “Tomorrow.”

He says it like a weather forecaster, powerless to reroute the storm.

“When it rains, it pours,” I offer.

A nostalgic smile tugs at his lips as he recites my line. “Couldn’t we get a little London drizzle for once? Some light Seattle mist?”

Soon, he might not know these lines. But in this moment, he does.

A moment is moving time, and if it’s the nature of time to move, then it’s my nature to keep up. So, I stand. Glide toward our beautiful home, sorrow crackling in my chest, radiating out toward everything around me. The bricks Billy power washed last summer. The roof that was replaced after the tornado. The couch we bought the day Josie’s shirt got stained red with punch.

I ask Billy to follow me.

In our bedroom, I turn the lock on the doorknob, and he raises his eyebrows.

I unbutton his shirt, expertly. Run fingertips up his skin, muscle, sinew, leisurely. Spread my fingers through the luxurious curls on his chest. I refuse to rush this. I’m not denying my sadness—I am looking it in the eye. If a storm is coming, let it come. Let it drench us.

When my husband is over me, inside me, mine entirely, my tears flow freely. He kisses them, and he thrusts harder, eyes open, looking at me through the rise and release of it. He is with me in body and mind, and my sadness is on his lips.

When he tries to roll away, I pull his full weight back onto me. “Stay.”

And he does. He always has.






APRIL

2020

“IT’S POSITIVE.”

I cough to punctuate the positive test, but the cough isn’t bad. This is what we keep repeating those first few days: it’s a mild case.

Sadie is three. We’ve heard that the virus isn’t bad for children, but we don’t want to find out. We don’t want to be the exception. So I don’t leave the bedroom.

Six days pass. Seven.

On the morning of day eight, Leo leaves a plate outside the bedroom door: an egg hash with bell pepper and mushroom. A mug of hot broth. My appetite is robust again, and my cough has waned to a crescent of sound, soon to disappear completely. I wait a minute after his knock before opening the door to retrieve my breakfast. We’ve got quarantine down to an art.

The steam from the broth hits my face, and Sadie giggles in the distance. Leo makes animal sounds. I hear him whinny and know he is crawling around with Sadie on his back. Leo, I think, his name a prayer of gratitude. The current of Sadie’s entrance into our lives almost carried us away from each other, but we’re still here, living through times we couldn’t have imagined.

Actually, no. Suffering is easy to imagine. It’s our responses that take us by surprise. The ways trials edit who we are.

I stack my mug on the empty plate and set it outside the door, turning back to the bedroom, where I begin to walk around, my morning ritual. Then I take a bath and watch The Office and call Josie, these powder-blue walls my refuge and my cage. I put the pulse oximeter on my fingertip: ninety-eight, ninety-nine, ninety-eight, ninety-nine. I organize our dresser drawers, rolling Leo’s undershirts, pausing at the swimsuit drawer and running my fingers over his American flag swim trunks, thinking of our trip to South Padre, the sun-hot skin of his broad shoulders as I smeared sunscreen across them. The day we learned how to eat lobster, its salty tang as we passed the metal lobster cracker back and forth.

I’m not sure when I fall asleep, but it’s dark when I awaken. This hodgepodge of hours has become normal, but something isn’t right this time. My brain is slamming into my skull. I try to sit but am too weak. With wincing effort, I stretch for my phone, thermometer, pulse ox. Fever is high, oxygen is low. Ninety-three percent. The doctor said ninety-three was the lower limit. So I’m okay, but barely. Drenched and increasingly confused, I manage to text Leo: OX 93. BAD FEVER/HEADACHE. ICE BY DOOR PLZ.

Next thing I know, the door is opening in slow motion. I protest, but not out loud. Leo walks toward me like a hologram. The sight of his beautiful face sets off an internal siren: Sadie. Danger. I fall back asleep and wake to Leo placing pills on my tongue, instructing me to swallow. Swallow again. He’s touching my mouth? I’m furious; I’m contagious. But I don’t have energy to shout, I don’t even have energy to speak. My pain is so severe that I think my skull might explode, a bursting dam of bone. For a second it’s all I want, death. Ice is rubbed across my neck, freezing drops of water pearling down my shirt. I’m eating lobster in the sun, a tender gradient of pink meat behind claws. And through it all, Leo. My prayer. My deliverer.



The sun is bright, but I am not at the Gulf. I’m in my blue bedroom with a dusty ceiling fan circulating above me. Hair is sticking to my forehead in cool, drying sweat. I turn my neck like a crank. It doesn’t hurt anymore. Leo is beside me, new hair growth above his lips, on his chin, his cheeks. I try to lift my finger to touch it, but I’m caught in the mouth of the pulse ox, red lines forming square numbers: ninety-nine, ninety-eight, ninety-nine.

“Sadie…” The name comes out of me with less effort than the person did, but barely.

“Sadie’s fine. She has Bluey and chicken nuggets.”

“Time?” My mouth is arid.

“Five. How’s your head?”

I pause to check. “Better. What was the medicine?”

“Steroid.”

“How’d you get—”

“I called the doctor when you said your oxygen was ninety-three. She prescribed a steroid and said to go to the emergency room if it hit ninety-two. It never did.” He looks at me, and I can see the fear in his eyes like a tide receding. “I almost took you anyway.”

“But now you might get sick and—”

“Please don’t. You stopped responding to texts. You didn’t get your ice from the hall or answer when I knocked. So I made a decision, and I don’t regret it.”

The words slink around the room. I made a decision, and I don’t regret it.

“I’m not mad.” I drag my hand to his face, pulse ox and all. “I’m thankful.”

There on two pillows—mine flattened and yellowed from sweat—we face each other, eyes flecked with shared evanescence.

“Daddy?” Sadie is at the door.

Leo shoots upright. “Remember to stay at a distance. Do you need more food?”

She looks at me cautiously, with what appears to be a pinprick of ketchup on her chin. “Hi, Mama,” she says.

I want to see my daughter, but I don’t want my daughter to see me like this. My syllables are more catches of breath than sound as I say, “Hi, sweetheart.” I’ve never done anything as hard as not hugging her right now.

Sadie grins from well over six feet away, obedient. “You like Daddy’s mouth brow?” She says it like bwow.

It takes me a beat, and then I laugh for the first time in nine days. It reverberates through the warehouse of my head, and I take a deep breath against the flare of pain.

Leo grooms his mustache dramatically as Sadie adds, “He say you not like.”

“Well, he was wrong. I do like it. He looks like Zorro.”

Leo laughs.

Sadie dons a quizzical expression. “Like sorrow?”

I say to Leo under my breath, “Keep it a while?”

So he does. And he doesn’t get sick. Neither does Sadie.

It takes a month for my headaches to subside, but gradually, finally, they do.

In the shower, I stare down at myself as hot streams of water leave cherry-red dots on my stomach like a rash. The last time I liked my body was high school, before it was given to sickness or men or a baby. I try to reconcile this soft, pale, veiny sight with what it once was, and I feel like the picture of weakness, having spent the last month needing to rebuild basic daily stamina.

But then that thought shifts like a foundation, the whole thing settling just a bit differently. For a few luminous minutes, I get a sense of gratitude. It’s this body—this version of this body—that has shown staying power. I’m strong and able to survive. My insecurities will return, but not before I put on a lacy negligee for the first time in years and let my husband leave the light on. My body is alive, it is loved, it is capable of pleasure. Leo ascends me like a ladder to heaven. The mustache is a new experience, and I like it.

A few weeks later, I emerge from the same bathroom where I so recently sluiced cold water onto my virus-riddled face, my undereyes like black, upside-down umbrellas, and my nose raw from the rub of tissues. It’s the same bathroom where I rinsed my freshly loved self after the negligee and mustache. I emerge from that bathroom and pass through the blue bedroom where Leo and I once had no furniture or clothes, only dots of paint on our skin like marks on maps. The same bedroom that housed our newborn and me through diaper leaks and sprays of milk. The same bedroom that saw my oxygen thin out and return.

I take a deep breath now, because I can. Because sometimes you have to allow for life, even with all the uncertainty. I emerge from that bathroom, through that bedroom, past our sleeping daughter and into the hushed living room with the woven light fixture, under which my husband sits and waits, clasping his hands.

I smile, wide and girlish.

Leo stands and steps toward me.

I touch my belly, nodding.

“It’s positive.”






LEO

Three Days After the Fire

I JOLT AWAKE IN A cold sweat. It is two o’clock in the morning as I sit upright on the Russos’ couch in the dark, orienting myself. The room is cool, there are no flames. I turn, the soles of my feet finding solid ground, and I lean back against the worn couch, running a hand over my face. I’m safe; I am not burning to death.

April speaks. Lo siento. I reach for her. You always say this creek is filthy. She strips away her clothes. I turn aside to give her privacy, but she is there too, holding my book to her chest.

I stand and click on a lamp.

I am, of course, alone in a non-burning room.

The bookshelf is stocked with plenty to occupy me as my heartbeat slows. Then there’s my sad, ripped Target bag on the floor in the corner, with Seventh City peeking out of it. I’m suddenly all too oriented, and annoyed. I don’t want to think about my failed novel or my failed marriage, these amateur endeavors to which I gave myself completely. Yet Seventh City all but lifts itself into my hands, and I open it.

To April. The night I reached forty thousand words, I decided it was garbage, pressed Select All, and hovered over the Delete button. April ran in front of the computer, slid herself between it and me, squeezed my chin between her thumb and forefinger, and said, “Leonardo Torres, don’t you dare.” So dare I didn’t.

I notice, for the first time, her penciled handwriting at the bottom of the page. Greatest gift I’ve ever been given. She erased Graetest to fix it. She always writes in pencil so letter reversals won’t be permanent.

I flip through the pages and discover that her careful handwriting fills the margins, following Andre’s journey like this fictional character was a friend sending letters home. Like she hadn’t already read this five times before it took physical form.

When Andre splits from his traveling companions: I’m sorry they hurt you.

When Andre traipses through Cambodia and has a panic attack: Wish I were there.

When Andre discovers the seventh city and bathes himself in the riches he despises, longing only for the people he left behind: I see you in every page, Leo. You’re my Andre, my seventh city, and I’m so glad we found each other. She erased ohter and fixed it.

I sit, stunned. Not only by the fresh cut of her sincere love, but by the way she has transcribed me. Andre’s eyes are brown; mine are green. Andre is short; I am tall. I’m not Andre, am I?

I shake my head. Of course April saw what I didn’t. The veil of fiction is paper-thin, fooling only the author himself. My gaze drops to the bottom of the final page, where April has left a missive in permanent ink. Love you, L.

And the truth stains me: love cannot be reversed, cannot be erased, maybe cannot even be a mistake. It can end—and it does—but it is never undone. The book falls shut in my lap as I look up at the ceiling, toward where my wife lies sleeping between the two permanent marks of our love. I’ve been trying to erase what can’t be erased. I want April to be the woman who betrayed me or the woman on my heart’s pedestal. I want her to be wrong or right, good or bad, a liar or trustworthy. But she’s all of that, and I don’t know what to do with it—with a woman who both bandages and burns.

I want her to be gone, and I want her to be mine.

I think of her with Cody and curse her.

I think of calling the attorney and curse myself.

I think of going to April right now, up the stairs.

But then there is a clatter in the kitchen, and I frown.

Tossing my book onto the ripped plastic bag, I tug a shirt on and walk warily around the corner. My father-in-law is standing in the shadows, and a bowl is broken on the counter.

“You all right?” I step forward, but he backs up like a cornered animal.

I reach toward the broken pieces, tentatively. “I’ll just help get this cleaned up?”

A light switch is flipped behind me, shining light onto Billy’s face, which is tinted with fear.

Deb rushes in. “Everyone okay?”

“Deb.” Billy says her name like a pronouncement. “The plates weren’t in the right place.” He looks at me. “But this young man came to help.”

I start to clean the ceramic pieces, my brow furrowing.

Deb looks from me to Billy. “Let’s go back to bed?”

She ushers him toward their room, briefly looking over her shoulder. “Thanks, Leo. Sorry about that.” She offers no further explanation.

I carry pieces of the bowl to the trash, wipe the shards with a rag, and then bend level with the counter to wipe it once more. I get a sense of not being alone, and I turn to find April approaching, a scrunchie loose in her hair and her old T-shirt replete with the names of dyslexic celebrities. I could recite those names from memory. I swallow at the sight of her. You’re my Andre, my seventh city, and I’m so glad we found each other.

“What happened? I heard a crash.”

“Uh, I accidentally—”

“Leo.” Her face tightens. “Was it Dad? Tell me.”

“He’s fine, but he seemed…confused.”

She looks down at her own shoulder, a gesture I know to mean that she’s trying not to cry.

“Is your dad— I mean, do you know if maybe his memory—”

She’s nodding, yes.

Even though I asked the question, I’m shocked by the answer. I close the gap between us, pulling April into a hug. Her scrunchie drops to the floor. Questions line up inside me, but the expression on her face answers most of them: Billy’s diagnosis is fresh, and it is bad. I don’t know what it is or how long April has known; all I know is that he looked at me like he was in a trance.

This young man came to help.

But Billy is young. Not even sixty.

April hasn’t let go of me. I know so little about permanence, but I know there is pain here and now. So I hold her closer.

Soon, the ruthless memory of Cody slithers between us, and I pull away.





APRIL

2021

DESPITE TIGHTLY HELD HOPES, I have a second cesarean. Otto is asleep as I begin to bleed. As we try to get him to suckle. My son is minutes old, and I’m already mad at him. Why couldn’t he come out the right way? Why won’t he open his eyes or his mouth when they want him to?

They say he’s healthy. They weigh him and check his reflexes and put goop on his eyes. It just takes C-section babies longer to wake up, they tell me. I know that, I want to tell them. I’ve done this before. I’ve had the knife to my stomach, the hazy weeks in bed, the newborn who is somehow neither awake nor asleep when he should be.

A nurse carries him back to me with his chest in her palm, her thumb under one of his arms and her pinky under the other. His little body curls around her hand like a lion cub hanging from its mother’s mouth. I can see the beadlike articulation of his curved spine. I have another baby, vertebrae and all.

Last time hangs like a weight around my neck, the memory of postpartum darkness ripping through me like labor pains. God knows why I thought it would be different, but it is nauseatingly similar, and I suddenly don’t have it in me to do all this again.

Post-birth contractions are still racking me when Leo smiles at me from beside the hospital bed, as though he is willing me to do the same. His pure devotion irritates me. His immediate love. His unmarred body and milkless chest. He takes my hand tenderly, making my blood run hot with shame. The bath of emotions after birth isn’t supposed to be a bath of anger. But my birth was wrong, my body is wrong, my feelings are wrong.

Taking Otto home is like traveling back in time. I had forgotten the exhaustion and clots of blood and cracked nipples. The piercing cry of an infant who just wants more milk.

Two things are different this time. First, I’m older. And if I thought my body felt foreign the first time, this time it’s downright grotesque. Skin is loose in places I didn’t know it could be.

Second, we have an older child who seems to be baby-blind. She asks me to get her a snack or tie her shoe when I’m half-dressed with the baby clamping his gums on my breast. She talks to me as if there’s no brother there at all, as if I’m merely standing barefoot in the kitchen waiting to serve Her Highness. She wants more from me now that my attention is divided.

During this pregnancy, the school reopened and Leo started working very long hours. I assumed he might scale back after the birth, but I was wrong. And we can only afford for him to take one week off. So he went from being trapped in this house to never being home, and I miss the parents I thought we’d be.

It’s not just Leo—it’s me too. I love my children with ferocity, but I’m nothing like I expected. Not with Sadie, and definitely not with Otto. I have no energy. I’m not doting or euphoric or baking treats in the kitchen or posing my children in sweet outfits. In fact, many days evaporate without us getting dressed at all, the same drool-wet onesie draped on Otto’s little body for far too long. My breasts throb, empty, fill, throb, empty, fill. I shower to get away from my kids, and I sleep to get away from myself. But it’s never quite enough. Leo is too gone, and I am too here.

I figure it out on my own: the thousand daily routines with two young children, when and how to manage naps, the positions in which the baby likes and doesn’t like to be held, all their changing idiosyncrasies. It’s exhausting. And Leo doesn’t know the intimate and ever-shifting minutiae of our children like I do. Watching him try is more exhausting than just doing it myself.

He does make a point to tuck Sadie in most nights. But other than that, it’s me and a colicky infant and a thinks-she’s-independent preschooler, a lone trio of domestic survival.

The worst thing about colic is its unfixability. Otto will be fed and dry and burped and warm and held and still crying and crying and crying. In this shrill isolation, I turn on myself, the easiest target. My self-loathing becomes an addiction: I need bigger hits to get the same results. I hate my stomach, breasts, thighs, face. I hate how I read, how I cook, how I mother, how I need.

Maybe this is only a season, but so is winter. And even one single winter day, if severe enough, is not survivable. This, of course, is an unacceptable thought for me to have. An unacceptable reaction to the happy season of bringing new life into the world. So I don’t share these thoughts with Leo, or with Mom, or with anyone.

One morning, I decide to broach Leo’s increasing absence.

Otto is nestled in my numb arm as I stir oatmeal with the other, because he cries if he’s put down. And don’t tell me about all the rocking and vibrating gadgets that work like charms. He knows the difference, and he cries. Sometimes I wonder if that’s half of what colic is: a refusal to accept a fake. I know his need is temporary, but it’s constant. I can barely slather peanut butter onto a piece of bread for Sadie. So I ask Leo if he could maybe come home earlier.

But he says tiredly, “You have no idea how hard it’s been in the schools.”

I blink. He’s right, I don’t. My old classrooms are distant lands. All I am now is a mother.

After that, Leo does come home earlier. Twice. Then the minutes stretch back into hours, and I won’t ask again. I won’t say that he has no idea how hard it’s been in the house.



After many tenuous weeks, I get a burst of motivated energy and make a quiche for breakfast one Saturday. The aroma of ham spreads through the kitchen like a promise.

I put on makeup. Mascara, even. I set out the latest Smithsonian for Leo, and I light a candle. The effort is extravagant for a woman whose nipples stand at attention and dribble whenever the baby makes a peep.

I smile when Leo comes into the kitchen, mirroring the days when we were newly married and I would try to cook like my mom, eager to impress him.

Sadie is crawling around the kitchen floor, meowing. We will have a good weekend, I decide. A good weekend as a good family. We have all the ingredients.

Leo, however, passes through the room like a phantom. He fills a travel mug of coffee, says he has a lot to do, and then walks out the door with no further explanation. Not even a perfunctory peck on the forehead. He didn’t notice the magazine or the candle or the hope pouring from my eyes.

I hear the car start. The engine is loud, faint, fainter.

He will stay gone all day, I’m certain of it. Still meowing, Sadie headbutt-hugs me and grabs a fistful of my belly. I blow out the candle and fight tears. It will be Otto’s witching hour soon, so I sit down with a slice of quiche and bring the warm weight of him to my breast, dropping bits of crust onto his downy head and trying to count those crumbs like blessings. I had a perfect childhood, perfect parents, my own perfect romance and perfect children. Unhappiness is a privilege I have not earned. And so I dry my eyes.



The day comes when Leo sits down beside me and says he has good news. Asks if I want to go back to work. A new opportunity has come up.

The stages of infancy are obscure—I’m never quite sure if they’ve ended. So I don’t know if Otto is still a newborn or not. Either way, I wonder how I could possibly manage to work when I don’t even have time to brush my teeth. But the sharp cry of our baby grates on me, and tiredness ceases to matter. Anything will be less tiring than being alone in the house like this. “Yes,” I tell him. “I’m ready.”

This is how I come to work for Cody Blanchard as a reading tutor. We work my schedule around the kids’ needs. Leo is gone so much at this point that even his bedtime tuck-ins with Sadie start to dwindle.

And into his absence, Cody enters. I find much-needed energy in this new friendship. We talk about literacy over faculty lounge lunches of sub sandwiches and grocery store cookies. He has a dyslexia specialist certificate, and he too likes to entrust students with classic tomes. He respects how I’ve handled my own dyslexia, how I invest in my students. I do so much for them in addition to my own family, Cody tells me. A force for good, he says with admiration in his eyes. And suddenly I’m more than a mother. I’m a teacher, employee, friend, woman. Cody thinks I’m brilliant. A good mom and a beautiful soul. And he is here. He is sturdy and close and paying me scintillating compliments for which I lean in as if to say, Convince me.






APRIL

June 12–July 6, 2022

CAMERON ASKS IF IT COULD be a misdiagnosis. Dad has always been absentminded. The year he turned forty-two, he swore up and down that he was turning forty-three. But, Cameron says, that type of thing is “hardly Alzheimer’s.”

We’re all gathered in the living room, even Sadie and Otto, who munch on crackers and a cheese ball Mom made. She and Dad look at each other. They shake their heads no, they’re sorry but it’s not a misdiagnosis. Cameron doesn’t know about Waco or the broken bowl. He doesn’t know about the many months of signs or the spread of tests they’ve had done. He rests his chin on folded hands, unsure what else to say.

I get elected to call Josie, who is eating lo mein with Zazu and Pumbaa. I assure her that the situation isn’t urgent and she should enjoy Chicago. Dad is still dominating the grill, tinkering in the garage, and sneaking gingersnaps to Sadie under the table. For every one thing forgotten, there are dozens remembered.

The truth is that I don’t know whether it’s urgent or not. Dad remembers song lyrics from 1976, but then he puts his car keys on the back of the toilet or a cereal box in the microwave.

Over the next weeks, a veil falls over the house as we exist in that liminal space between naming an illness and experiencing it. We attune ourselves to Dad, jumping up like Whack-A-Moles to help him until he eventually mutters for us to stop it, saying that he can walk to his own dadgum mailbox.

He continues to get up in the night and wander. To Mom’s relief, he agrees to stop driving and also to expedite his retirement. Mostly though, he’s his usual self. He plays with his grandchildren, uses his new jeweler’s hammer, and gives an impromptu but reverent mini-lecture on the steady eruption of Otto’s teeth—the timing of canines and molars and how it all corresponds with when the body is ready for different foods. He quotes lines verbatim from textbooks he hasn’t opened in thirty years.

Most mornings, Leo and I work in Argyle ahead of the heat of the day with the small crew we now have. The kids stay with Mom, and then we all reconvene for dinner, Rachel sometimes joining us. Rachel is as she appears: warm, flowery, and perfect for Cameron. She will finish her last two summer classes and earn a hospitality management degree just before the wedding, which is set for late August. I would have expected Cameron to book a swanky Dallas venue, but Rachel’s parents live on five acres, and she wants something homespun. She’s the kind of girl I admire but don’t relate to, in that she genuinely enjoys crafts. Their wedding is a strange relief because instead of discussing the fire or forgettings, we can discuss flowers, centerpieces, desserts, and reception music.

Following the news of Dad’s diagnosis, Leo and I enter an unspoken truce. I would never call it that, the concept sounding juvenile, like when Josie, Cameron, and I paused a feud the time Dad had a car accident, only to resume it three days later when he was feeling better. Either way, Leo and I work mechanically to prioritize our kids—swim lessons and nap schedules and evening read-alouds. We spend more time together than we have in years. We oversee thank-you cards for the firefighters, per Sadie’s demand to let them know they saved Bear Bear. We answer Dad whenever he stops mid-sentence and asks, “What do you call it?” And then in late June, progress on our house comes to a grinding standstill while we wait for an engineering report.

When that momentum slows, it’s like it needs somewhere to go. Like without a hundred things demanding our attention, we will have to revisit the thing we haven’t talked about in weeks. Divorce is a riptide looming just below the surface. We’ve looked away from one pain to survive another, but that was always going to be temporary. This house is a bubbled existence where meals are cooked, jazz is played on the stereo, and a sunrise couple makes wedding plans while a sunset couple makes funneled memories. Love flanks us, and the whole family is teetering on a precipice.

When a summer wind does sweep through, it comes from an unexpected direction. My phone vibrates one evening during dinner, and I look down at the screen. “Hmm,” I say. “Josie.”

Mom is handing Otto a bite of cornbread, which he shovels past his plump little lips. Dad and Sadie are watching Leo and Cameron play Crazy Eights. Sadie is leaning on her grandfather’s arm while collecting cornbread crumbs with her fingertip. Dad is explaining which is a spade and which is a club.

I push the speaker button. “Hey, Jo. We’re all here.”

A chorus of “Hi, Josie” comes from around the table.

“Oh, perfect! Just what I was hoping for.” She clears her throat dramatically and starts belting the song “What’d I Miss” from Hamilton. I turn my phone volume down and widen my eyes at Cameron, who smirks.

Mom leans over the phone, holding her hair back as if my phone is a bowl of soup. I’ve told her a million times she doesn’t have to get that close for speakerphone. “Sweetheart, what’s going on?”

“I’m coming home for our Dallas run! I thought I might be staying with other cast members, but with everything happening—well, it’s perfect!”

I know this tone. It’s like when she got a part, or an A, or a boyfriend. She wants applause. But for this? She’ll be working in Dallas anyway. This is hardly a sacrifice; it’s the least she can do, joining us here in the cloud of diagnosis land.

The news settles. All three Russo siblings living under one roof again. Add to that the man I’m divorcing, our children, and regular appearances by my brother’s fiancée. It’s…a lot.

I watch Leo get out bowls for mango sorbet.

Still leaning far over, Mom looks at Dad as she says into the phone, “Oh, that’s great! When do you arrive?”

“Next week!”

At this, Sadie grants Josie her cheers. “Hooray, Aunt Josie’s coming!”

Jo will bring our tally to eight people. Eight people to three bathrooms and one kitchen. And she won’t be so easily pacified by Leo’s and my charade, pretending we’re fine until we almost believe it ourselves. Almost.

If I know Josie, she will ask needling questions about the little distances between us. The clipped sentences and eye rolls. The resentful grumbles from Leo about how he’ll just take care of everything, then or from me about how I’m not a mind reader. And then—quite damning for the two of us—the fact that we never touch anymore. Leo used to do things like tug me onto his lap after dinner.

How can I explain to my footloose sister that it’s those little distances that erode a marriage? My explanation will crumble when it hits the air. The experience defies words when someone stands there frowning, wondering where things really went wrong.

Because I wonder that too.

I watch Dad now with his grandkids and spades and clubs. How can we tell a man who’s losing his mind that he’s also losing a son?

“Josephine’s coming ho-oh-ome!” Leo is singing, playing along, using Josie’s sibling name to welcome her with open arms, even though he knows the losses that are coming. He eats a spoonful of sorbet, somehow finding it in himself to offer my family that crooked smile of his. It pains me how much he stands to lose. But with Josie coming home, we won’t be able to avoid ourselves much longer.

And what will we tell everyone when they ask why it’s ending?





LEO

Earlier 2022

OTTO IS ONLY FIVE MONTHS old when I introduce April to Cody Blanchard.

He’s a new hire for the district literacy program, and he needs tutors. Individual educational coaches, they’re called now.

April misses helping kids read. Sadie has no signs of dyslexia at all, and April seems almost disappointed about it, like it means her daughter doesn’t need her. Never mind that she does so much for Sadie: takes her to preschool and gymnastics and the doctor, slathers her with sunscreen and bug spray, holds her after nightmares, lifts her over mud puddles, sings to her while trimming her hair, applies Neosporin to cuts with Q-tips, and presses on her toes through her shoes to see if they fit, kneeling and saying, “Wiggle your toes.”

But recently Sadie corrected a word when April was reading Dr. Seuss, and April mumbled, “Well, she might as well just read to me instead.” I thought, Nothing wrong with that, but I knew better than to say it.

I was scared when April got pregnant with Sadie, but I was really scared when she got pregnant with Otto, because my fears were no longer abstract. I was scared of being a fourth wheel, of April seeking purpose in a baby that no baby can satisfy. I was scared of her vacant eyes and a house made of eggshells. I was scared to have a son. To fail a son. Every marriage needs strength to survive, but especially a marriage with young children, because new buds weigh down the branch.

In the first days of Otto’s life, I could tell I was a nuisance on top of everything else April was dealing with. But I told myself those were just early days.

Does it still count as early days four months later? Five months? Six? April doesn’t like me to see her postpartum body, much less touch it. She has always been self-deprecating, but never more than when she has given birth, despite the fact that she practically shines in glory. What her body has done and continues to do is divine, mystifying, intolerably sexy, a paradise of new lines and life. I want to pilgrimage. To worship. But she wants to lose weight. To sleep alone with the baby, avoid mirrors, and keep the lights dim.

Restraint becomes second nature. It doesn’t go well when I try to be close, and it doesn’t go well when I try to take care of the kids. One minute April asks me to get Sadie’s cup and a snack and a clean towel for her bath, but the next minute both Sadie and April are exasperated because I got the cup that leaks, or didn’t cut the grapes small enough, or mixed up which laundry basket was clean and which was dirty. April is particular and she’s independent; I’m an inconvenience and a burden. The only meaningful contribution I make is grocery shopping. But half the time, April gets the food delivered. So I take solace in work because people want me to be there.

When April comes to the school for her interview, Otto is strapped to her like a kangaroo. She will be a shoo-in, and it feels good to have snagged this interview, to prove my worth in her life. And it’s better to see her at the school than in the pressure cooker of our house.

After she meets with Cody, she waits in the hall for my class to let out, Otto gnawing on her finger. She looks wonderfully awake as she tells me about the position. It can be as part-time as she wants; she can bring Otto; Cody already offered her the job. She starts Monday. And I’m optimistic that this could change everything.




Over the next few months, we work with Cody as he floats around the district schools. April floats schools too, and I love the days when she’s at Argyle High, like when we met all those years ago.

When Cody comes up in conversation, it’s like we’re talking about two different people. I see him as his crisp polo shirts, his Monday morning talk of bogeys and birdies, his oil-tycoon father, and his habit of dismissively saying “No habla español” to Spanish-speaking students. April, however, sees a skilled boss, a man decorated with advanced degrees, and a strong leader who is clever with puns. Throughout the semester, they become close. And it’s embarrassing to admit how it feels to see her admiration of a man like him. A man with blond hair and disposable income. A man with two shiny, married parents who stop by for the occasional lunch.

Since our house is near the school, it’s common for co-workers to come by. They drop off books, pick up folders, compare notes about students, or bemoan budget cuts. They like our shutters, our bathroom tile. They ask where we got our coffee table, our woven light fixture. They drink glasses of sweet tea and reach their fingers into ramekins of mixed nuts. Usually, we love it.

I don’t know why Cody comes over on this particular day, whether it’s his first or second or twentieth time in our home. Our home, with the fixtures I installed. The sink I repaired. The walls I painted. The wife I laid back onto our marriage bed.

All I know is that during my off period, I realize I packed a lunch but forgot it at home. I picture it on the top shelf of our black Frigidaire: turkey and provolone on thin sandwich rounds, dabbed with mustard. And so I go home.

Sadie is at school. Otto is napping. And April is in the living room in unbuttoned jeans and a bra—the pale pink one with daisies along the underwire. Cody Blanchard’s lips are on her skin, and she’s gripping his polo, her body arching toward him, her face full of pleasure. His hand is inside her jeans.

They jump apart. The clock stops. The world.

My memory fractures: red faces, flat words, and Cody with the audacity to lift April’s shirt from the floor and hand it to her as though she should cover up for her husband.

The clearest thought I have is that my son is in the house; I cannot yell because my son is in the house. I probably wouldn’t yell anyway, because what would I say? I’ve been so respectful of her body, her need for space, and now—

Now.

I want to transport to any time other than now. I want to think about anything else: the chipping paint, my staff meeting, some war of old, or the sandhill cranes I saw on my morning run. But I blink the wars and cranes away as I get lashed by the daylight in my own living room, here with April and Cody. I want to set the house on fire.

But I don’t. I go back to school, my veins bulging with betrayal.

I teach my classes; I do not remember them. My sandwich is still in the fridge at home. Co-workers talk about the news, the rain, the flaky croissants in the faculty lounge. This is a private apocalypse.

I drive around for a long time and come home very late, after the kids are asleep. April is at the kitchen table, her face puffy, which evokes something like rage in me. Something I’ve never felt toward her until today.

Everything in our house feels different. The lighting. The air.

She looks at me. “We should talk.”

When someone says that, it means they want to say something. And I don’t want to hear the sound of her voice for even one second. “The last thing I want to do is talk to you.”

Her lip quivers, and my rage grows.

She sits there and watches me get a glass of water. A box of crackers. Some blankets. I take them into Otto’s room, shut the door, and stretch out on the floor. He’s been sleeping in our bed anyway. April doesn’t try to follow me. My stomach growls, but the cracker box sits unopened beside me through one of the longest nights of my life.

All at once, I’m a boy alone in a single-wide; I’m a teenager pretending not to hear my aunt’s elongated sighs; I’m a man watching my wife yank her shirt on after taking it off for another man. My stomach twists, pressure flooding my skull, memories bludgeoning me from the inside. And all of a sudden, it is not sudden. Infidelity is like death: it proves the sickness.

I stay in our house because I am a father. Meals are eaten and laundry is washed. Trash bins fill and oranges fur with mold. Phones ring and mail is retrieved. Days pass and the baby cries, the only one of us who does. He wails like a banshee.

Every day, I stand in front of the rising generation of students, telling them about figures of the past. But something about the familiar stories feels incomplete now. I shut my classroom door after school and ask Google how many of those historical figures had affairs. I’m insatiable for the details that didn’t shape headlines but shaped people. How many wives did Sam Houston have? And, How did James Bowie survive the death of his wife? And, Did Stephen F. Austin regret not marrying? And, What about the women behind the men of the Revolution? I find some personal information out there, but most of it is about muskets and land disputes. Love and lust and shame were kept closer to the heart. They were taken to the battlefield or the grave, where the faithful and unfaithful alike fill plots of land that were hard-won and, therefore, hard-lost.

Then, every night, I lie on the floor of Otto’s bedroom wondering if April will run off with Cody. I see them together whether my eyes are open or closed. I want to yank out the part of my brain with the memory of that cataclysmic day, with the memory of April altogether. At least I finally understand why she’s been pushing me away: Cody makes more sense for her than I ever have.

But he seems to vanish, and I don’t ask about it. In fact, not asking becomes my mission. I could obsessively demand every detail, but it’s too painful to imagine even one.

The cruelty of this is that I have to be the one to call it. After a couple of weeks of us drifting through our house like shadows, school lets out for the summer and I can’t bear to stay any longer. April is making dinner, and the kids are in the other room in front of cartoons when I tell her that I want to end this. Then she’s back and forth across the kitchen, saying, “Now you’re ready to talk? It’s not the right time for a big conversation. I have kids to take care of.”

I have kids to take care of too. But they’re fine with their noodles and television. April is just the sort of overwrought mom who thinks they need every little thing done for them.

I peek around the corner at the backs of their heads. Otto is in his high chair, curls at the nape of his neck. Sadie is giggling. I would die for them without hesitation, but I also wish I never had them. They are light enough to lift in one arm, yet their dependence is as heavy and immovable as failure itself. They didn’t ask to be born to parents who would lose each other. They only asked to be held in the dark, to have one more book read to them, to eat buttered noodles instead of broccoli.

Looking at them now, I clutch my chest. Children make it grueling to stay married and grueling to get divorced. I knew the world into which I brought them, and yet I brought them still. This is my fault. Mine and April’s. Two idiots who believed ourselves immune.

“Fine,” I say. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

But six hours later, I wake to smoke.





Part Two Flames






DEB

July 12, 2022

I BEND TO COLLECT THE morning paper, wet with dew. Billy likes the sports section, especially in July with Wimbledon and the Tour de France.

John and Brenda Miller are loading suitcases into the back of an Uber across the street. I wave as Brenda steps into the street with a tilt of her head. “Everyone doing okay?”

She’s referring to the fire. She doesn’t know about the Alzheimer’s.

“We’re getting by.” I smile. “Where are you off to? Need me to grab your mail?”

Her face lights up. “Paris, can you believe it?! Spreading our wings now that the nest is empty, you know how it is.”

Brenda is my age. Her kids grew up playing with mine, sharing walks to school and front yard soccer matches. Birthday parties and prom nights. Brenda and John’s golden years are ahead of them. But she’s wrong. I do not know how that is.

“Would the mail be a terrible inconvenience? We’re back next Tuesday.”

“Not at all.” I wave as they get into their car. “Have a good trip.”

“Thanks!” Their Uber motors around the corner, and the street goes quiet.

Billy and I haven’t really traveled. Our hands were always full, travel meant for tomorrow back when tomorrow was a given. But barefoot here in my front yard, I have the sinking understanding that we will never go to Paris together. I have no particular attachment to Paris, haven’t thought about it one way or another. But now it looms in front of me as a thing we will never do. I will never watch Billy watch the Tour de France in person. I’ve always known we wouldn’t do most things in this wide world, but I didn’t know we wouldn’t do this thing. It’s specific. And the specificity is a dull, spreading grief.

I turn toward the house, drying dew from the paper.

Inside, Sadie and Otto are at the dining table with their grandfather and bowls of oatmeal. Sadie’s tongue is peeking out of her mouth as she focuses on squirting the honey bottle.

I notice the time. “When’s your first patient?”

Billy follows my gaze to the clock. “Shoot. Ten minutes.” He stands as he spoons a few last bites of oatmeal. He has officially given notice of his retirement, and not a moment too soon. I worry he might give someone a crown who only needs a cleaning, or administer an anesthetic when they only need a fluoride treatment.

I toss the sports page onto the counter. “For later, then.”

He kisses my forehead, pausing to remark on my handsome set of teeth as though he’s only just noticed them. I chuckle and roll my eyes. “Go to work, you crazy dentist.”

He grins. A quick kiss for Sadie, then one for Otto. April comes around the corner in time to get one too. Billy looks deeply at her and pauses. “My beautiful family,” he says. “And to think we wouldn’t have had any of this if you hadn’t come along!”

Cameron enters the kitchen at this precise moment, so now two of our children are looking at me with confused expressions as I grab hold of the nearest chair, the air being sucked from the room.

Sadie looks up sheepishly. “Oops, I got too much honey.”

I blink down at her oatmeal, which can barely be seen through the amber glaze.

Billy is out the door, strapping on his bicycle helmet, all kisses and smiles. It’s a complicated thing to be hurt by someone who doesn’t realize he did anything wrong. How is it that he remembers the circumstances of April’s birth but not the shame of it? Not the mutual commitment we had to keeping this secret? We didn’t want April to feel unwanted. I’ve lost count of the times we lied to our kids about those early years. We told ourselves it was for their protection, and we fictionalized a wedding. Baby showers, even.

April scoops some of the honey from Sadie’s bowl. “What in the world did that mean?”

But I know she’s already connecting the dots. Replaying memories. Noticing the way I’m gripping this chair, my color draining. I am twenty-four again, aflame with guilt and trapped by my own child—the very same one who studies me now, a mother herself.

Cameron too stares at me as he says conclusively, “You never lost any photos.”

We told them we lost April’s baby photos when we moved to Lexington Avenue. Our wedding photos. That we had looked everywhere. In reality, there were never baby photos of our firstborn, only her siblings. And there were, of course, no wedding photos.

Sadie slurps her honey and listens. This is how she’ll learn that her grandmother is a liar.

I sink into the chair. “No, we never lost any photos. We never had any.”

Cameron sits down. “Why would you tell us you did?”

April is quiet, busying herself around the kitchen.

I look over at her and implore, “Please sit?”

She shuts a cabinet. Pulls up a seat and crosses her arms. “This is for real? You only got married because you got pregnant with me?”

Sadie boasts, “Hey, I was pregnant! Means I lived in Mommy’s tummy.”

April gently corrects her. “Close. It’s the mommy who’s pregnant, not the baby.”

“Oh.” Sadie shrugs, taking another big, sweet bite.

“Why don’t you go turn on TV?”

Sadie’s eyes widen. Television isn’t normally allowed in the morning. She hops down from her seat and patters off.

“Wait up.” April holds out her daughter’s bowl. “Take your breakfast.”

“Food in the living room?” She shimmies her shoulders and says, “Fancy!”

We watch her go before I turn to April and say, “Yes, we got married because we got pregnant with you.”

Leo ambles in, unaware of my just-spoken confession wafting through the kitchen air. He smiles at us and goes toward the coffee as Cameron says, “I don’t get why you would tell us a completely different story.”

My explanation suddenly feels hollow, but April says, “I get why.”

Cameron and I both turn to her.

She glances at Leo, who stops short. “Uh, am I interrupting?”

I pull out another chair. “No, sweetheart.”

He sits tentatively as April says to me, “You told us a fake story because you didn’t want me to feel like I do right now, like I ruined your life.”

Leo sputters on his coffee, so April explains placidly, “Mom and Dad only got married because they got pregnant with me. Apparently.”

I command her eye. “Does this look like a ruined life?”

The morning sun reaches through the sycamore branches into our kitchen window. Bowls overflow with fresh fruit, and children’s artwork hangs on the fridge. Children who now surround me at our memory-rich table, a sticky spot where my granddaughter was sitting with her honey. I reach for April’s hand. “You gave me this life,” I tell her.

Josie makes her entrance, her hair an absolute bird’s nest. “Whoa, what’s up in here?” she asks.

It’s only her second morning home, what a welcome.

Cameron leans back in his chair until it tilts onto its hind legs, which I’ve told him a hundred million times not to do. “Mom and Dad only got married because he knocked her up.”

Josie’s jaw drops. “What! But—they always said—” Then her shocked expression turns mischievous, and she pivots toward me. “Well, Debra Lyn Russo.”

This is not the first time I’ve scandalized my kids during breakfast. When they were teens, I would sometimes say loudly to Billy, “So, last night was fun.” The kids would gag, and I would wink at their father. The night before might have only consisted of watching a movie or working on a commission, but that was irrelevant because Billy and I were in on it together. Now our biggest secret has been exposed and I’m alone with it. Our big fake wedding and our fabricated history of seamless happiness. I don’t know why it’s so difficult to be straight with our own children: Kids, there are times when your parents are weak or wrong or wounded.

My mind goes to Billy. It’s as though the man who swore himself to secrecy all those years ago was a different man than the one in our kitchen this morning. That’s the slippery grief of this illness: he’s disappearing while he’s still here. Yes, it stings to be exposed against my will. But more than that, it stings to be alone against my will, drifting into a solo parenthood where I’m going to need my kids in a new way. They lost something today, however small: a lifelong belief about their own origin story. And I’m afraid they will lose more yet.






APRIL

July 14, 2022

“LET’S GO OUT.”

I’m helping with late-afternoon dishes when Josie makes this proposition, leaning on the counter and looking at me with pretty please eyes. And she’s not the only one looking at me. Cameron glances up from his laptop, and Mom looks up as she kneads some dough. It’s impossible to escape an audience in this house. Leo is the only one who doesn’t make eye contact, as he buckles Otto into the high chair.

“Out?”

“Dinner, me and you! Come on.”

Jo’s first Dallas show isn’t until tomorrow, and she’s not one to sit still.

I’ll admit that the reprieve is tempting. But Josie seems oblivious to the facts and responsibilities of my life. I can’t just drop everything and go out.

“I don’t know.”

Mom chimes in, flour on her fingers. “You girls go. I’ll make pizza for the kids.”

I look at Leo, but he’s pretending not to hear. So if he doesn’t care, then neither do I.

“Okay,” I say. “Sure.”

This elicits a squeal from my sister, who starts naming restaurant options. She hasn’t lived here in years, yet she knows more about the Dallas food scene than I ever have. When she suggests Nobu, I feel my cheeks warm. I look again at Leo, still pretending not to hear, and I mumble, “Nothing extravagant. Plus, we don’t have a reservation.”

Fully ignoring me, she says, “Or there’s a new steakhouse on—”

“Let’s just do pho or something.”

It’s embarrassing how my family spends money in contrast to Leo’s childhood. Leo from little, April from much. Money has been an underlying crack in our marriage. But Leo’s refusal to even look at me right now, his total lack of interest in what I do or where I go, follows me all the way into the car with Josie, where we still haven’t decided where to go eat. I’m worried about leaving the kids and whether Mom should be focused on Dad and—

“April.” Josie touches my arm. “Take a breath, it’s just dinner. I didn’t suggest it because I’m unaware of everything you’re dealing with—I suggested it because I am aware. You need a break, and everyone’s fine at the house. Just enjoy.”

Her unexpectedly insightful gesture brings the last few years to the boiling surface. She doesn’t even know the half of it. “Okay.” I squeeze her hand. “Thank you.” I’m embarrassed for having judged her frivolity.

Thirty minutes later, we’re being seated at a rooftop table, looking at the Dallas skyline backed by a blushing sunset. Around us, there are twinkling lights, a pool as smooth as glass, and people laughing. I order red wine and listen to my sister talk about Broadway.

She tells me about a recent date during which the guy talked the whole time about his research job and laboratory mice. We laugh, and then she asks, “You and Leo doing okay with your shitstorm summer?”

I take a sip of wine. I should just tell her. She’ll be mad I didn’t tell her sooner. After my first heartbreak in high school, she screamed, “You taught me how to use a tampon but couldn’t even tell me that jerk-face broke your heart?” My defense was, “It just happened yesterday.” To which she yelled, “You’ve had since yesterday to tell me?!”

But she’ll also be mad if I don’t give her details, and she’ll be furious if I do give her details, because her sister has cheated on one of her favorite people.

Like a savior, the server appears with my big, beautiful salad with gorgonzola and grilled salmon. I look at the drizzle of balsamic glaze, and Leo becomes the last thing I want to think about. Without lying, I offer simply: “We aren’t great, but at least it’s no dinner-long conversation about lab rats.” Josie laughs, and I order a second glass of red. Swiftly pivoting the conversation, I ask about her friends from the cast, and she tells story after story.

Somewhere beyond the cityscape, my family is falling apart. My house. But I’m on a rooftop with my sister and her wonderful laugh.

After a bit, she gets her gossip eyes. “How crazy is it about Mom and Dad?”

We haven’t yet talked about this, and she has no idea how much it’s affecting me, though not in the way she would imagine. The fact that our perfect mother might understand a regrettable sexual encounter, might understand how much a child can weigh a woman down. It’s surreal that I was said child, but it’s also comforting that Mom might understand me more than I realized. On the other hand, she and Dad made it through. So maybe her expectation will be that much higher for Leo and I to do the same.

“Pretty crazy” is all I say to Jo, who goes on to speculate about the dirty details of how it all went down, pointing out the hypocrisy with which Mom preached about abstinence when we were teens.

I find myself surprisingly defensive of Mom. I think she believed in what she advised, that she didn’t want us to repeat her mistakes, even if I was one of those mistakes. I can’t imagine how I’ll feel when Sadie is a teenager, and this softens me even more toward Mom. When was she supposed to casually tell my black-and-white-thinking teen self that my whole existence was the result of a fling which accidentally formed a life? And…was she even in love with Dad? Or did she look around at other men and think, If not for April…?

Memories envelop me: when Mom and Dad celebrated anniversaries, when they went out, when they fought after they thought we were asleep. And when Dad would look at Mom and say sincerely, “I’d do it all again.”

Josie leaves the table for the restroom, so I lean back and look around, my wineglass at my lips. A breeze blows through, rippling the pool water and blowing hair off my neck.

“So melancholy.”

I startle and look up at a man in a charcoal suit. He looks down at me with intensity. He has an accent I can’t place, dark windswept hair, and blue eyes that seem to read me.

I set my glass down. “Just lost in thought.”

“Deep thoughts.”

I meet his gaze. “I suppose.”

He gestures to Josie’s chair. “Boyfriend?”

I almost laugh at the word. It’s so cute. So many lifetimes ago. But my left hand is in my lap; he cannot see my ring.

I answer, “No. My sister.”

His sky-blue eyes fill with desire as he sits in Josie’s chair and pulls out his phone. “Could I call you sometime? Hear about your deep thoughts?” His eyebrows form two question marks. They’re nice eyebrows; it’s a nice question. For the briefest of flashes, I picture the two of us with drinks. Him staring at me, rapt. Me, with sharp heels and soft curls.

But I hold up my left hand. “Sorry.”

He doesn’t flinch. “I don’t mind.”

I redden. Fidelity is a choice that must be made over and over again.

I repeat my apology as though I’m the one in the wrong.

Josie approaches with some kind of look on her face, so he stands to leave, but not before leaning toward my ear and saying low, “With me, you wouldn’t be so sad.” He reeks of cologne and vodka. His hand is startlingly yet lightly on my forearm, and he waits in case I change my mind. But I stare at the table in front of me, embarrassed by his forwardness. And by the fact that some part of me is flattered. That in the future, I’ll likely be free to say yes, which causes a violent tumble of dread inside me.

Then he’s gone, and Josie is taking her seat, laying her napkin back across her lap. “Gross,” she says. “How can a wedding ring mean so little to some people?” She cuts into her filet.

Gross. I take another sip of wine. And another and another.






APRIL

Earlier 2022

I’M THIRTY-FOUR YEARS OLD TODAY. Leo is gone when I wake up, another early morning at work. I get the kids ready, drop Sadie off at school, and take Otto with me to help students with phonograms. Now that he’s crawling, I limit him to the stroller during my sessions, which makes him pout. Argyle High isn’t on my rotation for today, so I don’t cross paths with Leo.

When I get back home for Otto’s nap, my parents call to sing “Happy Birthday,” and I lie to them. I tell them Leo brought me breakfast in bed and Sadie made me a card. The truth is that I haven’t heard from Leo, and Sadie has no idea what day it is.

After the call, I start tidying the house. When I move a stack of Leo’s stuff, a slip of paper falls to the floor. Thanks for the long talk. It really helped. Grateful for your friendship! —K.

“K” is for Kim, I know that much. And I can’t think of the last time Leo and I had a long talk.

There’s a knock at the front door, and a stupid zing of hope rises in me. Maybe this is birthday related. Maybe it’s my husband. But I open it to find a Prime truck driving away, a package tossed haphazardly onto the porch. I tear into it, half expecting a gift. But it’s the new vacuum filter I ordered. Of course.

I shut the door, shuffle to my room, close the blinds, and crawl under the covers. Sleep when the baby sleeps. Only, instead of sleeping, I find myself opening Instagram, where a wedding photo immediately shines in my face. Someone’s fifth anniversary. My man, the caption boasts, is the best husband in the world!

I click over to Kim’s profile so I can remind myself that she’s younger, thinner, and funnier than I am. I scroll and scroll, a form of self-harm, like I’m cutting myself with the edges of those bright photos. I heart one of the school faculty, and I let my phone slip away.

When Leo brings Sadie home from school, I decide I should just tell him. There’s a lot on his plate, and besides, birthdays aren’t a big deal at our age. But by the time Sadie has shown me school paper after school paper, no chance to get a word in edgewise, Leo is stuffing a snack into his bag, and I realize that his shoes are still on. I frown.

He says, “I have that historical figure day setup to help with at school, remember? I’ll be gone a couple of hours.”

For someone who just convinced myself that my birthday isn’t a big deal, I feel a very big-deal stab of pain as he walks out.

He doesn’t get back home until the kids are going to bed. After kissing them good night, he immediately grabs a stack of papers and mumbles, “Doing some grading in the other room.”

I’m at the sink, scrubbing food off a plate. “Whatever.”

He shakes his head. “Can’t even say one thing to you.”

With that, he tucks himself far away to grade, and a ludicrous shred of me wonders if he might yet remember. There are a few hours left in the day.

But eight o’clock comes and goes. I putter around the silent house. Nine o’clock. I go into the bathroom and undress. Stand in the shower. Touch myself and try not to cry. Then I fall into our bed and stare at the emptiness beside me. When I turned thirty, Leo wrote me a three-page letter, recorded himself reading it, and surprised me with a weekend trip. Was that really us? I honestly don’t care that much about my birthday. But this is a symptom of sickness, and I’m starting to wonder if it’s terminal. I get the vain urge to rewind, but the thought feels dangerous. Because if we could turn back the clock, what choices would we make?



The next day unfolds similarly except for two things. First, my birthday is over. And second, Amazon doesn’t knock on my front door. Cody Blanchard does.

He came by a few weeks ago to drop something off, but I’m surprised to see him here unannounced. I was just with him an hour ago at one of the middle schools.

His dimpled grin emerges. “Sorry for stopping by like this. I got some great news and was just around the corner.”

Baby monitor in hand, I step outside and gesture to our little bench. “What’s up?”

“I’ve been given the green light to hire a literacy coordinator for next year, and I want to offer you the position.”

“Oh!”

He anticipates my questions. “You can still bring the baby. Actually, you can still do what you’re doing now, but with a few more hours each week—and a hefty raise—where you’ll organize reading lists by level for all the coaches. Lead some trainings and professional development. It’s a new position, so we have freedom. And you’re perfect for it. Say yes?”

His cheeks have a flush to them.

I nearly squeal. “This job was made for me.”

The sky rumbles. Thick clouds are rolling in.

“I know,” Cody says. “You’ll be fantastic.”

“Will the reading levels be split by grade or learning needs or—”

And then the rain is upon us, sudden as sin.

We’re on our feet, hands over our heads, and I lead him into the house.

Just inside the door, we talk more about the position. His shirt is striped blue and pink. It reminds me of something Cameron would wear and Leo would tease him about.

“So you’re in?”

“Yes!” I nod emphatically. “Can’t wait.”

Our hug of excitement is fine. It’s the pulling back, the exit from the hug that sends a tiny alarm through my nervous system. His hand lingers at the edge of my shirtsleeve, his finger slipping just beneath it to graze the skin of my upper arm. I don’t know whether it’s intentional, and the question of intent is electric.

I step back. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” He looks at me. “More soon?”

I nod, swallowing.

He opens the door and dashes out through the rain.

And his absence is my greatest threat, because all through another lonely night, I think of him. Replay. Imagine. I’ve had no dramatic falling-out with my husband, only the long, insidious drift that gathers resentments.

In the morning, I can hardly eat breakfast, unsettled as I am from thoughts of a man who is not Leo. But I reach for more like a life raft—anything to lift me from the ocean of loneliness.

The next day, Cody comes over again. He has a belated birthday gift. Surprised, I pull an embosser from a bed of tissue paper. It reads, From the library of April Torres. I know he gives small birthday gifts to all the educational coaches, but they aren’t usually personalized. And they aren’t house calls.

It’s raining again today, so I usher him straight into the living room. I pull a book from the shelf to test the new embosser, running my fingers over the raised letters. “I love it,” I tell him, looking up. And I really do.

“Sorry it was belated.” We are standing close enough that his voice is almost a whisper.

I try not to think about the things I imagined alone in my bed. But he makes me feel understood and valued and remembered. And you know how rain can make the world fall away: no one exists but us. Not even Otto, who is in his own world of sleep far across the house.

I don’t realize it right away, but some men can sense when a woman hates herself, and my boss is one of those men. His touch is bolder this time, his intention clear. It happens fast, and I have nothing to say for myself except the truth: I encourage him.

By the time Leo walks in, I’m disgusted and relieved. The long simmer has boiled over. Now Leo’s gaping distance will be given reason. Now, both men will leave me.

The three of us stand in the living room, but this is no love triangle. My love runs wildly and hopelessly in one straight line to Leo. But love was not, is not, will not be enough.

I cover myself as they leave, one and then the other.

On his way out, I tell Cody not to contact me again. Find someone else for the job.

And I do not run out the door after Leo. I don’t call or text him. This was not a plea for his love; it was my admission that I’ve already lost it.






LEO

July 14, 2022

THERE’S SOMETHING SO ELEMENTAL ABOUT my children in the bathtub with their round bellies and pruned fingers. They compare belly buttons. They make fishies swim. And I’m a fixture in the background to keep shampoo out of eyes, keep them from drowning, keep their little bodies safe from harm.

I bathe Otto, swiping a sudsy washcloth across the crevices in his neck. He giggles and tucks his chin. I ask if Sadie needs help, but she informs me that she can do it all by her own self.

Meanwhile, April is out on the town with her sister. April left the stove on. April was with another man. And yet, April is their mother—a court will favor her. Even if it doesn’t come to that, if she’s reasonable and we’re able to settle, I will still lose my children, because keeping half of something is losing it too.

I pull the drain, and the kids watch the vortex until it’s gone. I wrap them in towels. Sadie patters away to find her nightgown as I carry Otto to get a diaper. I zip his pajamas, careful not to pinch, before the kids run to say good night to their grandparents. Then I read Ferdinand and sing a few lullabies. They’re asleep by the time I leave the bedroom.

When April gets back from dinner, I’ll tell her that we need to talk. Start making decisions about how to move forward.

But this is easier said than done. It’s after eleven when the sisters tumble into the house, drunk. From my trusty spot on the couch, I hear them immediately.

I go to them and look at Josie, her pupils wide.

“Did you drive?”

She shakes her head, leaning against the wall. “Uber. I’ll get the car tomorrow.”

I look at April. “You don’t usually—”

“I don’t, usually.” She meets my gaze in challenge, and I realize this is no time to talk.

“Okay, then.” I sigh and turn toward bed. “Good night.”

“Is it?”

I groan inwardly and turn back around.

April walks into the front room, cornering me. “What makes it good?”

Josie makes a you’re on your own face behind her sister and escapes up the stairs, skipping the one that creaks.

April plops herself onto the couch and crosses her arms. “Name one good thing.”

“You should go to bed.”

“See? Nothing.”

“Fine, I rescind my ‘good night.’ Just go to bed. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“I’ve heard that one before.”

“What?”

“It’s always later, never now.”

“Well, what is there to say?”

The skin beneath her collarbone is splotchy from the alcohol.

“That I don’t care about Cody!” She’s too loud. “We didn’t even have sex!”

I flinch, unable to block the memory of his hand in her jeans, the knowledge of every curve he was touching. I say quietly, “Marriage vows go beyond sex.”

“Oh, really? Like long talks?”

“What?”

“Long talks with Kim?”

My voice drops. “I’ve never done anything inappropriate with Kim. Are you trying to say talking to a friend is remotely the same as what you did?”

This seems to cut through the booze. Her arms fall from their crossed position, hands going limp in her lap. “No.” She shakes her head and says, almost to herself, “No, it’s not the same.”

“Mommy?” Sadie is suddenly behind me, blood dripping down her chin.

We dash to her, April sobering up.

In our daughter’s palm, a tooth. The first one she’s lost. Our relief is palpable, shock becoming pride. I give her a high five while April goes to grab ice from the kitchen.

Sadie rises onto her toes and back down, her tell of excitement. “Tooth Fairy time!” She gives me a big, overdramatic wink.

April and I argued about the tooth fairy tradition. She loved it as a kid, but I never experienced it, and I didn’t want to lie to our kids. So we told Sadie it’s a game of pretend but that we could play it all the same. She’s been waiting for this moment, more excited because she’s in on the secret. She has an empty mint tin waiting by the bed.

After getting cleaned up, she scampers back upstairs with her bedhead and bleary eyes, a tiny tooth cupped in her hand like a diamond. Back when she cut her first tooth, we celebrated with avocado, her first food. April took pictures and clapped, and Sadie gave us a wide, green, one-toothed smile. I wonder if this is the same tooth.

I frown. I don’t know when Otto cut his first tooth, I realize, or how many he has now.

April asks, “Do you have any quarters?”

I nod. “Yeah. I can do the trade once she’s asleep. I’ll add a little note.”

She hiccups. “Thanks.”

I run a hand down my face. “I can name two things.”

“What?”

“Two good things about tonight and every night: our children.”

“I—”

“No, listen.” I keep my voice quiet in case of more surprise visitors. “I know we had a fire, and I’m so sorry about everything with your dad, but I still want a divorce. And I want it in whatever way will hurt the kids the least.” I ask her, “Can we do that?”

A promise from her means so little, yet my requests unfurl between us. Have dinner with me. Marry me. Make a home with me. Have children with me. And please, for God’s sake, put our children first when it all comes crashing down.

“You think so little of me.”

“I’m talking about the kids. Don’t make this about you.”

She steps closer, jutting her chin out as she looks up at me. “Of course I’ll do what’s best for them, same as I’ve tried to do every day of their lives, including the many days when you couldn’t even be bothered to show up.” She strides past me unsteadily, and she goes upstairs.

I lie on the couch, letting out a long exhale and thinking of the many days when April didn’t want me to show up. A few days after Cody happened, I did realize I had forgotten April’s birthday. But a forgotten birthday is nothing compared to an affair.

Come morning, I realize I’ve forgotten something else: the tooth fairy.

Naturally, there are tears. Sadie’s eyes like saucers, she sniffles and looks up. “Why didn’t she come?”

And now I wish we had lied to her so that we could blame this on an imaginary fairy instead of having to look her in the eye and admit that I forgot about her very first lost tooth.

But April yanks me into the other room and whispers, “Quick, let me see your phone.”

I hand it over, frowning.

She turns it on silent and frenetically types out a text: GIVE MY APOLOGIES TO MISS SADIE TORRES. I GOT DELAYED IN ASIA BECAUSE MY WINGS GREW TIRED. (FAIRIES NEED REST TOO.) ASK HER TO FORGIVE ME AND PUT HER TOOTH BACK UNDER HER PILLOW. I’LL COLLECT IT TONIGHT!

April reads it back twice, checking for reversals. In her own phone, she changes my name to TOOTH and my last name to FAIRY, and then she sends herself the message. She spins back toward our daughter. “Look!” She waves her phone. “The tooth fairy sent a message!”

Sadie squints skeptically, a hand on her hip. They read the screen together, and her eyes widen when she sees the sender’s name, mystified as to how her parents could possibly do such a thing. “How can a fake fairy send a real message?!”

April winks. “Should we respond?”

“Hmm, I guess just say that I’ll put the tooth back under my pillow like she said?” Sadie brightens. “And I hope her wings get some rest!” She leaves the room with her tooth in its mint tin and a little hop-skip. It was brilliant on April’s part. Instinctively I grab her hand, a small squeeze to say, We did it! A child’s lost tooth is not the most important thing, but it’s the most important thing to one person in one moment.

April smiles at me, and it makes my heart drop. She’s a good mother, a truly thoughtful person. And unfortunately, I still love her. This love is akin to hunger—not always present but always returning. I don’t know if this makes me strong or weak or merely human, but I do know those pink underwire daisies continue to taunt me. How does someone have a successful divorce? How can we do this where I won’t be tempted to ignore the scathing pain she caused and trip back into it, but also where I won’t fester and trip into a hatred that might embitter our children?

School starts next month. April will stay with her parents to help with Billy, but my job is in Argyle and I don’t need that commute. We don’t need this confusion. The fundamental issues beneath our scaffolding remain: I don’t trust her, she doesn’t want me, and this marriage is ending. We were never going to be able to stay in this sojourn, this catch of breath. The study of history has taught me two things, simple yet key. One: some things last. Two: most things don’t.

We can still conspire about the tooth fairy and parent our children together, but we don’t have to be married to do this. It will be better for all of us, eventually.

Sadie is showing Billy the new gap in her teeth. Deb is setting out cantaloupe and breakfast sausage. April is opening the big kitchen window, and morning light is filling the room.

This family. This home with all its oppressive beauty.

I have to get out of here.





DEB

July 15, 2022

“IT’LL BE OVER SOON.”

I’ve always offered this phrase to my family when something is unpleasant, because life is short and soon is always. It’s meant as comfort, but it doesn’t feel that way as I offer it to Billy along with a bagged lunch of beef jerky, raisins, and cashews. He’s doing a root canal this morning, which is his least favorite. But it’s his last week as a dentist, so the tolerated thing is suddenly a thing we would gladly keep, if only we could.

He accepts the lunch and platitude. “Thanks.”

“Maybe you can help the tooth fairy in your retirement. She seems to need it.”

This wins a weak smile. I hand him a pill, and he swallows it dry. He is walking to work because his bike needs a new inner tube, so he ambles off toward reamers and files and drills and tubes of fluoride. For the last time, he will dig into the thicket of a mouth, remove infected pulp, and save a tooth. His procedures now have several attendants. A week from now, his practice will be in someone else’s name.

Otto is dropping Cheerios one by one onto the kitchen floor as Cameron rounds the corner, having slept through the tooth fairy fiasco. He grabs a boiled egg, taps it on the counter, and starts to peel. “So, I’ve got news.”

Oh good Lord, I do not want more news.

I fix my face. “News?”

“Yeah, I just heard.” He fills a mug with coffee. “I got a job at Kimberly-Clark.”

Oh! Good news. And it’s in Dallas, which is great news.

I clean a stray piece of eggshell. “Kimberly-Clark, is that diapers?”

He laughs. “It’s a twenty-billion-dollar Fortune 500 company with tens of thousands of employees. But yes, one of their many products is diapers.”

I blink. He sounds like a snob. But he’s a snob who is staying in town at what is apparently an impressive job selling diapers, so oh well. I congratulate him, stepping through Otto’s Cheerio minefield for a hug.

I get a flash of Billy at Cameron’s age, parting the lips of his first patient.

“Gramma Deb?” Sadie tugs my shirt.

“Hm?”

“Are Mama and Daddy at the smokehouse?”

I grin. “They are.” At some point over the summer, Sadie started referring to the Argyle house as the smokehouse and nobody corrected her. It’s fun to imagine Leo and April eating smoked pork rather than sorting through smoked rubble. Cameron knuckles her hair and congratulates her on the tooth, so she launches into the whole saga of it.

By evening, Rachel has arrived and heard the saga too. It has evolved to include delays in China, India, and Germany, and Sadie has laid out a map to track the fairy’s flight path.

Five-forty, five-fifty, six o’clock pass without Billy’s baritone voice, and I get a sinking sensation. Not again. I call him, but he doesn’t answer. So I abandon a chicken casserole and grab the keys. Cameron cocks an eyebrow.

I explain, “It’s after six. I need to go find Dad.”

Rachel stays with the kids while Cam and I go to the car.

Unlike last time, we find Billy quickly, one street from where he should be. And unlike last time, he’s upset. At himself. At the streets for shifting. At everything and nothing. Cameron tries to help him to the car, but he elbows his son. “Stop that. I’m demented, not crippled.”

We drive home in silence. How demoralizing it must be to know your mind is going but have no power to stop it, even as your body is still healthy.

At the house, Rachel waits with her rosy disposition. The kids are snacking on popcorn, and Sadie runs to us excitedly. “Gramma Deb, don’t you think the wedding should be at night because of twinkly lights?” She takes my hand in her little buttery ones as though this is the most important question to ever be asked.

“Sounds lovely to me.”

Rachel and Cameron smile at each other, and I get a pang. I want a wedding. Youth.

They talk about catering options as Billy paces morosely over to his fiddle-leaf fig.

Rachel finished making the casserole, bless her.

When we’re done eating, Cameron says, “I have some thoughts, Dad.”

Billy lifts his eyebrows as he stacks plates. “Do I want to know?”

“Probably not.”

This gets our attention.

“So, I know you guys don’t like your phones, but—”

Now that’s a bit of a stretch. We simply prefer to catch up in person at the end of the day rather than constantly texting like our kids do.

“—we should definitely share Dad’s location,” Cameron says.

He sees the blank expression on my face and explains how it works.

With a good-natured sigh, Billy relinquishes his phone to our son. “All right, Big Brother.”

“Relax, it’s just Mom.”

“Not sure that’s any better.” He winks at me, and I relish the return of his humor.

Just like that, Billy is tracked, his phone returned to him. Cameron took the opportunity to change the lock screen, which now displays his full name, address, and my phone number.

Billy mutters, “You sure you don’t want to add my social security or bank account number?” But he accepts it, and I squeeze his hand in consolation.

Cameron leans against Rachel, who asks gently, “Wasn’t there something else?”

“Right.” He darts out of the room and returns with sticky notes, ripping off the clingy plastic packaging. “One”—he sets a neon pad in front of his niece—“for Sadie bug.” She squeals and hugs them to her chest. Then he hands the rest to Billy, whose expression is puzzled.

Our son grabs a pen and jots Cameron loves you on a sticky note, placing it on Billy’s medical bag, explaining, “For reminders.”

Until he was four years old, Cameron referred to himself in third person. Camwon wants food. Camwon is sleepy. Camwon loves you. Sandwiched between times, I can almost hear his little voice.

He writes on another note: If it’s dark outside, go back to bed. He sticks this one on a kitchen cabinet, and I kick myself for not having thought of it sooner.

Billy clucks his tongue. “Is this really necessary?”

So I add some reminders for myself too. “Can’t hurt.”

As we walk around the house considering where stickies might be judicious, I pause at our entry table, which is crammed with family photos. There’s one of Billy beside his bike the first time he completed a long endurance ride. Another of our kids from a long-ago Halloween. Josie was wearing a giant homemade coffee cup around her torso, her top half sticking up in the center. A cup of Jo—her idea. Ten years old. Cameron was Pikachu, and April was a witch. I smile as I remember the perfect night. The weather was chilly, and our kids were finally old enough to trick-or-treat without my chasing them around the block. I had a white wine spritzer with a neighbor while our gaggle of kids traded Ring Pops and Fun Dip, their mouths turning bright blue.

Curious, I tilt the frame toward Billy. “What do you remember from this Halloween?”

He comes closer, looking down. “That was the night Josie called Cameron ‘a soprano’ as an insult.” He chuckles and says, “April gave him a jumbo Snickers to stop his tears. Jo said she didn’t know Pikachu was such a crybaby, and April said she didn’t know coffee was so stupid, and you said something about how they needed to be kind to each other or their candy would be seized by management.”

I had completely forgotten about all that.

He adds, “It was hot that year.”

I don’t know whose memory about the weather is accurate, but it doesn’t matter. I smile and interlace my fingers through Billy’s. “Want to go out back?”

He nods, and we turn from the photo.

When we open the back door, we’re met with a metallic scent. We squint up at a pewter sky, anticipating a spit of rain. It’s only when we look back down—dark disks swelling on the deck—that we realize it’s already raining. Some things are seen more clearly at their end than at their start. So we stand at the threshold as rain washes the world clean.



If it’s not one thing with this house, it’s another. The laundry machine is screeching, and I glare at it while it hurricanes. No one else is home at the moment. Billy normally fixes this kind of thing, but he keeps forgetting—not forgetting to do it but forgetting that it needs to be done. Several times already, he has said something like, “Uh-oh, machine’s on the fritz.” Or, “Yikes, when did that start?” And I’ve had to bisect my thoughts from my words, like egg whites from yolks. It started before you asked me the last time, and the time before that. “Not too long ago.”

I shut off the malfunctioning machine and scowl at the soaked clothes. I could do the wash by hand; there are worse things. Or I could call a repairman. But it feels futile, because there will be something else after the laundry machine, and something else after that.

I turn my back on the wet socks and underwear for now, and I meander through our quiet house, seeing Billy’s fingerprints everywhere. He’s the one who waters the fiddle-leaf fig, sprays for bugs, and unclogs the disposal. He changes the fridge filter, puts up the Christmas lights, moves seasonal accoutrements to and from the attic, and installs anything that needs installation. He mows the grass, touches up scratched paint, and checks the roof after hail.

I wonder what will break next and how much of our precious time I might spend watching YouTube videos about something like how to adjust a fill valve in a toilet tank. I can do it all if necessary. But if I’m doing it all, will that be all I’m doing? The doctors were noncommittal with the timeline. They said it could be three years, four years, five years, ten. Which told us so little. He was already “fairly progressed” at the time of diagnosis, they said, and there’s “no way to know” how aggressive Alzheimer’s will be in each individual case. But Billy was young and fit, they pointed out. It was cold comfort, and we drew our mouths into lines that weren’t quite smiles.

I walk now past the back door, where the weather stripping needs to be replaced. Our home is a body of sorts, a protective casing for its most vital parts. It’s a brain that holds memory after memory: the stairs beneath April’s heeled feet as she came down for prom. Josie’s room, where she sequestered with reams of script pages. The windowsill that held Cameron’s toothpick-maimed potato with its wispy legs. Our kitchen, where—

I stop myself. Because if I open the floodgates of kitchen memories, I might drown. And because this home is also a mouth, filling with cavities.

In the kitchen, among a scatter of sticky neon reminders, I rifle through the junk drawer for the latest edition of Best Picks, and I flip to find a repairman.

I love our home, but I have to admit that there’s been a certain sadness since April, then Josie, and then Cameron packed up their things and left. The day after we settled Cam into his dorm in Oklahoma four years ago, I thought I would come home and do a little dance through our house that was finally clean. Instead I wandered the halls, forlorn and teary and aching for one more frustrated huff about muddy shoes that I had already told someone three times to clean up. Memories pulsed at me from the empty bedrooms, and I longed to squeeze Josie’s cheeks or have a late-night talk with April.

But my kids left me for healthy reasons. They had lives to live.

This is different. It’s my husband leaving me while he’s still here, staring blind at memories that stand in front of us like ghosts. I imagine us here with screeching appliances only I can hear and ghosts only I can see. I shudder and circle the name of a random repairman, wondering if this house will be the best place to do this. To watch my husband die.

The doctor spoke with me privately after the diagnosis. She said it would be imperative for me to take care of myself, to get support. That Billy will become a shell of himself. She handed me a pamphlet.

I dial the repairman. We set a time for him to come next week.

That moment with the doctor, with the pamphlet in hand, was when I asked, How long?

Part of me wanted her to promise that it would be fast, but her eyes were full of apology.

Could be three years, four years, five years, ten.






APRIL

July 17, 2022

BY THE TIME WE ARRIVE in Argyle for more sorting and cleaning, the tarp over the kitchen is slapping at the house. Trees are frenzied and bending low, as if waving their limbs to get our attention. Wind seems so innocent until a day like this, when it could lift a pole from cement or throw a cottonwood through a window. We knew the forecast was iffy, but we thought we had more time.

We spring out of the car, and I narrow my eyes to block the swirling dust and dirt. We only have half a house for shelter, but it’s better than nothing. Grabbing as much loose miscellany as I can, I push through the front door. The tarp is even louder inside, and I’m not sure if it’s going to hold.

I round the corner toward the unburned side, my eyes adjusting to the darkness. An angry whistle of wind surrounds me. There’s a pile of stuff in the hall, so I unload my armful on top of it.

The pile shifts and yells, “Ow!”

I let out a scream.

Leo appears fast by my side as a bearded face emerges from the heap.

Leo steps in front of me and says, “It’s okay, we won’t hurt you.”

My heart races. We won’t hurt him?!

Both men hold their arms up. The man makes no move to rise, and Leo is towering over him. I whisper, “I think he’s on something.”

Leo says impatiently over his shoulder, “And?”

Their arms lower slowly, and Leo sits down on the floor with him.

I’m left standing frozen in place, heart thumping.

The man seems to barely be with us, and Leo begins to gather the bilge from around him. “Hey man, sorry to say but you’ve got to leave our house.”

The guy groans as Leo continues. “I’m not calling the cops—I’ve squatted before too—but you have to let me take you somewhere.”

I double back at the ease with which Leo lied.

The man nods. “Okay.” His voice sounds like it hasn’t been used in a century. He stands up, holding a green knit baby blanket. He is skin and bones and sweat. “Can I have some food first?”

Apologetically, Leo says, “We don’t have a kitchen. Is a drive-thru okay?”

The man nods.

—And then the storm siren goes off.

I cover my ears, locking eyes with Leo and saying through gritted teeth, “We don’t even have a solid house!”

He scans our dilapidated home. “The hall will be fine.” Another lie. The windows nearest us are gone from the fire, nothing but planks of wood. Having no better option, the three of us sink to the floor, hunkering down in the grayscale dark as the whistle of wind becomes a scream.

I breathe through my mouth: our guest is unshowered.

I text to check with Mom, and she says it’s only a light drizzle over there, so at least the kids are safe.

The tarp whips up and down. I shut my eyes, and Leo grips my hand as it gets to the point in the storm when we can’t tell what the crashes and clanks are. Metal, wood, plastic, who knows. We can’t know whether our remaining roof is about to lift away, or whether a tree trunk is going to fly at our skulls, killing us on impact. All we can do is wait.

“I’m Leo.”

I open my eyes to see Leo addressing our squatter, who is shaking.

“Nathaniel.”

Leo turns to me expectantly, so I say, “April.”

“Hey—” Leo stretches to pick something up. “A book.”

Our bookshelf was on the other side of the kitchen wall, lost to the fire. This one must have been hiding somewhere else in the house. Nathaniel and I watch Leo shine his phone light on the cover. The Little Prince.

The sirens are quiet now, but the storm is still ramping up. The warning won’t expire for twenty more minutes, which might as well be eternity with a storm like this. Lightning flashes around us. Wind is lashing what remains of our house, and the sounds are horrendous. Leo’s phone light still on, he asks if he should read. Neither of us responds, so he just starts reading, loudly. Once when I was six I saw a magnificent picture in a book…

We can hear it the instant the tarp flies off our roof, ratcheting up the volume of the storm. We hear branches snap as if they’re close enough to reach out and touch. Thunder vibrates through us. Leo reads louder, telling the story of a planet-hopping child, and I feel like I might weep. Like we might die. Nathaniel and I stare at each other in the shadows.

When the world quiets at last, we all exhale, alive.

Leo lowers the prince and his planets.

Nathaniel breaks the silence. “Wonder what happens to that kid.” His words bump into each other as he stands and folds his blanket. His hands are jittery, but he takes care to make neat folds.

Leo holds the book out to him, but Nathaniel says, “Nah.”

Leo insists. “So you can find out what happens to him.”

“S’okay. Can’t read.”

All the starry-eyed dreams of my youth rise up to deride me. Young April who wanted to change the world, one page at a time.

We emerge from the hallway into the roofless part of the house. In the gray light, I can see that Nathaniel’s eyes are blue. Bloodshot, yet blue as a sky that has never known rain. I wonder if he once had a mother who kissed the corners of his eyes the way I kiss Otto’s.

He looks at me. “Sorry, I thought the house was abandoned.”

Before I can respond, Leo inserts, “It’s always startling to find someone in the house you don’t expect to be there.” He stares straight at me and my scarlet letter. Then he turns—first his face, then his eyes—toward our stranger. “Ready to go get some food?”

Nathaniel says, “Give me a sec to take a leak.” And he does a little shuffle out the door.

Leo faces me. “You okay here until I get back?”

I nod, fighting the urge to ask him to do a sweep of the house. It’s not like there’s another person hiding here. So after giving Nathaniel a minute for privacy, we follow him out front.

Everything is now still, branches and brush scattered everywhere. There’s no sign of our tarp, and a lawn chair has blown in from somewhere down the road. Lots of loose paper and plastic bags. Our car is coated with twigs, but it’s undamaged.

When Leo leaves with Nathaniel, I make the call for a new tarp, and I amble through the house collecting trash. I gather remnants of a foam alphabet mat and the HomeGoods print that I liked but Leo hated. Another minor tragedy of my marriage is that I was too embarrassed to like what I liked, so the print never came out of its box under our bed. If we go through with this divorce, I’m going on a HomeGoods shopping spree.

In the bedroom, my heart slows for the first time in over an hour, leaving my limbs heavy. I’ve spent very little time in our bedroom since the fire, and I realize I’m completely wiped. I curl up on the mattress that reeks of smoke. A small plume of dust rises, but I flip the pillow over, too exhausted to care. I can hear Leo saying gently, We won’t hurt you. Hear him saying bitterly, It’s always startling to find someone in the house you don’t expect to be there.

I close my eyes and let sleep whisk me away, just for a minute.

Then, Leo is nudging me, perched on the edge of the bed.

The shadows in the room have shifted.

I rub my eyes—I was dreaming of my dad. We were under a baobab tree, his scarf blowing in the wind. He was a young boy, and he didn’t know my name.

Leo holds out a creased photograph of himself. “I don’t know where that pile in the hall came from, but look at this.”

Wait. It’s not Leo. I look closer.

“My dad,” he says. “Knew I had a picture somewhere.”

“Wow.” I take it carefully. “You look just like him.” I’ve always wanted to see what his parents looked like, so I study the young man in the picture. “Cool tattoo.” A lion is inked on his arm, ready to pounce. “You sure I’ve never seen this before?”

“It was in a folder I hadn’t opened since college.”

I pass it back to him, the day returning to me. “Everything okay with Nathaniel?”

“He asked for Wendy’s and St. Andrew’s, so that’s where I took him.”

I tuck my legs underneath me. “Why did you lie to him about being a squatter?”

Leo frowns. “I wouldn’t lie about that.”

“What? When were you in that position?”

“When do you think? After Nacho and Izzy’s.”

A decade with this man, and it’s like I just met him. I didn’t realize it was that bad. I just thought…well, I don’t know what I thought. When I once asked him where he lived after Nacho’s place, he only said, “Here and there.”

My phone dings, and I look down at it.

“Mom’s wondering if we’ll make it for dinner.”

“Doubtful. It’s already late.”

I text her back and tell her about the storm. She sends a photo of Sadie helping with a red velvet cake commission.

Leo and I manage to pack a few boxes before we head out. Our little fireproof box of documents and a few breakables that survived. We wrap them in newspaper pages: Tesla and Ukraine. Abortion law and Ozempic. Teacher shortages and movie reviews and migrants at the border. The world’s turmoil to cushion our things, and my hands fall to my sides like birds shot from the sky. I touch the newsprint in apology—I truly thought I would do more for this world.

Leo’s voice permeates my regret. “We should get going.”

I look around and nod.

We lock the door behind us, pure ceremony since we have no windows or roof.

Leo brings his photograph and The Little Prince.

“I called for a new tarp,” I tell him. “They’ll get it up tonight.”

As we walk to the car, there’s a gentle breeze, all innocent-like.

Behind us, our wind-blasted house is panting for life.

Leo drives us back into Dallas, the photo of his father on the console between us. We hit a long light beside a homeless encampment under an overpass. Tents, blankets, trinkets. An American flag is proudly displayed. Mom was right, not much of a storm over here at all. There’s a grocery cart, and a wheelchair with nobody in it. A sun-bleached unicorn backpack is propped carefully against loose bricks. A man in combat boots is spitting off to the side of a woman who is carefully inspecting another woman’s hair. The two women are belly-laughing, and a small fire burns in a grate.

I imagine Nathaniel here. Leo. Some of my students.

Like a lightning strike, I realize that I’m not imagining myself here. Do I see myself so differently? I’m suddenly overcome with the desire to crawl out the window and take my shoes off and learn how to start a fire from nothing. To ask the women what’s so funny, and to laugh with them. Maybe need is different than I thought; maybe it’s the avenue that lets us get close to each other, and I’m the one to be pitied. I want to go back to the hall with Nathaniel and tell him I was chilled to the bone with fear, ask if he could share his blanket with me. I want to sit at the feet of this world that I thought needed me and say, I’m the one who needs you.

The light turns green. Behind the overpass, the evening sky is a burst of orange petals, fire flowers reaching for heaven like children for their mother. The man in combat boots has joined the women in their laughter, and I look in the rearview mirror just to watch them a little longer.

“I’m sorry.” The words are out before I’ve thought of what to say next.

Leo adjusts his hands on the wheel. “For?”

I pick a cuticle. “I didn’t realize how hard things were for you after Nacho and Izzy’s.”

“Obviously not your fault.”

“Yeah, but I think I’ve sort of looked down on people in similar situations.”

A tired chuckle escapes him. “I know.”

I inhale, processing. “I don’t think I like to confront my own need.”

“What need?”

“Everything. I need the wind to be gentle, and I need somewhere to live, and people who”—I pause, flushing with shame—“love me.”

“Everyone needs that stuff. And it’s stuff you’ve always had.” His tone is impatient, so I look down and say, “Never mind.” It’s hard to have a shift of heart beside someone who is so familiar with it.

The car stays quiet for several minutes before Leo asks, “Does Cody?”

“Does Cody what?”

“Love you.”

I flush again. “I don’t think so,” I say. “But I honestly haven’t talked to him since that day.”

Leo’s eyes stay glued on the road. “And you?”

A shake of my head. “No,” I say quietly. “I never loved him.”

Leo’s grip is tight on the wheel. “Almost makes it worse.”

“Why?”

“Because you blew up our marriage for someone you didn’t even love.”

His words echo through me, through the hollow places I’ve never known how to fill. He’s wrong, though. I blew up our marriage for someone I did love. Because even though I lit the fuse, Leo helped build the bomb. No, I’m not blaming my husband for my affair. But the affair is much smaller to me than it is to him, merely the final desperate weapon deployed. And maybe everything would have been different if we hadn’t both been so terrified of our own need—Leo because he knew it too well, and me because I knew it too little.

We drive quietly on through the city. Straight through the dying light.





LEO

July 18–24, 2022

AGAIN, I WAKE UP ON Lexington Avenue. And again, April’s parents are talking in loud stage whispers on the other side of the wall.

I turn my phone off sleep mode to find the usual blitz of dings and icons: an inbox full of insurance agents and plumbers, estimates and invoices. Our coverage wasn’t great: it’s looking like we won’t get enough money from insurance for a full rebuild, and maybe not even enough to cover a complete demolition. We can’t sell a half-destroyed house, so now we’re looking at a potential loan just to get it fixed or demolished. If we go the rebuild route, one problem after another is being uncovered. In order to get our kitchen redone, we would need to have plumbers replace the cast-iron pipes with PVC, and before that we would need to repair foundation issues that have been revealed. We lost the water heater, we lost the air conditioner. On top of all that, they’re saying something is wrong with a girder beam, and and and. A dozen little fires started by the first. Even if we decide we want to get a loan for the work, the crews have had a string of delays. First the extreme heat and then the supply shortage and now the storm. It’s been over a month since the fire, and there is no real clarity on how long this could take. With each new problem, I wonder how much we should be investing in something that’s only going to end.

Around the corner, Deb is now on a work call, Billy is in his bathrobe, and Sadie is opening up The Giving Tree. The glass of water I downed before bed has moved through me with urgency, but as I go from one bathroom to the next, all three of them are occupied by a Russo sibling. Finally, April frees the upstairs bathroom, so I squeeze past her and the scent of her apricot lotion. Her hair is up, her face makeup-free. Broken trust hasn’t erased desire, so I rush into the bathroom and shut the door.

By the time I come back down to the kitchen, we’re out of eggs and bananas, and Deb is making a grocery list. I volunteer to go. Josie, who is eating the last banana and turning on some music, says, “Trying to egg-stricate yourself from the morning doldrums, are you?” It’s no secret that we’re all feeling a bit cramped. Though for someone who rolls her eyes at her dad’s jokes, Josie sure makes a lot of the same ones.

April says, “I thought you were going to meet that contractor for an estimate.”

Right. I forgot we planned on April staying with the kids today while I head out early to Argyle. Otto is still asleep upstairs, and Sadie is now on April’s lap reading Shel Silverstein in her crisp little voice. And the tree was happy.

“Right. Yeah, I am.” I look at my daughter with her one fuzzy sock and remnants of purple glitter nail polish, turning the page of her book. And the tree was often alone.

Then, I can feel the song start before I can hear it: “The Luckiest” by Ben Folds—the song April and I danced to at our wedding—is beginning on the little speaker in the corner of the kitchen. Is Josie doing this on purpose? Does she know about the divorce? I haven’t heard this song in years. I look between the sisters, but there’s no indication that April has told her anything. In fact, April is looking at me in a silent plea for help, as if someone just died.

Josie, however, says, “Aww, this song,” and she turns it up. “Y’all dance!”

God, no. Please no. But Sadie joins her encouragements, and we have no good reason to protest. Josie playfully pushes April toward me, laughing. “What’s wrong with you? Dance with your husband!”

And then she’s in my arms.

We are in the kitchen on Lexington Avenue, with grocery lists and waiting contractors.

We are in the ballroom at our reception, with trust and vows and dreams.

The song is as beautiful as it’s ever been.

I’m highly aware of our daughter’s starry gaze. So I spin April, putting on the obligatory show. It’s only during the last few seconds of the song that I let myself feel it, that I shut my eyes and hold my wife just a little closer, dropping my face toward her hair.

Then it’s over, and the family is cheering, and my arms are empty.

April suddenly has to go to the bathroom, and Josie frowns.

I avoid eye contact with my sister-in-law. I pour some coffee. Sadie returns to her book while Deb returns to her grocery list, and the playlist moves on. When April comes back in the room, we sit at opposite ends of the table.

This is when Billy pipes up somewhat gruffly. “Where in the world is Leo?”

We all shift our attention, and I give him a small, uncertain wave. “Here I am.”

“Well, of course you are.” Billy’s breakfast, a mug of coffee, and an old family photo album are spread on the table in front of him. Deb pulled the album out yesterday, figuring it might be nice for him. But he taps his finger on a photo and says, “Where is Leo here?”

Deb goes around behind him with a mixing bowl in the crook of her arm. She bends to get a better look at the photo. “Sweetheart,” she says. “This is a family Christmas photo from when the kids were little.”

He slaps his hand down on the album. “I know damn well what it is. What I don’t know is why Leo isn’t in it.”

Josie’s hand goes to her mouth. Cameron carries Sadie to the other room. April frowns at the floor. And Deb steps back. Deb, who is supposed to somehow know how to help her husband through the great forgetting. Her husband, who doesn’t speak to her like that. And yet he just did, as though he was someone else entirely.

She clears her throat. “Well, uh, Leo would have been with his own family.”

The single-wide. The ants. My brown-striped towel blanket.

Billy stands and begins to pace. He thinks I’m his son. His prismatic memory is beginning to orient things less by order and more by importance. Chronology is falling away.

April looks at me, and I look down. It’s her fault that I’m going to lose the only real father I’ve ever had, and I hate her for it.

Josie de-escalates her dad with a rollicking story about a friend who chipped her tooth during a live show, but the show went on. Jo is the type of person who can tell a story about anything and command the room. Billy chuckles and asks who the friend’s dentist was. Josie says it was in New York, so Billy remarks, “Don’t think I know many dentists there, but I can’t remember.”

Deb discreetly slips the photo album from the table and leaves the room.

I follow her. “What can I do?” I’m desperate to help.

She sighs. “Nothing.” But she doesn’t understand how I need to be able to earn my keep. Already, it’s my presence that caused Billy’s agitation. Deb slides the photo album into a cabinet. “You guys lost things like photo albums, and we have to squirrel ours away.” She shakes her head. “Might be the most insensitive thing I’ve ever said, but I’d rather all this burn to the ground if I could just keep him.” Her voice cracks, and I try to think whether I’ve ever seen her cry. I pull her into a hug, and then her strong, small frame is trembling in my arms.



An hour later, I’m sitting alone on the floor of our dark living room in Argyle, beyond the blue-tinted light of the re-tarped kitchen, sweating. As I wait for the contractor to arrive, my thumbs twitch across my phone like a junkie. I need to figure out how to actually do this on my own. Divorce is hard enough as a concept, but the nitty-gritty practicalities are even worse. I can see why some people just give up and stay married.

I tap and tap my phone, scanning the screen in search of some vision for my future.

Homes for rent Argyle

Apartments Argyle

Daycare Argyle

Affordable daycare Argyle

How to be a good single father

A text intrudes. FOUND ANYTHING? HOPE YOU’RE HANGING IN.

My thumbs still. It’s Kim. She means, have I found anywhere to live. Weird timing. I confided in her soon after the fire about my marriage. I told her I’d be looking for my own place soon, though I haven’t actually done that until right now. She sends a link for a listing, fully furnished. But the price tag is way too high, and I get a better idea. In a spurt of motivation, I click on April’s number and lift the phone to my cheek. A call will be easiest.

She picks up quickly. “What’s wrong?”

It’s the only reason for phone calls between us these days.

I inhale. “Nothing, I’ve just been thinking that I should probably stay here.”

By stay here I mean leave her.

“What are you talking about?”

“I can rent a trailer to oversee things at the house and then I’ll also be closer when the school year starts.”

“I guess that makes sense.”

It does. It would make sense even if we weren’t divorcing. Only, we both know that I’m flicking the first domino: we will never live together again.

She says, “We’ll need to tell Sadie you’re leaving.”

Leaving. “Surely we can find a gentler way of explaining this to her.”

“Whatever you say.”

It’s like we’re quoting from a divorcing couple’s script. “I’ll be back in a few hours, and we’ll figure it out.”

“Fine,” she says. “See you then.” And the line goes dead.

When I get back to Dallas, we deliver the hard news in the softest way possible: by telling Sadie that I’m going to stay at our house to help work on it, so I won’t be sleeping at Gramma Deb and Grandpa B’s house anymore. Stay at our house and won’t be sleeping at theirs aren’t lies, but it feels like this is how adults confuse children, leaving them to piece together the harsher realities. Our hope is that by the time Sadie realizes this is permanent, she will already be used to it. I don’t know if this is a cruelty or a kindness.

She asks to go finish her puzzle with Uncle Cameron. And although this is exactly what we intended, it stings that she isn’t sad.

I exhale and tell her, “Of course, go ahead.”

She scampers off, leaving April and me on the couch.

I want to fall onto her. I want to rest my head in her lap. I want her fingers in my hair, her lips on my forehead, her words in my ear. I guess eleventh-hour doubt is no surprise after a decision like this. For a minute, I let it play out. It’s the hundredth time I’ve imagined it, but the image is the same: if I were to stay with April, every hour apart would make me wonder where she is, who she’s with, what she’s doing, what she’s wearing. Things I’ve never worried about before.

I stand up, because no. We could not make that work.

I look at April. “You should tell your family before Sadie does.”

“About the trailer? Or about us?”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Both. At this point, they deserve to know.”

I don’t say, And I deserve to not be press-ganged into dancing with you in their kitchen.

“You don’t want to tell them together?”

I sigh. “They’re your family.”

And so I go to the backyard, because there isn’t one place in this house where I can get away. Most people don’t end their marriages while living with their in-laws.

I’ve been sitting outside a long while when Cameron finally seeks me out. He sits down beside me and I try to read his expression, his posture. What narrative of our undoing has April told him? Is he pissed?

Finally he says, “Surely y’all can work it out.”

She didn’t tell him she cheated, of course she didn’t.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“Try,” he says. “Maybe it just needs more time?”

But the issue isn’t time, it’s trust. So I say nothing.

He adds, “You’re my brother regardless.”

He has always been the sweetest Russo. But despite his sentiment, I’m afraid of losing him. Will I still be in his wedding? Will I meet his future kids?

We sit a while longer with the waning moon and choir of crickets.

Eventually Deb and Billy come out the back door, and I take a deep breath. They sit down with their drinks and their tact, and Deb starts where she always starts: “You know we love you.”

Their unspoken questions hang like smoke in the night air, and I think of Andre, the lone traveler in my book. Are we who began life alone destined to end it that way?

Josie isn’t home right now, so at least there’s that. She can sob or yell at me tomorrow.

The crickets chirp for a few more minutes before Deb says, “You know there’s an apple pie in the kitchen?”

Of all the ways this woman could break my heart. I’d prefer misdirected anger to her relentless love. “No.” I exhale. “I didn’t know.”

She nods. “Be sure to eat it with ice cream.”

This tells me so much. That I don’t have to sit here with them and explain myself. That they understand it’s complicated and private. And that their love transcends my marriage to their daughter.

I stand up, giving them each a squeeze on their shoulders before I walk through the exit door my mother-in-law has so graciously given me.

The pie is delicious. I eat a slice alone, with two scoops of vanilla.



Within a week, a single-wide is set up on our property, covered by insurance for now. This is how our marriage begins to be severed. By design, the significance is lost on the kids. I have one small bag of belongings packed. At the Russos’ front door, I lift the strap onto my shoulder, and see-you-soons are spoken quietly.

When I step into the trailer alone, I get whiplash, as though my life is a palindrome. I can almost see Mami peeking through the vinyl blinds, and the intervening years shrivel.

I wander the trailer, opening the microwave and closing it again. Opening cabinets and drawers. I unpack my toothbrush and set it beside the sink, looking out the little rectangular window at my half-burned house, the creek behind. Our storage unit sits ominously with all that remains, and a murder of crows is gathered for some sort of open-mouthed tribunal.

I walk to the lone bed in the back and fluff a pillow as though for my mother, or wife, or children. They feel close enough to reach out and touch, and also like they don’t exist at all.

In this bizarre new aloneness, I test my insularity. As night falls and coyotes yowl in the distance, I pace the single-wide and sing Ryan Adams at the top of my lungs. I hit each consonant of each explicit word, and a memory spears me: a time when Sadie asked if hate is a bad word. She whispered it.

But Sadie isn’t here. No one is.

I banish thoughts of Lexington Avenue. Of Billy and Deb coming in from the back deck. My children with their bath-wet hair as Sadie retrieves Bear Bear from a twist of blankets.

I grab my phone and respond to Kim. NOT YET.

She sends back a GIF of U2 singing “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.”

I press the “haha” reaction, laughless. SEE YOU AT IN-SERVICE.

YEAH, SEE YOU.

A minute later, she adds, SOMEONE WISE ONCE SAID, “TO SEARCH IS TO LIVE.”

It’s a line from Seventh City, when Andre comes to the end of himself in the middle of his quest. He gets an infection, thinks it’s all over for him, but even then he does not regret his trek. To search is to live, my own words come back to bite me. Andre and I are thrown into stark relief: he wanted to discover, but I do not. He doesn’t regret his journey, but I would undo mine if I could. Because I embrace every history except my own. So I heart the text, loveless.

A bullfrog bellows outside, and a drop of rain plunks the roof overhead. Then another and another. There’s a nauseating familiarity as I think of my first home with its leaks and mildew.

I open Google as thunder cracks. My hero’s journey will not take me through the wilds of Cambodia, but through the wilds of the internet. Ready as I’ll ever be, I thumb in the words of my exploring: my parents’ names.






DEB

July 26, 2022

THE SINGLE STICKY NOTE BILLY has written for himself says: I (Billy) have Alzheimer’s. Occasionally when he sees it, he juts out his chin defiantly and says, “Deb, April, Josie, Cameron, Leo, Sadie, Otto.” Then he shrugs proudly as though he really stuck it to that Alzheimer’s.

Sadie says Grandpa B takes “little vacations.” His bouts of confusion read to her as play. And when he confuses the grandchildren for the children, he sometimes references details from decades ago. Does it count as forgetting when he simply recalls a different form?

Memory loss doesn’t seem to be the most accurate description of this part of the disease. It’s more like memory overload—he has so many that he can’t fit them into the correct slots of his mental Rolodex anymore. It’s a disassembly of days, his life levitating at his fingertips, here yet out of order. The study guide for his Dental Admission Test. Going to the movies with his college sweetheart, Patsy. The blistering heat of climbing sand dunes with his mother. Cameron’s broken toe. It’s a seasonless requiem where he can tell us what he wore decades ago but not what he was doing an hour ago.

Today I’m decorating the house for Otto’s first birthday party, and Billy has asked twice what the special occasion is. Otto has no earthly idea what we’re doing, only that there are shiny streamers he would like to put in his mouth. Gifts cover the hearth, wrapped in glossy blues and silver. Confetti cupcakes are cooling on the counter, awaiting frosting. A banner hangs like a smile in the kitchen doorway. Slices of citrus float inside pitchers of water. When I went so far as to rent a yard sign, April said, “Otto won’t even remember this.”

I told her that wasn’t the point, and I got my camera ready.

Everyone arrives in a flurry. Brenda Miller from across the street brings a stuffed pony with a bow on it. Dusty, who took over Billy’s practice, brings a “My First Flossies” kit. Cameron and Rachel arrive with some board books after a morning of wedding cake tasting. And finally Leo walks in, looking a little worse for wear.

I’ve sternly reminded Josie that huffing and grumbling about their divorce won’t make them stay married, that today is about her nephew.

Otto is napping upstairs, so in the meantime everyone admires baby photos and Billy’s thriving fiddle-leaf fig. Not to mention Sadie’s newly mastered backbend and Josie’s latest ink. April and I frost cupcakes, and by the time Leo brings Otto downstairs, it takes everyone a second to remember why we’ve gathered. Then there’s a chorus of bubbly voices saying, “Good morning, sleepyhead!” “Happy birthday!” “Who’s a big boy?!” Otto rubs his eyes and reaches for his grandfather, who knows exactly who he is.

Later, after an hour of cake and presents and saying goodbye to guests, Otto becomes infatuated with Billy’s keys, while his pile of gifts sits untouched beside him like an ofrenda. We are cleaning the kitchen when Josie, empty pitcher in hand, asks her siblings, “So, are y’all getting tested?”

I cough.

Rachel and Leo look at each other.

Cameron frowns. “Tested?”

Rachel leans toward him and whispers, “Alzheimer’s.”

Billy and the grandchildren are in the living room, out of earshot.

I pull the bag from the trash can and tie it off. “Early-onset doesn’t happen this early,” I say.

Looking down at a cupcake, April says gently, “She means genetic.”

Cameron answers quickly. “Definitely not.”

Rachel turns to him, startled. “Shouldn’t we talk about it?”

The young couple stare at each other, and I stare at the trash bag in my hand like I don’t know how it got there. I set it back down. “Have you all been thinking about this?”

Josie scoops dripping slices of fruit from the empty pitcher. “Didn’t mean to start a thing. I’m just getting tested, is all.”

April stops chewing her cupcake. “Seriously?”

At the same time, Cameron asks, “Why?”

“Because I want to know, why else?”

“What would it change?” Cameron avoids his fiancée’s eyes.

April sides with Cameron. “There’s no cure, Jo.”

Josie groans. “I promise I’ve thought it through. I talked to a geneticist, neurologist, and psychologist.” She pauses. “I don’t have to share the results if you don’t want to know.”

Rachel stares at her lap, and April draws closer to her sister. “You really want to know?”

“You really don’t?”

April rakes fingers through her hair. “It’s not like they can stop it or tell us when symptoms will show up, right?” She looks at her sister. “Think of how that could affect you mentally. I mean, what if you have the gene or mutation or whatever?”

“What if I don’t?”

There’s a moment of heavy silence, and I study my children: the caretaker, the pot-stirrer, and the status quo. I can’t predict how Josie will react to this kind of test. But before I can build a case for her to take more time with this, she takes the trash bag from me and shrugs. “To each his own.” And she leaves the room, a bit of chaos in her wake.

Cameron looks at April. “You going to find out her results?”

“Probably.”

“You want to?”

“Not especially, but she’ll want to talk.”

At this, he finally turns to his fiancée with a distinctly adult deference playing across his face. “Let’s go for a walk?”

Rachel nods. She would still marry him. Wouldn’t she? Should she?

Left in the kitchen with Leo and April, I scrunch my nose. “They’re awfully quiet in there.” The three of us go into the living room, where Billy is snoring on the couch, Otto is still engrossed in his grandfather’s keys, and Sadie is generously sorting her brother’s birthday plunder on his behalf.

April whispers, “How is he one? Feels like just yesterday I was winning his first laugh with a bad rendition of ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart.’ ”

Leo blinks. “I never knew about that.”

“Yeah,” April says, her eyes on Otto.

I have no idea what went wrong between those two. April was vague when she told us they’re separating. One thing I do know: she will stay with us as long as she thinks we need her. Josie will follow her tours, and Cameron will go start his family, but April will carry this burden as long as I let her. She came here because of the fire, but she won’t leave until I tell her to. She needs to take care of people, to be needed, even if it’s at her own expense.

Above us, the banner droops, so I stretch to fix it. There are etchings on this doorframe where the kids marked their heights over the years. The notches have been here so long that I barely notice them. But I run my fingers across them now, wondering what Billy needs. He sleeps steadily in front of us, his mouth parted. Does he need this house like a string around his finger, tethering him to his memories? Would he decline faster in a new place, or would a community that’s designed for this be better? Not to mention, a way to remove this burden from April, who is trying to end a marriage, and who might or might not have the disease herself. Thinking about what’s ahead for Billy breaks my heart, but to think that any one of our kids could also have this? I can barely breathe at the thought. For the first time, I even imagine the grandkids getting it.

I step forward to cover Billy with a blanket, and Otto raises the keys in his fist to show them off. I offer him a smile as I back up, leaning against the etched doorframe.

Life is a series of wild unknowns, and the past will always leave marks.






APRIL

August 3–5, 2022

I’M AT KROGER BUYING THE green onions Mom had to have. With this many people in the house and a mother this particular about her recipes, we sometimes make multiple grocery runs per day.

Otto is in the cart, and the Goo Goo Dolls are singing over our heads about sympathy. As I compare onions to onions, a woman approaches with a wide smile and gray roots. I recognize her as a longtime patient of Dad’s, but I can’t remember her name.

“April Russo!”

Huh. My maiden name. I inhale. “Hi!”

The woman, overly familiar, grabs both of my hands. “How are you?” Without a breath for me to answer, she focuses on Otto. “Goodness, he’s grown!” She knuckles his cheek, and he leans away. But she is undeterred. “How is Dr. Russo?” she asks.

I blink. This woman and her be verbs. (Though I must admit, her teeth are looking excellent.)

I nod. “He’s well.”

“Really?” She’s surprised. “Not too bad with the…” She tap-taps her forehead with her pointer finger. I notice her cart: yogurts and boxed hair dye.

“Um, it’s a long road, but he’s doing okay.”

Otto burps. The woman looks at him and back at me. I select green onions and add them to my cart, hoping to signal a departure.

“And Leo?” she asks.

I blink again. “Leo?”

“Oh, was that not your husband’s name? Sorry, I’m bad with names. How’s he doing?”

I tickle Otto’s foot for a point of focus as I lie. “He’s well too.”

“Good. You give your dad my best, now. Oh”—she leans in conspiratorially—“it’s buy one, get one free on Suave products.” She thumbs over her shoulder toward the shampoo aisle.

I grin impatiently as I register her hand, her cushion-cut wedding ring, and at once I remember: Mrs. Dukakis, widowed three or four years ago. I fill with an infusion of patience. She is just another woman wearing the jewelry of a lost love.

I thumb my own ring and say, “Good to see you, Mrs. Dukakis.”

“You too, dear. Glad all’s well.”

She dodders away, a coupon fluttering to the ground.



When I pull up at the house, a man is standing at the front door with Josie, who looks uneasy. I retrieve Otto and the bag of onions from the back seat. As I approach, Josie reaches for her nephew and the vegetables, and she turns to take them inside. Over her shoulder, she gives me a meaningful look.

The man faces me with a large manilla envelope I hadn’t noticed before.

“April Russo?”

“Yes?”

Then the envelope is in my hand, and I understand what’s happening.

Leo filed. I’m being served. I’ve only ever seen it in movies.

Inside, I go to my bedroom and open it. Petition for Divorce.

How can something I knew was coming still hurt this badly?

Man and wife, petitioner and respondent.

The words jumble on the page. I’ve never researched whether this is a thing, but I swear my dyslexia gets worse when I’m stressed. I scan for the “reason for divorce” and find that Leo has been insufferably kind. There’s a long muddle of words, but “infidelity” is not one of them. He cited only “irreconcilable differences.”

Those two words anger me. Irreconcilable differences are so ambiguous when I want a detailed screed of how we became strangers to ourselves.

But however it happened, it happened. And we will now move through the signatures and sundering until one day, decades from now, one of our children will sit down with me over lunch and ask, “So, what really happened with you and Dad?”

I’ll have to tell them something more than irreconcilable differences.

When I met with Marta Turner, Esquire, she talked about divorce colonies where women used to travel to Reno for weeks of marital limbo just to qualify for a certificate of divorce—for freedom—many of them in dire need and yet unsuccessful. “Less than a century ago,” Marta told me, tsking. “Lucky you live in the time of no-fault.” I twisted my wedding ring and nodded. Lucky.

But now I want to take a blood-red pen and slash through “irreconcilable differences.” I won’t fight over the house or kids or bank accounts, but over fault. We’re losing so much, we should at least get to keep our faults. I want to go to court, climb onto a judge’s bench, and yell, “It’s ours! Give it to us!” Give us our failure and infidelity and abandonment and inaction, and let us take the blame that is ours.

What a disgrace I am to those brave mothers in Reno. But I don’t care. I want to be a disgrace. Because sometimes freedom is a trading of chains.

I stare at the papers in my hand. I have twenty days to answer.



When I have eighteen days left, Josie gets her test results. We’ve all decided we want to know what she learned, so we gather anxiously in the living room.

Today, her hair is orange instead of blue. And her results are negative. No mutation.

Dad, quite lucid after a change in medication, is beside himself with relief. He would have been gutted if he’d given her this defect. It’s a unique grief to love someone whose wounds you’ve created. But he didn’t, he exhales. He didn’t.

Cameron and I look at each other, questions curling from us like smoke. I want to be relieved for my sister, but I keep thinking about Kroger. After I put Otto into the cart, I forgot what I had gone to buy—and I had only gone for the one thing. It was no more than a few seconds before I remembered, but whole lifetimes can happen in a few seconds. An encounter on the front steps of a high school. The baby’s heartbeat dropping between contractions. A man’s soft touch. The inability to remember green onions. I’m suddenly besieged by my forgettings. Will life now consist of cataloging every lapse? Was Dad forgetting things at my age? He wouldn’t be able to tell me now.

Josie has moved on. She is rambling about an audition, and I can’t stand her carefree youth, her comfort in her own skin, her normal chromosomes. Cameron gives me a knowing glance, and all I want is to sit down with him at the computer twenty years ago and have a JezzBall competition. To stand at the kitchen counter five years ago and shuck corn together, arguing about what the best Thanksgiving food is. He should be preparing for his wedding, but instead of making a seating chart or scoping out honeymoon resorts, he is sitting in this living room imagining the same scenes I am. Scenes where our family vanishes piece by piece, unable to remember and caught in a cyclone of sticky, neon reminders: That’s your mom, she was one of your favorite people. And: You loved him, but you broke his heart. And: Suave products for sale on aisle three.





LEO

August 7, 2022

SUNDAY I’M BACK AT LEXINGTON Avenue to pick up Sadie and Otto. We thought I might take them to the science museum, but we thought wrong. When I arrive, Sadie begs to go to “the park with the roundy-round.” She means Klyde Warren. Last time we were there, she almost made herself sick on the merry-go-round, and she loved every minute of it.

April shrugs from across the room. We’ve not said hello. She’s in a blue cotton dress, and I wonder what her plans are while the kids are away. She thumbs something sticky from Otto’s chin and says, “They have those water features to stay cool. Up to you.”

I look down at Sadie. “Okay, but you can’t stay on the roundy-round the whole time.”

She jumps up and down, raring to go.

They already have shoes on, so I take Otto’s bag from April and confirm, “I’ll bring them back mid-afternoon.”

“Otto might nap in the car.”

Sadie stops cheering. “You’re not coming?”

April looks down and says gently, “I’m not.”

“Why?”

“I just have things to get done around here.”

“What things?”

April glances at me furtively as she says, “It will be fun to have special time with Dad.”

But Sadie digs in. “I want us all to go.”

Here’s the thing about kids: they’ll break your heart. They’re somehow dictators and powerless at the very same time.

April says over Sadie’s head. “I don’t want to take your time with them.”

This is how it will be. We haven’t even started a settlement, but time is one more thing to be divided, and we can’t put off explaining this to our daughter forever.

Sadie is standing between us, one hand in her mother’s and the other in mine. So I find myself looking at April and saying, “If you wanted to join?”

She nods, and Sadie resumes her cheering.



At the park, I trail Otto around, grateful that April can monitor Sadie on the merry-go-round. By the time we finally go to the food trucks for lunch, I’m looking forward to a few minutes to sit.

We take our food to a bistro table beneath the tunnel of shade trees. In the distance, there’s a sound check happening. On the synthetic grass, college kids toss a Frisbee. And beside us, a group of silver-haired women discuss the new exhibit at the art museum across the street. Our kids cram their faces with food, quiet in the warm breeze.

April swallows a bite of her street taco and says, “So, Josie got her results.”

“Yeah, she texted me. Good news.”

“Oh.” April refolds the end of her taco. “Yeah.”

After a few more bites, I ask, “Have you thought about getting tested?”

Frowning, April eyes the kids. “ ’Course I’ve thought about it.”

“And?”

“And it’s a personal decision I haven’t made yet.”

Sadie is watching us, and she’s at that age where she understands more than we know. So I phrase it carefully. “It’s not entirely a personal decision. It impacts two other people.”

April stops chewing her bite, then starts again slowly. “Two people who already exist.”

It’s another form of Cameron’s question: What would it change?

Then Otto makes a break for it, darting toward the grass.

April hops up. “I’ll go.”

As she does, I focus on Sadie. “Good quesadilla?”

She takes a big bite and grins. Then she runs after her mom and brother.

In the quiet of the shade trees, one of the silver-haired women pauses by our table and leans toward me. “You have a beautiful family.”

I follow her gaze to them. April is scooping Otto up as he obliviously bulldozes through the game of Frisbee. They all laugh, even the guys with the Frisbee. April looks over at me and shrugs, smiling in the midday light.

I throw away our trash and jog to catch up with them, determined to give our kids some memories that are good enough to break through if their minds should one day fade, dios libre.

For the rest of the afternoon, we splash through the water feature, take turns on the roundy-round, and play in the sun until our noses turn pink.



Back at my trailer in the evening, I slip my shoes off and unbutton my shirt, exhausted. I ignore my dirty dishes and fall onto the couch with a book.

Thirty minutes later, there’s a knock at the door.

I open it to find April, cheeks flushed from the heat. She must have driven here with the windows down. She loves doing that on a summer night.

She holds out my phone. “This somehow got into Otto’s bag.”

“Oh!” I take it. “Thanks.”

She scans the trailer.

I follow her gaze. “Want to come in?”

She bites her bottom lip like she does when she can’t decide. “For a minute,” she says.

I step to the side, clicking the wonky door latch behind her. “Here, I’ll give you the grand tour.” I gesture to my left. “The sitting room.” I gesture to my right. “Sleeping quarters.” I gesture behind me. “Kitchen.” I shrug. “And that shall conclude our tour.”

She smiles, on the edge of a laugh. It’s hard to be with her after a bad day, but it’s much harder to be with her after a good day.

“You want some water? Horchata?”

“You made horchata?”

I hesitate. “I have a lot of time in the evenings.”

“Well, I’ll have some of that, no question.”

I pour two glasses, a pinch of cinnamon on top, and we take them to the futon. April takes a sip that leaves a faint residue above her mouth, and she says, “I always thought we should make horchata more often. I know you loved Izzy’s.”

I run a thumb over my own lip, uncertain how I feel about going down a trail of should-haves right now. She tucks a leg beneath her, angling toward me. “Hey, how’s that girl, Jasmine?”

Ah. I forgot I told the Russos about Jasmine. One of my recent students. She’s in her third trimester, and some of us teachers have been trying to get her stocked with baby supplies. It can mean a lot when someone keeps up with a kid like her over the summer. All I can see when I look at her is my mother—what a child she was when she had me at seventeen. Jasmine’s baby will be here soon, and she doesn’t have a driver’s license, a car seat, or a crib. She doesn’t have a diploma or her final set of molars.

I set my horchata down, stretch an arm across the back of the couch, and prop a socked foot on the coffee table. “She’s not great,” I say. “I hope they let her keep the baby, but she’ll have to agree to live with her parents, and I’m not sure she’ll do that.”

April takes another sip. Second nature, I reach to thumb her lip clean and she closes her eyes, pained. I pull away fast and recite the facts to myself: she doesn’t want you. She cheated. I down the rest of my horchata like a shot as April stands and carries her glass to the sink. “That was delicious, thanks.”

I clear my throat. “Thanks for bringing my phone all the way out here.”

She struggles with the front door, so I reach over her to unstick it, and then I watch her disappear into the night.

Wrangling the door shut, I sigh. There are so many people in the world, is what I tell myself. I’ve never been more aware of this than I am now that I’ve scrolled through dozens of Ricos and Anas, none of whom are my Rico or Ana. It was April for a time, but it could have been anyone. It could still be anyone. Kim told me just last week that she’ll be here after the divorce is finalized, and that she can be patient. She said it with a syrupy gaze. Kim is gorgeous and good—maybe better than April. But at the end of the day, the allure of novelty doesn’t compare to the power of shared history. The time Sadie found a dead mockingbird and the three of us buried it together, laying it in soil and covering it with wild primrose. The day we pointed a flashlight at the tightened skin of April’s lower belly to get Otto to turn his head down before birth—and it worked. The night I proposed, sliding a ring onto April’s finger. Her nose crinkle and hard-earned laugh. Her devotion to reading despite its recalcitrance. The care she has for her students and family. The heat of her inner turmoil, her horchata-damp lip.

I keep waiting for the relief of divorce to set in, that anticipation of getting my life back. But it hasn’t happened for me. I mostly just…miss her. I miss days like today, and I miss the life we had together, and I miss being able to trust her.

Suddenly I am reading The Little Prince again, huddled in our hall during a windstorm. It is the time you have wasted for your rose…

What then is a jilted gardener to do with the rose that outgrew him?

Three minutes later, another knock, ardent.

I open it, my heart quickened by the memories of our shared life.

The flush of April’s cheeks is deeper. “Tell me why you gave up on us.”

My body tightens. Her question turns my memories on their heels, and pain rushes to fill the holes of love. “You know why.”

I envision her face with Cody, her eyes in slits of pleasure, that intimate expression which should have been reserved for me. I hear the long silence after that harrowing scene, the wait for a resolve that could never come. Because the only satisfying resolve would be to undo it, and that’s not possible.

She holds up a hand and shakes her head, glaring at me. “I mean before him.”

“What?”

“Oh, please. You were gone before you left.”

I pluck at rising emotions like guitar strings: confusion, anger, hurt. “Don’t rewrite history. You wanted me out.”

“I never said that.”

“Sometimes you don’t have to say things.”

“Sometimes you do!”

“What is it you want to say, then?”

She throws up her hands. “That I’m mad at you! It feels like you’re the only one of us who’s allowed to be hurt, like we’re not allowed to remember anything you did wrong.”

“Don’t act like it’s the same.”

“I’m not! But that’s exactly what I mean—you’re not taking any responsibility.”

“So now I’m responsible for your affair?”

She huffs and turns away, shaking the two-by-four porch of the trailer as she marches down one, two, three shallow steps. Over her shoulder, she says, “Forget it.” Says, “I’m an idiot.”

I watch her storm off, blue dress billowing, and I slam the door shut.

You were gone before you left. I was pushed away; what else could I have done?

I pace to the shower, drop my clothes in a heap, and run the water punishingly hot. I want to scorch off the pain. In a choice between two hells, I’d rather be apart than unwanted. I splash scalding water onto my face and clench my jaw. She gave up on us. I build my case against her, corroborating my own memory. Then in one swift motion, I shut the shower off, along with my burning stream of questions.





DEB

August 7–9, 2022

IT’S SUNDAY, AND THE HOUSE is quiet. Billy is tending his fiddle-leaf fig when I ask him to join me at the computer. He pulls up a chair and squints at the screen, his hand on my back.

I take a deep breath and show him a place called Greenwood Hills. Plush, amenity-filled apartments where there’s no maintenance besides basic cleaning, and medical staff is always on deck. It’s spacious enough for grandchildren to stay over, yet insular enough for this life season.

Our house is worth a lot. If we sell it, we can afford this.

I show him the numbers and location, only a half hour from where we are now. We aren’t yet sixty, I say to him. Young enough for something new. I grind my teeth, waiting for him to resist.

But he squeezes my hand and says, “I’ve been thinking about this too.”

“You have?”

“Yep. And wondering what the kids might say.”

I roll my eyes. “Lots, but what else is new?”

He chuckles, his attention on the computer screen. “Do they have full kitchens for your commissions?”

“They do.” I click through a few photos.

“Garages?”

“One car.” I smile. “Plenty to protect your bike from the elements.”

I point to the screen. “There’s also a common room like in The Thursday Murder Club.” I figure Richard Osman can only help us here. I pat Billy’s thigh beside mine and say, “Just something to think about.” When I reach to close the website, he stops me. Scrolls for a few more minutes. Then he leans back. He looks at the quiet house around us, and then at me. “Would you be there?”

I lift a hand to my heart, appalled that he thinks I might send him there alone. “Of course I would.”

He exhales and says, “Then it sounds like home.”



Two days later, we take a tour of Greenwood Hills. It is sprawling and green. Not very hilly, but there are slopes and this is North Texas, so we let it pass. They couldn’t very well call it Greenwood Slopes.

It is honestly beautiful. There are live oaks and ferns. A koi pond with a footbridge and a weeping willow. Bright flowers everywhere. Someone from a landscaping crew waves as we pass.

After the admissions director shows us around, he tells us to explore at our leisure and then come see him in his office when we’re ready to talk. So we meander the grounds of what might become our first move in decades—and Billy’s last.

We would have an apartment with nine hundred square feet, a third of our Dallas home. I think of the weeks we spent setting up that home. The checklists and paint stirrers and Home Depot runs, the anticipation of traditions and togetherness, of the years we’d spend growing old there. I didn’t think then of how it might end.

We visit the common room, where a big calendar hangs on the back wall boasting visitor performances, mahjong, book clubs, drug trials, and a caretaker support group. “Oh, look,” Billy says. “They have mini golf.”

I nod, noting a baking exchange and wondering if my friends would drive all the way out here to visit me.

We stand back and observe for a few minutes. It’s clean here, and there’s a bounty of direct-care employees, all of whom are patient as they interact with residents. About six of those residents are sitting in massage chairs in front of a big-screen TV, watching Fox Nation with closed captions. They all have medical pendants around their necks, our potential neighbors. Two of them are dozing. We asked the director about other married couples, and he said there are several, one with early-onset. Only one. Although—he looked in my direction—many younger regulars from the broader community attend the caretaker support group, some of them multiple times a week.

I didn’t realize how much this would feel like a medical facility. Smell like a medical facility. I look around the common room and try to appreciate feeling young, but mostly I feel like I don’t belong.

The residents are talking to the television about Medicare requirements and drug names. Bills and gas prices. One man heckles the newscaster with, “Tell that to Jimmy Carter!” To which a woman commands, “Oh, step off it, Larry.” Another woman requests a whatchamacallit, and the staff immediately understands that she wants a Werther’s. She unwraps it with a loud crinkle, while yet another woman asks how to adjust her chair from rolling to kneading. There are very few men here.

On television, the president appears behind a lectern, behind his DC lens. Where he stands, it probably smells of leather and cologne. Where we stand, Lysol and applesauce and Lubriderm. Then the woman with the Werther’s candy points an arthritic finger straight at the president of the United States and says, “That man’s teeth are beautiful. Me, I like sweets too much.” She grins wide, revealing chips and stains. I swallow a chuckle. Beside me, Billy steps forward as though he wants to pull veneers from his pocket. But then the Jimmy Carter man says to the Werther’s woman that he has half a mind to come out of retirement just to fix her teeth.

A little light comes over Billy. He steps closer and asks, “You a dentist?”

The man half turns, half nods. “Used to be.”

The words strike me as tragic, but Billy seems content to know that he would have a friend here. He would have more than that, actually. There’s a lot for him here.

But what’s here for me? My house doesn’t feel like home anymore, yet neither does this. I find people terribly easy to love, so I’m sure I could make friends. I’m already itching to know more about the woman who pointed at the president’s teeth. But as I watch the woman still trying to adjust her massage chair, I wonder how necessary relatability is for friendship. Because there’s a wide gap between them and me. Of course, I tell myself, it’s not like we would be living in the common room. We would have our little apartment, Billy and I.

When we turn to leave the common room, he pauses at the big calendar.

“Oh, look,” he says. “They have mini golf.”



Outside, Billy asks what I think.

I think it checks all the boxes and then some. I don’t voice my concerns about who I would be here. Identity is so entangled with place. But I have just as many concerns about who I would be while isolated at our house with Billy becoming increasingly confused and dependent.

A chickadee sings as an orderly asks a woman if she wants some company on the way back to her room. The resident nods, and they walk together, chatting. Many of the orderlies, I notice, are around my age.

It would be worse, I decide, not to have this.

The willow rustles its hair over the pond as I answer Billy. “I like it. You?”

“Me too,” he says. “But we don’t need to make a decision today.”

On the way back to the director’s office, we pass a sparkling pool where a man is hitting a beach ball with some children. I imagine Sadie on Billy’s shoulders in that water, and I feel a sense of peace.

We talk to the director and ask more questions. We make no commitments, but we take the paperwork home, where a roast is simmering in the slow cooker.

April greets us with a frown. “That was a long appointment.”

I press the paperwork against my chest because we told her we were going to the doctor. Billy circumvents the interrogation by asking me, “Can I show you something?”

“Sure.”

So April returns to dicing potatoes, and I follow Billy.

He leads me into our bathroom, where he closes the door and says, “I love you.”

Well, this is ominous. His countenance has completely changed since the tour. Maybe he liked it less than he let on, or he has reservations he didn’t want to get into there. I set the paperwork on the counter, waiting for him to say more.

“There are certain decisions we need to make while I can still be part of them. Otherwise, you won’t be able to live with yourself.”

I frown. “What decisions?”

He opens the medicine cabinet and retrieves a large pill bottle. I oversee his Donepezil every day so he doesn’t forget to take it, or forget that he has already taken it. But that’s in the kitchen. This is not Donepezil.

He twists the lid off the bottle to reveal an array of pills, different colors and sizes. There are a lot of them, with a slip of folded paper. His voice drops. “They’re from a credible doctor.”

Fear spreads through me. “For what?”

He sighs like he doesn’t want me to make him say it, but I most certainly will.

“For you to give me if the time comes to end things.” He pulls out the paper and unfolds it: instructions that involve crushing pills and adding the powder to sugar water.

I slap his hand, knocking the paper to the bathroom floor. Dizzy, I drop onto the closed toilet, head in my hands. “How could you think I would want this?”

He picks up the paper, slips it back into the bottle, and screws the lid on. “I know you don’t want it right now. But think about what’s coming for us. I don’t want your life to end just because mine is.”

I stand up and snatch the pill bottle from his hand. “Tell me whether this is for you or for me.”

He pinches the bridge of his nose, and I shake the bottle at him in emphasis, the sound like a baby’s rattle. “Do you want this option, or do you want me to have this option? Tell me.”

“Debra.”

I can count on one hand the number of times he has called me by my full name.

He continues, “You’re considering moving to assisted living and becoming my caretaker. You’re not even sixty.”

“I know how old I am. Answer my question.”

But I already know his answer: he is doing this for me.

“My answer is that I love you.”

With that confirmation, I open the bottle. The toilet. The very same toilet that saw my morning sickness, my young husband holding back my hair.

He throws forth his hand to stop me. “And I know you love me. So I’m here in my right mind telling you that if it comes to it—this would not diminish your love. The disease could progress for years and years. I don’t want to become a burden.”

My hand is shaking. What if I want this burden? What if keeping him in any condition is less of a burden than actively ending him? How could I get up one day and make the decision to administer his death? If it were to end his suffering, I would do it. But if I’m to suffer, then let me.

His hand is reaching toward me as though I’m on the edge of a cliff. “Those pills are hard to get,” he says. “Let’s at least keep them tucked away? A lot of people change their minds.”

“A lot of people do this for someone who’s in unbearable pain! That’s different!”

He does not argue. Just watches to see what I’ll do with the pills.





APRIL

August 9–10, 2022

FOURTEEN DAYS LEFT TO RESPOND to the divorce petition, and it’s just sitting on the desk in my room while I get the kids ready. They are going to stay overnight with Leo for the first time. When he first suggested this, the question escaped me automatically: “You want our kids to stay in a trailer?”

He bristled. “What’s wrong with them staying in a trailer?”

I felt the familiar waterfall of shame. “Nothing.” And there wasn’t. I didn’t know why I said that. Whenever Leo wilts with fear or I thorn with shame, our conversations stop before they start. We quiet our questions and injuries and angles on truth. So I didn’t tell him that I was worried about security, because by the time the words reached my mouth, I’d answered my own question: our kids will be secure because they’ll be with the same dad who carried his daughter out of a burning house.



When we arrive in Argyle, crows are spread across the grass like chess pieces. Otto waddle-runs toward the birds, who glare at him and take to the sky.

Sadie waves at our tarped home. “Hi, house.”

Otto mimics his sister. “Hi-ho!” Like one of the seven dwarves.

For the umpteenth time, I check their bag for Bear Bear and Pull-Ups and toothbrushes.

At the door of the trailer, they sashay inside and take off their shoes. Sadie’s sneakers strobe a quick rainbow, and Otto tugs his Velcro. I hand their bag off to their dad, and I feel like an intruder in his tidy little home. The futon has been made into a plush bed, the head framed with twinkle lights. A bed rail is secured to one side, and two new stuffed animals sit upright on two fresh pillows, with a stack of Mo Willems books on the table beside. A kids’ playlist is on low volume, and I notice the photo of Leo’s dad tucked under a David McCullough book on the counter.

I get the urge to kick off my shoes and run inside and drink horchata. How could I have thought this wouldn’t be secure when I know who Leo is? But also—I watch Sadie and Otto settle in—how can I leave here without them?

But I make myself do it.

And as I go to bed alone on Lexington Avenue, I’m surprised to find that my prevailing feeling is pride that I chose to marry Leo, because now two little people have a dad who well and truly loves them. I picture them snug beneath twinkle lights, and I marvel that while Leo had no real home growing up, his children will now have two.



Getting woken by my bladder at three in the morning has been a dull and inconvenient fact of my life ever since I bore children. In the dark bathroom, I barely notice the beetle in the sink. I flip on the light, squint, and wash it down the drain, adding pest control to my mental list of ways to help around here.

I dissolve back into my mattress, guiltily enjoying my child-free bed. Micro-coils and memory foam put an end to all thoughts of sink beetles and to-do lists.

But two hours later, I bolt awake, gasping in revelation.

It is five o’clock in the morning, and a memory is jabbing me in the ribs.

“No,” I say out loud. “It can’t be.”

I have got to talk to Dad.



Dad crosses an ankle over his knee, his pants hiking up to reveal patterned socks from some Father’s Day or another. “Sure, I remember him. Ricardo.” Dad scratches his chin. “No, wait. Robert?” He pauses. “It was definitely an R name. Great guy.”

I drop to the couch beside him, shaking my head. “This is nuts.”

“What is?”

I remember trying not to stare at that store manager’s green eyes or his sleeve of tattoos: a beetle, a semicolon, and—right in the middle of his arm—a lion, ready to pounce. There are thousands of Ricardos, but there are not thousands of Ricardos with seafoam-green eyes and a lion tattoo.

“Nothing,” I tell Dad. I won’t bring anyone else into this until I’m certain.

“You sure, kid?”

“Yeah.” I wave it off. “I just remembered something.”

“Ah.” He slurps his coffee as though remembering something explains everything.

“Where’s Mom?”

“She’s—” He frowns. “Sleeping.” Then he asks, “You want to play a round of chess?”

I hesitate. The kids are gone until tonight. So no, I don’t want to play chess. I want to drive to Waco. I want to find the manager of Jed’s Hardware, confirm that he is who I think he is, and give him a piece of my mind.

But my dad is here with his patterned socks and degenerative disease, and I don’t know when the day will come that he might look at me and draw a blank.

“Sure,” I say. “But just one round. I have some errands to run.”

As always, he plays black and I play white, giving me the advantage.

As always, he wins. With us, it’s less about the outcome and more about the play.

When I head out, I kiss his forehead and ask if he needs anything.

He smiles and sips his coffee. “I’m good.”



Getting out of Dallas, there’s traffic on the High Five, but I don’t mind the extra time to think.

It’s not like Ricardo Torres went missing or anything. Last we knew, he was in Odessa. I just never expected a chance encounter in Waco, or anywhere for that matter. I think back to that night at Jed’s, all of us standing in the breeze, my deep gratitude for the care that manager had shown my father. Still—I shake my head—if he is Leo’s dad, I know how this man neglected his son.

I crawl through a sea of Texas plates. The air conditioner blows cool, warm, warmer. On one side of me, a Chevy Silverado tows a tractor with a “Back the Blue” bumper sticker. On the other side, a low-riding Cadillac DeVille with a Mavericks sticker.

When traffic and lanes thin, I start trying to figure out what in the world to say to Ricardo-maybe-Rico. Scenes from The Count of Monte Cristo run through my mind. Justice and vengeance. I’m mad at Leo’s parents, and I’m a bit crazy-eyed by the time I arrive at the hardware store.

But I’m brought back down to earth by the sound of the door chime, the nicely working air-conditioning, the row of garden hoses and light bulbs, and the mother who is lifting her son up to the lollipop turnstile at the cash register and saying, “Solo uno, chiquito.”

I swallow. I have no plan.

There’s a basket of tape measures in front of me, and it dawns on me how many things I genuinely need to buy in order to replace some of what burned, especially if Leo and I are going to be divvying up the little that’s left. So I load a cart.

When I get to the checkout counter, I ask casually, “Is Ricardo around?”

“Yeah, he’s—” The man, whose name tag says Javier, looks around. “Oh, wait. He’s at lunch, but he should be back soon.”

So I complete my purchase and then wander the shop more.

It can’t be him. This Ricardo guy has probably never gone by Rico in his life, never had a kid or lived in Odessa. It’s probably a popular tattoo. I’m completely insane for coming here.

Still, with every chime my gaze flies to the door.

Ten minutes later, Ricardo finally walks in, carrying two orange-striped Whataburger cups. He offers one to Javier, and I duck down the broom aisle, watching them through a cluster of mops.

It’s not him. I should sneak out. Go spend time with my dad.

I make for the door, head down.

“Miss?”

Not me, please not me.

“Miss!”

Yes, he is indeed calling me.

I turn and find myself face-to-face with Ricardo, Manager.

He holds out a bag stamped red with thank you thank you thank you. “This yours?”

I see the lion halfway up his arm, same as last time and same as Leo’s photograph, though more ink surrounds it now. He has no wedding ring, dirty fingernails, and a scar across one eyebrow where the hair doesn’t grow.

The tips of my ears get hot. “Thanks, sorry about that.” I take the bag I missed in my hurry to flee.

“Wait,” he says. “I remember you. Your dad—”

“Right, yeah. Thanks again for that.”

Concern fills his face. “Is he—”

“Oh, he’s fine! Yeah.” I add, “Loves his hammer.”

Ricardo looks genuinely relieved. “Glad to hear it.” He gestures to my bags. “Did you find what you need?”

Heat in my ears again. “Uh, sort of.”

“Is there anything else I can help with?”

He is far kinder than my imagined version.

“Actually, yes. I need some”—I look around—“garden shears.”

I don’t need garden shears.

“Okay, come this way.”

As he leads me to another aisle, I suck in a breath. In a breezy, small-talk way, I tell him, “We’re actually about to move.”

“Oh yeah?”

“To Odessa, yep.”

He says nothing as we come to a stop in front of a wall of garden shears. I pretend to compare them, to be making unimportant conversation. “You ever been?”

He looks at me, bemused.

“To Odessa,” I clarify, starting to sweat.

“Used to live there, actually.”

“Oh!” Too much, I tone it down. “Small world. Any favorite haunts or tips?”

What do I expect him to say, don’t have a son and abandon him there?

His eyes darken. “Sorry, I haven’t been there in many years.”

I select a random pair of shears. I can’t just ask the guy if he has kids, so I scramble for another angle or tool to buy. But then he quietly offers: “I lost my family there.”

My heart crescendos. Lost? Talk about revisionist history. He sent his own child away.

Javier calls from the register, “Oye, Torres!”

“Un segundo,” Ricardo calls back.

The shop tilts. Torres. The man standing in front of me is unequivocally Leo’s father.

I swallow. “That, uh, must have been terrible.”

I’m on the verge of quipping, “terrible for your son” and spilling everything, but I can’t do that behind Leo’s back. There must be a reason why this man never sought his son and his son never sought him.

Again, I look at him. Hardworking hands and Leo’s eyes.

“Sí.” He clears his throat. “Long time ago.”

The person in front of me might have caused pain, but he too has suffered. I’m humbled by his actual physical presence. Does he not deserve to know he’s an abuelo? Would he not want to know?

But it’s not my place. I found what I came to find.

Just like last time I was here, I touch his arm. “Thanks for the shears.”

He nods. “No problem.”

Then Javier takes care of me at the register as Rico greets another customer by name and asks how his shed is coming along, how his grandmother is doing.

With that, I leave Jed’s Hardware, the door tinkling behind me.



There is no traffic on the drive home, and the air-conditioning works better at cruising speed.

There’s still so much I don’t know. Where Ana is. Why they failed Leo so badly. If they’re in touch with Nacho. Whether it’s normal for a woman to be this invested in her almost-ex-husband’s estranged family. And—not least of all—whether Leo will want to know about this. I’m sure he won’t, but I should maybe tell him anyway.

I had flattened Ricardo Torres to his worst offenses, but he is flesh and bone and complexity like everyone else. I know what a semicolon tattoo can mean: Did he try to end his own life? My eyes prickle as though tears come from a shift in sight. Rico is more of a stranger to me now than before I met him, and now Leo is a stranger too. All his devotion to my family over the years, and what did I do? I pitied him for his. And pity is but a shadow of love.

I want to start over. Want to say, Tell me everything. And when he changes the subject, to say, No, really. Marriage begins in the middle of the plot, and I never truly learned Leo’s early scenes. The pain there scared me too much, and I really believed I could just give him a new family instead.

My phone lights up and I glance at the screen.

It’s Leo, still saved as Tooth Fairy.

I click the speaker. “Hey, everything okay?”

“The kids are good, but…did you see the email?”

My voice drops. “What email?”

He takes a breath. “They declared the house a total loss.”





Part Three Smoke






DEB

August 10, 2022

AN INCH OF MORNING LIGHT streams through the air where the bedroom curtains aren’t quite shut, and dust motes hover in the beam above my head. Billy is already out of bed.

I shuffle to the bathroom and open the cabinet where the pill bottle is tucked away like a loaded gun. It was only from our many years together that I was able to decipher which choice would grant Billy a moment of peace. Which isn’t to say that I’m not still furious. He kept calling it an “option.” I thought about my father. And in those seconds with my shaking hand clasped around that cocktail of pills, I knew that keeping them would give Billy some thin layer of comfort. A belief that he will not ruin my life.

Only, the last time he ruined my life, it turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to me. And I hate having these pills in my house. I hate that he took it upon himself to get them, as though they wouldn’t destroy me just as much as the Alzheimer’s.

I shut the cabinet and splash water onto my face.

When I go downstairs, Billy is scowling at a book. Reading has become frustrating for him, but he keeps forgetting that. He glances up. “Morning.”

“Morning.” I shuffle past him. “It’s so quiet.”

“Yeah, everyone’s—” He frowns. “—somewhere.”

I smile in spite of myself. “That they are.” I can’t stay too mad at him for attempting to make sure my life won’t be ruined. The expanse of his sacrifice sends a shiver through me, and I walk over to refill his coffee. His morning-stubble profile, his focus on that book, his chaotic tufts of hair—it could all make me weep.

I take a breath and ask, “Do you remember what we’re doing today?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says. “I checked the calendar. And I’ll have you know that I will be wearing my leopard-print shirt.”

I let out a snort of a laugh. That shirt was part of a costume years ago, and he always jokes about wearing it. But today is the right occasion because we’re going to see Josie in the matinee.

I notice the time. “Oh, Rachel’s bringing her dress soon.”

Sure enough, the doorbell rings within minutes, and Rachel and I take her wedding dress into my bedroom swiftly, though Cameron isn’t even home. I shove aside a laundry basket and all thoughts of those colorful pills. The wedding is in less than two weeks, and there is work to do.

Rachel tries on the dress. When I tell her she looks radiant, she blushes a little, the picture of promise. A wedding is a duet of hope.

“Thanks for your help with this strap,” she says. “My mom is useless with this kind of thing—she was infamously the only kid in her home economics class who didn’t get an A.”

I chuckle. “Happy to help.” It’s a simple adjustment, and we’ve already told Cameron he is not to go into my closet for any reason. Not that he would. I don’t think he’s been in my closet since he was an elementary-aged kid snooping for Christmas presents.

Rachel stays for a cup of coffee, and I’m tempted to ask whether Cameron decided to get tested. But it isn’t my place. Such an awful part of being a mother when things having to do with my own children aren’t my place. Instead, we talk about our respective wedding dances. It’s another reason I didn’t want a wedding: my dad wouldn’t have been there to dance with me. But now at least I’ll get to dance with my son.

Rachel thanks me again for the coffee and alteration. She puts her mug in the dishwasher, turning it to align with the others. Then she’s off to meet Cameron at Hudson House for an early lunch, and I go to find Billy, who has given up on the book and turned on ESPN.

“Hey, you,” I say. “Should we get ready?”

He grins, puffing out his chest. He has not forgotten the leopard-print shirt.



An hour and a half later, the two of us take our seats in the center orchestra section of the Music Hall at Fair Park, holding hands atop the plush green armrest. Playbills rest on our laps as the house lights go down.

Stage lights rise like a jungle sun, the orchestra cues that familiar opening line, and giant animals of the Savannah begin to make their entrances from behind us. We turn to watch them parade down the aisles, and my jaw drops. I knew what was coming, but I wasn’t prepared for how grand and impressive it would be. When Billy spots Josie, he pats my arm excitedly. How many times we’ve done the excited parental arm pat when our kids have appeared on a stage or sports field over the years.

It’s not that I’m not proud of Josie. It’s just that she centers her whole life around this, and I worry. But I let that worry fade to the background as we applaud the costumes and sheer marvel of the human body, the human voice.

After the curtain, we go backstage as Jo removes her makeup. Her friends stop by the dressing room and enthusiastically approve of Billy’s shirt with things like, “Get it, Dr. Russo!” He undoes not one, but two top buttons.

Eventually, we squeeze Josie goodbye. She’s staying to steam her throat before the evening show. On the drive home, Billy turns on the soundtrack and asks which characters we would be.

“I’d like to be Sarabi, but realistically I’d probably be—”

We both say “Zazu” and laugh.

Billy says, “I’d want to be Mufasa, but I’m definitely not cool enough. Maybe Pumbaa?”

I laugh. “Or Rafiki?”

He considers. “I’ll take Rafiki.” He sings along with the soundtrack, grunting a few times like a jungle animal. I assume he’s being funny until I glance over and notice his discomfort.

“You all right?”

“Stomachache.”

But he still sings about the circle of life, remembering more lyrics than I do. I commit the moment to memory. I want to keep the mundane, the ugly, the off pitch, the whatever. I want all of it, all of him. He belts out some incorrect Zulu, and I smile.

When we get home, he goes to take a nap, and by the time I change out of my dress, he is snoring. The grandkids are in Argyle, and only April is here, flipping absently through my playbill when I return to the kitchen.

She glances up. “Can we talk?”

“Of course.”

I panic that she might have found the Greenwood Hills paperwork.

I make a plate of crackers, pear, and smoked Gouda, and we sit down at the table. She grabs a cracker and asks, “Will you tell me about the start of your marriage? It’s hard to believe it was ever bad, seeing you two come in singing ‘Hakuna Matata.’ ”

Oh. I chuckle. This.

“Well.” I force myself to think back. “It was bad, and that’s God’s honest truth.”

It’s hard to trace how we got from A to B to C. Hard to remember the sincere desperation at the start now that it has passed. But this is important to April, so I try.

I tread carefully as I recount the harder memories that include her. Though whenever I hesitate, she says, “I want to know. Please.”

So I tell her about the surprise pregnancy, the day of our “union,” the ensuing fights and silences and feelings that life was over. It hurts to recount it all, but April is hanging on to every word. We had many heart-to-hearts at this same table during her teen years, and she has always been my hardest child to read. Looking down to pair a cracker with a slice of Gouda, she says, “But now you love him.”

“Now I do.” In the spirit of honesty, I add, “He still infuriates me sometimes. But yes”—warmth blooms in my chest—“I love him more than life.” This, I don’t tell her, hurts almost as much as when I didn’t.

She is quiet through a few more bites, so I ask, “Is everything moving along with everything?” I grimace at myself. I don’t know what questions to ask about the divorce.

“Not really.” She shrugs. “I don’t know what to do.”

“About what?”

“It’s like Leo and I were different people when we got married. And we can’t go back to those people, but we also can’t move on from them.” She shakes her head. “I can’t explain it.”

I lay my hand on hers. “I understand.”

“Really?”

“Definitely.” It strikes me now what a disservice it was to hide our imperfections from our kids. We presented a false picture of our life. I say again, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you all this sooner.”

“I get it,” she says. “But it’s nice to be able to talk like this.” She squeezes my hand. “I have to get some things done before the kids get here, but thank you.”

I nod. We are, both of us, losing our husbands.

Left alone with time and quiet, I put the sleeve of crackers back in the box and tuck myself away with the Greenwood Hills paperwork. I should start thinking about what would need to happen to get our house market ready. Which reminds me that Billy and I met a Realtor a few years back whose card we accepted out of politeness. I think Billy kept it, though I’m sure he wouldn’t remember where. So I decide to go rummaging.

Fifteen minutes later, I have not found the Realtor’s card, but I have found something else: a small stack of handwritten letters. The first one is dated 1987 and addressed to Billy. Actually, it’s addressed to Bill. Signed Patsy. His college girlfriend. I’ve never seen these.

Maybe I shouldn’t, but I take the full stack into the bathroom and I lock the door.

Sitting on the side of the tub, I read them start to finish. There are eight or nine. Of course, I don’t have Billy’s side of the correspondence, but I can easily fill in the story.

They were very much in love. For years. She broke up with him not long before he met me. He was—it seems—quite heartbroken. But she sought him out again in ’88. Told him she had made a huge mistake and that he was the love of her life.

By that time, I was soon to have April.

I read Patsy’s last two letters twice over. He had told her about the baby. About me. And she had still asked him to choose her.

It’s clear that part of him wanted to.

In her final letter, she wrote, I’ll always love and remember you too. I pause at that “too.” We had something so beautiful. But you’re starting a family now, so this will be my last letter. I hope you have all the happiness in the world.

The others are signed, Love. This one: Always.

I lower the letters, stunned.

And why should I be? We all have pasts. Billy told me about Patsy.

But he never told me it was serious, and he did not tell me they were in contact after we got pregnant. That he was still in love with her when he chose to marry me.

I think about what he got in return: years of distance, work, arguing, and not knowing whether that would ever change, until the night in the kitchen when I finally said I loved him and he looked as though he had been waiting ten lifetimes to hear it.

All that time and he never went back to her.

I sneak out of the bathroom to go check his phone contacts. No Patsy. I search her name on the computer and find a Facebook account. She is gorgeous. Never married, it would appear. From Texas, but now living in the Pacific Northwest with two golden retrievers. There’s a photo of Mount Rainier on her page, and I imagine Billy there.

Billy, who is napping here in my house. My Billy; Patsy’s Bill.

I put the stack away exactly as I found it, careful with the old letters as though I’m handling the very hearts of the young lovers.

A life together is forged in ten thousand choices.

Resolute, I go back to the bathroom. I open the cabinet and get out the bottle of pills. Billy’s leopard shirt hangs on the closet doorknob. He said he wants this to be my choice, and I want to make it now.

My hand does not shake.

I dump the pills and flush.

To some, this is a ruined life. To me, this is love.






LEO

August 11–13, 2022

IN THE OVERGROWTH IN FRONT of our house, we check our ankles for chiggers. Weeds run rampant. Crabgrass and nutsedge and dandelions. A crow caws, and the house is so damaged that it seems to beg for death. The words total loss swim through us like minnows through the creek down the hill.

What this means on the surface: money.

What this means beneath the surface: it’s over.

I didn’t tell April I gunned for this. It was a long shot. When the contractors said girder beam, I appealed for more money, because total loss would give us options. We can cash in to finish the rebuild, then sell the house. Or we can cash out to demolish, then sell the property. A nest egg with no nest. Demolition is surprisingly expensive. But now, with no loans and just a few signatures, this could all be done and dusted. Leonardo Torres on one line and April Torres on another, a notary public watching us with her bored eyes.

I stare at the plywood windows. We’ve been trying to save a dead thing.

We enter the house in search of a firm decision about whether to rebuild or demolish. The kitchen has been gutted and scooped clean of the past, the fire, the old pipes. Workers have constructed a makeshift table that’s covered with headlamps, battery-powered fans, and Tabasco bottles. I’ve been speaking Spanish with them, which is one of the reasons I was hesitant to hire workers in the first place. I don’t like the obvious divide, the reminder that I don’t belong. I don’t like exposing my white-collar life or my rusty Spanish.

April sneezes from the dust. Rebuilding would be a big commitment for two people who are trying to sever our relationship. As we walk into the shell of our living room, I look at her and my throat tightens, because I can predict the exact conversation we’re about to have. I’ll tell her it’s most practical to demolish and sell. She’ll argue and try to make this about us, make it more difficult than it already is.

But then she says, “We should demolish,” and her voice is steady.

I get the ridiculous urge to argue. I look up at the ceiling I once accidentally painted white and then repainted ceiling white as April stood at the foot of the ladder, bouncing her eyebrows and saying, “I don’t see a difference, but I don’t mind the view.”

I clench my jaw, stupidly upset that this won’t be a fight, and I say, “Just a container, right?”

April once said this about her body, and I responded, “So far from just.”

Our memories are the cells in these bones. For a flash, I want to kiss her inside the skeleton of our home. Just like the day we got the keys, when we were bright with plans and paint swatches.

But we do not kiss, and we do not fight. We only make the necessary call to confirm the decision: our U-shaped house in Argyle is coming down.

Good choice, they tell us. The documents will be prepared.

We spend the rest of the day working through the storage unit like a backward wedding registry, bringing possessions out of the cold-formed steel and into the daylight for division.

What’s that for?

You want this one?

Those side tables should probably stay together.

By sundown, there are Docusign links in our inboxes.




Two days later, the divorce petition still not signed, April knocks on the door of my trailer with a book in her hand. Her eyes glimmer like flames. “Guess what.” She bites a smile, hugging the book to her chest to hide the cover. A small curl of hair wisps out above her ear.

Confused by her happiness, my own mouth ticks up in a curious smile. “What?”

She reveals the book—a novel, hardcover—but I don’t recognize anything about it. The title is Identity, and the cover has a mask of many colors with a black teardrop beneath one of the eyes. The spine bears the logo of one of the big publishing houses.

April flips it over, where bolded words grab my eye. Modern-day reimagining of The Count of Monte Cristo. I know she loves that book, but I don’t know why it would warrant a trip over here of all places. Today of all days.

She opens it to the back flap. “Look familiar?”

My gaze falls to the author photo. A young man with a familiar face. This is when I notice his name, which I glossed over on the front cover: Jonathan Gutierrez.

I look back to the photo. “No way.”

“Yes way!” April is practically squealing. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her like this. She opens the book from the back, flipping some pages. “And that’s not all,” she says.

I angle myself behind her shoulder as she opens to the acknowledgments page. Halfway down, this line of text: Thanks to Mr. and Mrs. Torres, without whom this work would not exist.

“No shit.”

“Yes shit!” Her fingers rest on the page. “Jonathan Gutierrez said whom!”

I laugh. We haven’t heard from Jonathan in years.

April turns toward me. “We have to read it.”

And this is the moment the excavator turns onto our driveway: it’s demolition day.

April lets the book fall shut. Her voice can barely be heard over the incoming growl of the excavator. “Do you need to stay here for it?”

I shake my head. “Everything’s set.”

“Want to go to Ellipsis?”

I look at her, the house, her. And I say, “Okay.”

What I want to say is, Okay, let’s go to Ellipsis and Mesero and your parents’ house and South Padre. Let’s make plans and babies and art. Let’s go back to—

But no. I can’t cherry-pick chapters. I can’t ignore the broken trust, the breached treaty, the old idiom: those who forget history are bound to repeat it.

Are those who remember history bound to do better? Is memory what binds us?

We walk toward the car, stopping to look at our home one last time.

Men are hopping down from groaning vehicles in hard hats and neon vests. They’re carrying clipboards and walkie-talkies, pointing at the house like it’s a target, nodding their next steps. One of them looks over and waves, and I lift my chin in return.

The bright-vested man turns back toward his crew, toward the task at hand. I squeeze my eyes shut, letting the smell of dust and diesel surround me.

Through the awareness of all that can’t be undone, April’s hand finds mine. I force myself to remember how she hurt me. So recently. So sharply.

I open my eyes and drop her hand.

We get into the car. And we drive away.

Behind us, the excavator arm tears into our house, and crows lift from the trees.



At Ellipsis, we buy another copy of Identity and find a tucked-away table where we can read aloud.

I start: He was a man before he was a prisoner, and a boy before that. Too many of the others, however, were prisoners before they were men.

An hour zooms by. Jonathan’s book is good, and not just I-know-the-guy-who-wrote-this good. It’s honest and accessible, neither so lowbrow that the eyes droop in boredom nor so highbrow that the eyes dry out.

When April goes to the restroom, I lean back and look around.

Out of nowhere, guilt pelts me. You were gone before you left. This bookstore is one of the places I’d come in order to give April space. Many of those times, Kim would join me here to grade papers. I would take solace in sitting with someone who actually wanted my company, unlike April, who turned from my advances and sighed when I messed up baby stuff and didn’t even look up when I walked in the door. So I tried not to walk in the door more than I had to, and we became a completely different couple than we had been.

Why did you give up on us? Tell me why.

Truth slants and slides across my memory. I can grant that April’s distance probably wasn’t entirely about me. She had two little people hanging from her all day and night, and she might have needed me to push my way back through her fog. Maybe it’s not bad to become a different couple—not a sign that I’m unwanted, but that love can take many forms throughout a long marriage. Maybe she was depressed, and I was so afraid of being a burden that my absence became a burden too great to bear.

My jaw goes slack. Is that what I did to her? Was I gone before I left?

She rounds the corner on her way back to our little table.

April the respondent. Leo the petitioner.

But just because she’s guilty doesn’t mean I’m innocent.

She sits. “One more chapter?”

We’ve been saying this for at least six chapters.

“Yeah.” I swallow. “One more.”

We’ve hit the point where we might as well just finish the whole story.

She resumes reading, but as masterful as Jonathan’s writing is, I have one foot in the prisoner’s world and one in my own. It’s how I’ve lived my life: half present and half imprisoned by my past.

On occasion April mumbles, “Wait,” and replaces flow with follow or bake with back. It’s easiest for her to read when it’s out loud. And it’s all about context—each part needing the others in order to make sense.

My phone buzzes, so she stops reading.

I look at the screen and frown. “Cameron.”

She nods for me to answer it.

I click the speaker button. “Hey, Cam.”

“Hey, is April with you? We tried to call her. It’s Dad.”



The hospital waiting room is filled with three things: germs, questions, and Russos.

Otto is asleep on Rachel’s lap, his eyelashes like butterfly wings. Sadie is at a friend’s house. Cameron is texting Josie. And Deb is staring blankly at a House Hunters rerun. We rush over to her.

April sits. “Mom?”

“He’s okay.”

“What’s going on? All Cam said was severe stomach pain.”

“They’re removing his appendix now.”

My shoulders loosen. Appendicitis. He really is okay.

I sit on the other side of Deb and ask, “How are you?”

“Me?” She pats my leg maternally. “Freezing.”

The AC is blasting. So I unbutton my flannel shirt, which Deb accepts, leaving me in an undershirt. “Thank you, sweetheart.”

I wonder if anyone would have told me about Billy if I hadn’t been with April today.

Deb nods toward the television. “Wallpaper, I tell you what. Everything comes back around eventually.”

She and April start talking about interior design. It’s hard to know how to bide time when a loved one is in surgery. I go check on Otto, whispering to Rachel, “Thanks so much.”

Soon, a doctor approaches and we all stand except Rachel, who is serving as Otto’s pillow. The surgeon smiles at Deb. “Billy did great. Nurse Diane will let you know once he’s settled in a room. They’ll go over everything in detail, but basically it will be twenty-four to forty-eight hours before discharge, then a few weeks of restricted mobility as he recovers.” Another smile to bookend the good news.

Deb’s relief is palpable, and I smile at how my shirt swallows her. I often forget how small she is. The doctor moves on, and we buzz with next steps. April picks up Otto and says she needs to go get Sadie. Cameron and Rachel ask if they should stay, but Deb says, “He’ll just be asleep. I can tell him you were here.”

Cameron hesitates. “You sure?”

I pull April aside. “I can take Otto and get Sadie. You stay. Give your mom some food and company.”

“Really?” In our unofficial schedule, it is not my day with the kids.

“Yes.”

She shifts a groggy Otto into my arms. “Thanks.” She smiles weakly. “Don’t finish Identity without me.”

A ballcapped man in the waiting room is having a coughing fit, and another man is sharing his unsolicited opinions about vaccines with a poor woman who is just trying to watch House Hunters.

April decides she’ll go get a Chipotle bowl for Deb and some plain rice for Billy. So we turn to walk out of the hospital together. April tells Deb she’ll be back shortly, and I tell her to keep the shirt. Otto tells her bye-bye, and Nurse Diane tells her, “Room 236.” She points down the hall. “He’s sleeping at the moment, and still coming off anesthesia, but you can go on in.”






DEB

August 13, 2022

BILLY WAKES UP AND TRIES to speak, but his voice is froggy.

I smile. “Morning, sunshine.”

He takes pains to clear his throat, and then he asks: “Has someone called my wife?”

Dread fills me. “Your wife?”

He says, “She’s going to be furious.”

My concern grows. “Why?”

He clears his throat again. “She has every right to be mad. She warned me about that turn.” He winces. “Did the belt injure my stomach?”

I take a guess. “The…seat belt?”

“Yeah.” He shifts to redistribute the pain, grunting.

I take a deep breath. “You’re in pain?”

He nods once.

“Let me go get something for it.” I pause, trying to get my bearings. “So you were just in a car accident, right? That turn at Rosedale and Forest?”

He nods again as though irritated I don’t already know that, whoever he thinks I am.

I step out of the room and find the nurse, who administers Tylenol and asks if there’s anything else she can do for us.

Billy pushes the button to raise the bed. “Do you need my phone number? Deb will want to come once the girls are at school.”

Diane blinks at me, and I tell her thanks but there’s nothing else she can do for us.

When she leaves the room, I tell Billy, “I’ve been in touch with your wife. She’ll be here.”

“Thanks.” He winces and adjusts again. “Did she sound mad? I bet the car is totaled.”

I measure my words and my slingshot emotions as I think back to the long-ago day of his car accident. “She did sound a little mad, to be honest. But she’s probably just worried. Anger is easier to express than fear.” I pause and ask, “What do you remember about it?”

“I remember helping our daughter find the little rubber dinosaur in her cereal box this morning. Then I left for work. There was a flash of fear on impact, but next thing was me waking up here. Funny how memory can jump like that.”

I watch him frown at my wedding ring. Surely he recognizes it. But he only asks, “How long have you been married?”

“Thirty-five years and counting,” I say. “He’s a good one.”

“Wow, the length of my whole life.”

I stretch my legs, wondering what I should say to thirty-five-year-old Billy.

He asks, “Any words of wisdom for the fool who took the corner too fast?”

I wonder if he was this preoccupied with whether I was mad at him when the accident really happened. I was, of course, because I had told him that he took that turn too fast. I say, “My husband would have more wisdom about that. He did the same thing once. And I’ll admit that I was a little mad.”

“He okay?”

“Oh yeah. And you will be too.”

He’s staring at my teeth. “You look awfully familiar. Who’s your dentist?” At this, he interrupts himself. “Oh, I need to call my receptionist and tell her to cancel today’s appointments. I’m a dentist,” he informs me. “Do you know when I’ll be discharged?”

I still don’t know who he imagines I am. A flannel-clad nurse?

I tell him, “A day or two. But your wife has already been in touch with Marcia.”

“ ’Course she has.” He smiles a little. “Talk about a good one.”

“Oh yeah?” I recline, crossing one leg over the other. “So,” I say, smiling. “Tell me about your wife.”

Billy gets a distant, fond look in his eyes. “None compare. Just the other day between cooking and helping kids with homework, she beat me in chess for the first time. She poured a drink and had us all toast her victory and call her queen.” He chuckles. “She makes every day fun.”

I gaze out the window, where a bird hops along the ledge. “Wow, I forgot all about that.”

“What?”

A little shake of my head before looking back toward Billy. “Oh, I just forgot about those busy days with young children, is what I meant.”

He sighs. “Yeah, our hands are full, all right.”

I look down at the pronounced veins of my empty hands, unsure what to say.

He asks, “You have kids?”

I nod. “Three. All grown now.”

He sighs again. “Between you and me?”

I wait. He’s chatty, and it feels like a conversation with a sleep-talker, where you want them to say one more thing but also feel like an intruder.

Billy lowers his voice and confides, “We had our first baby right out the gate, and I love our kids, don’t get me wrong. But I can’t wait until they’re grown so my wife and I can have the adventures in our golden years that we didn’t get to have before.”

I turn my face away, unable to repress the swell of grief.

Later, I’ll ask what adventures he wants; I cannot bear to ask him now.

Billy glances at the doorway, waiting for a thirty-five-year-old me.

He says, “I’m going to close my eyes a bit, but thanks for the Tylenol and visit, ma’am.”

Still avoiding his eyes, I reach to give his hand a little squeeze. “Any time.”

He presses a button, the bed whirring as it lowers him down.

As he drifts to sleep, I begin to hum “Dream a Little Dream of Me.”

Because maybe he will.





APRIL

August 16–18, 2022

A FEW DAYS AFTER DAD’S appendix scare, I watch the words on my phone fly away as I press send.

NEED TO TALK TO YOU SANS KIDS. CAN I COME OVER SOMETIME SOON?

Leo responds, TONIGHT?

I’LL CHECK WITH MOM AND COME AFTER KIDS ARE IN BED

OK

This gives me six hours to man up or chicken out. Seeing Dad in the hospital was a reminder not to put off what’s important. And this is important.

So six hours later, I get in the car with no idea how to do this, only that I must.

And here he is, opening the door of the trailer.

Here I am, looking up at a face that I want to take into my hands.

I walk inside and notice a new framed photo: the four of us just after Otto was born, before our world tilted on its axis.

I inhale, and he offers me a drink. “Wine, water, tea?”

“You drink wine now?”

He pulls out an unopened bottle of moscato. He doesn’t drink moscato—he got this for me. Uncorking the wine, he says only, “It’s no horchata.”

I hold out a glass, and he pours. Grabs a can of Velvet Hammer for himself.

We go over to the futon, where I slip my shoes off.

Part of me might always want Leo. But right now, more than I want him, I want his good. So I take a shaky breath. “Do you remember when my dad had car trouble right after we started staying with them?”

“Yeah?”

I set my wine down. “It wasn’t car trouble. He got lost. But it was before they were ready to tell everyone about the Alzheimer’s. He ended up in Waco at this hardware store he used to go to in college.” I pluck a cuticle and continue. “When Mom and I got there, he was with the store manager.”

Leo sets down his beer, puzzled.

My heart pounds. “It was—he—well, the manager, he had this—distinct arm tattoo.” I swallow. “A lion.”

Leo’s breath goes jagged.

“It’s him, Leo. I went back to confirm after I saw your photo. The manager is Ricardo Torres.”

Leo leans forward, elbows on his knees, face in his hands.

My words accelerate. “I didn’t tell him who I was, but I really think you should talk to him.”

This is the part I dreaded. What is Leo thinking, and what does he need, and how long do you have to be married to someone before you can get something like this right? I rest a hand on his shoulder, not knowing what else to do.

Finally, he leans back and says, “I’ve actually started looking for my parents.”

“Seriously?”

“No luck.” He stares at his beer. “Until now.”

“So, what will you do?”

“I don’t know. I can’t just go up to him at the store.”

I’m surprised he isn’t running from this. I look at the cut of his jaw, aching to kiss it like I’ve done so many times before. I wonder when this desire will fade, and I pick up my glass to busy my hands. “If there’s any way I can help…”

“Really?”

I set my wine back on the table, no sip taken. “Yes. Anything.”

He nods.

“Hey,” I say.

He looks at me, raw and waiting.

“I’m sorry I never tried to learn more about your parents and what life was like for you.”

He shakes his head. “I wasn’t ready.”

“I know, but I didn’t help.” I pause. “Which didn’t reflect how much I loved you.”

I want to rip the d off that word and burn it. I love him, in real time. Surely he must know that the pain hasn’t canceled out the love.

He takes a sip of his Velvet Hammer and asks, “Will you come to Waco and ask him to meet me somewhere away from the store? I mean, if he wants to.” Leo takes another swig. “A big if.”

This right here is why I’ve spent years angry at his parents. Because Leonardo Torres—teacher and father, friend and son and brother—has spent his life believing he’s unwanted, because those two selfish people left him alone and alone and alone. Yes they were young, but he was younger.

My hand is on his arm as it tightens, releases, tightens. And then a pinching of my heart, because didn’t I also communicate that he was unwanted when he found me with another man?

I pull my hand away from him, stabbed with shame, and I say, “Of course I’ll come to Waco.”



I find myself at Jed’s Hardware again two days later, and this time Rico spots me immediately. “Hola, mija. How are the shears?” He is cleaning a grill.

I haven’t used the shears; I’ve been busy divorcing your son. “They’re good.”

“Bueno. What can I help with today? I thought you’d be in Odessa by now.”

“Um, sir, do you have a minute?”

He frowns. Shoves his rag into his back pocket. “Sí.”

We step aside.

“I was never moving to Odessa. But my husband was born there.”

Rico frowns, looking so like his son.

“And I think you know him,” I say. “Leonardo Torres.”

Color drains from Rico’s face so rapidly that I reach out to steady him.

“Puta madre.” He scans the store as if expecting to see a ghost.

“He’s not here, but he does hope to talk to you.”

Nodding slowly, Rico walks to a nearby stool and sits. “Okay.”

“Okay, you will?”

My father-in-law looks up, his eyes the color of ivy. “When?”

I think of Leo parked down the street, waiting.

“As soon as you’re ready.”





LEO

August 18, 2022

A FEW HOURS AFTER APRIL comes out of Jed’s Hardware, I wait at a Slovacek’s table. In front of me: jalapeño poppers and iced tea. Above me: animated pigs canoodle and promise You’ll Love Our Sausage. Around me: work boots scuff the ground, truckers refill Dr Pepper, out-of-towners compare key chains, an acne-scarred boy eats a forkful of buttermilk pie, and a mother hooks a finger on the back of her baby’s diaper, peers downward and says, “Yup.”

Then my father walks in. He looks like a stranger and also like me.

None of these people know that we haven’t seen each other in decades. That this man changed my diapers, fixed leaks over my head, and then disappeared from my life. I have six inches on him, yet I feel as small as I ever have.

He sees me immediately. Walks over and sits down.

“Leonardo.”

Just like that, my dad is sitting across from me, saying my name.

“So,” he says. “You’re married. Felicidades.”

I recalibrate. Nod. Technically yes, I am still married.

“¿Y niños?”

“Dos,” I say, the first word I’ve spoken to him as an adult.

But my children feel private. So I offer no names or pictures.

Emotion moves across his eyes, and I squint as though looking out at an ocean, wondering what exactly I see in the distance. Unable to wait any longer or to answer more questions when I want to be the one asking them, I blurt out the one I’ve imagined asking for years and years: “Why did I go to Nacho’s?”

The question sits between us with the untouched tea and poppers. I already know the answer, but I need to hear him say it—that I was too much, that they didn’t want me.

He says, “After the baby…” But then he starts again. “We were kids and had nothing to give you. We thought it would be temporary.”

I say, “You could have called.”

“After the baby, Ana was never the same. She tried for so long, but she couldn’t…”

He pinches one of his hands with the other.

“Couldn’t what?”

He studies me, and then his shoulders slump. “She couldn’t go on. It was too much.”

I frown, my heart gaining speed. “What are you talking about?”

“As soon as she knew you were in good hands with Nacho—” he pauses. “—she bowed out.” His eyes are dry, but there are tears in his voice. “She needed more rest than this life could give her.” Very quietly he adds, “Than I could give her.”

My eyes widen with understanding. Disbelief. “Wait.” I look around, measure my words, and keep my tone low. “Are you saying my mother died and nobody told me?”

“I begged Nacho. Especially when you got older. But he blocked my number. He thought he was protecting you.”

Flashes of memory assault me: Nacho and Izzy’s house, my first months there, the long years, the day I gave back their key and drove away, nobody once uttering my mother’s name.

I find myself up on my feet, my body reacting. I take a long, hard look at my father. Around us, sausages sizzle and babies cry. I should ask more questions, but I don’t want more answers. I should stay, but I don’t want to show my grief to this man who doesn’t even know me. I should sit back down, but should is so weak beside a lacerated heart.

My mother was not in my life, but now she is not in the world. I couldn’t find her because she is not here to be found. The reconnection I always assumed would happen eventually—the stilted hug, the fight about how she abandoned me, how I was hurt but she was sorry—none of it can ever happen. Mami’s hands appear to me now, out of nowhere. I can feel them on me, can see them vividly with her bitten, glitter-painted fingernails.

It simply wasn’t a possibility that one of my parents had died—not because it couldn’t have happened in our decades apart, but because someone would have told me.

The smell of sausage is suddenly nauseating, and I can’t stay in this place for one more minute. Tears threaten as I take a step back from the table. “I’m sorry,” I tell Rico. “I’m going to need some time. Sorry.” And with that, I bolt out of Slovacek’s, anger spidering from my father to my uncle to my mother to myself.






APRIL

August 18, 2022

THE DRIVE BACK TO DALLAS passes in thick silence.

I drive, and Leo looks out the window for the entire two hours.

It’s late when we pull up to his trailer and he finally tells me what happened.

Hand over my mouth in shock, I ask only if I can stay with him.

“In the trailer?”

“I don’t want you to be alone.”

A strained sound comes out of him as he yells, “What about what I want?”

It’s a shock after the silent drive. I swallow, waiting for him to let out whatever it is that needs to come out.

“You wanted me to connect with my dad, and look how that went!”

“That’s not really fair,” I say quietly. “You also wanted to find your parents.”

“But I wouldn’t have! You went to Waco, never able to leave well enough alone. Always with the compulsive caretaking, trying to fix everyone else because you can’t fix yourself.”

It stings. I look down at my hands in my lap. “That’s not what I was doing.”

“It’s what you always do. Your students, the kids, your dad, my dad, me. You offer little bandages to people with gaping wounds, and then you take your money and your perfect family, and you go on vacation and feel good about yourself.”

I clench my teeth, my fists. Leo doesn’t know me one single bit. If he did, he would know that I never feel good about myself.

He gets out of the car and slams the door.

As he stalks toward the trailer, I throw the car into reverse.

But then I shift it back into park and squeeze my eyes shut.

Leo is in pain. He just lost his mom. Actually, he didn’t even get to lose her. He didn’t get to say goodbye or feel his heart shatter as her coffin was sealed. I imagine her last moments and wonder if she thought of him. He must be wondering it too. I think about how often one suicide follows another, how despair can be an epidemic, and I yank my keys out of the ignition. I walk across our empty property, and I open Leo’s door without knocking.

He is facing away from me, hands on the counter on either side of him as though he might otherwise collapse. He doesn’t turn around, and I stare at his shoulder blades, the knotted muscles beneath his shirt. He is angry, and I’d rather be anywhere else. But I set down my keys and say, “I’m staying here tonight.”

Without turning around, and devoid of the energy that was in his voice a minute ago, he says, “I’ve lived without her most of my life. Nothing’s different.”

But we both know that isn’t true. The difference is permanence.

I stand behind him until he mutters, “Do what you want. Like always.”

Then he goes into the bedroom.

After a few minutes, I realize he’s not coming back out.

So I wash dishes, turn out lights, and lie down on the futon.

I pull out my phone and text Mom. I LOVE YOU.

Despite the hour, she responds right away. LOVE YOU TOO. WHAT’S THIS FOR?

I exhale, my gratitude as heavy as sorrow. IT’S FOR EVERY DAY OF MY ENTIRE LIFE.

I put down my phone and stare up at nothing, thinking of everything.

Later, in the darkest hour of night, I am woken by Leo’s hand on my shoulder.

I make space, and he lies beside me.

The smell of his shampoo, the warmth of his breath, the weight of his wound.

I wrap my arms around him, and I hold on for dear life.






DEB

August 19, 2022

I’M UP TO MY NECK in pecans. April took the kids out and Billy is tootling around in cargo shorts, his bare chest boasting a layer of gray fur, a spot on his abdomen shaved smooth where the laparoscope went in.

There’s a soft knock at the front door, and we frown at each other. It’s early. The coffee is still hot in the Breville. Billy goes to get a shirt, and I go to the door.

“Well, there’s a sight for sore eyes,” I say. “How’s my favorite kid this morning?”

Leo bends to hug me. Mothers learn to read hugs like we learn to read cries—need, anger, pain, or fear. This one has it all, and I usher Leo inside.

“Pleasant surprise.” Billy offers his son-in-law a mug of steaming coffee.

“Thanks.” He looks between us. “I was hoping to talk to Deb, if that’s okay?”

“Of course.” Billy dries a dish, and I put the eggs back in the fridge. The wedding pies will wait. Billy gives Leo a squeeze on the shoulder and says he has some work to get done in the garage. He reassures me: “No lifting, of course. Just cleaning my bike.”

I frown. Even before his surgery, he was cleaning his bike more than actually riding it. I make a mental note to look into getting a stationary bike after his abdomen heals.

As Billy heads to the garage, I rinse my hands and smile up at Leo. “Would you like a little bite to eat?”

Leo smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Sure, thanks.”

I whip up omelets, fruit salad, and toast. I look him over and decide to add bacon. It will do him good. By the time it’s all served, Leo has told me about Rico and Ana. This is a wonder of cooking: people talk because you’re not staring at them. Chopping and measuring take just enough focus that the kitchen becomes a safe place to spill the beans.

I set two plates on the table and triple-check the stove, a Pavlovian habit since the fire. Then I sit down and spread a napkin across my lap, trying to process the information that the selfless, silver-toothed manager we met in Waco was Leo’s dad. And that Leo was meant to have a sister.

He spears a slice of banana with his fork. “I know you lost your parents too…”

We both look down at our honey-slathered fruit.

I sigh. “Yes.” My grief has been private, and I rarely talk about my parents. When the kids were young, Billy’s parents were “the grandparents.” He and the kids thought so rarely of my parents that they didn’t bring them up. Conversely, I thought so frequently of them that I didn’t bring them up.

I think now of Ana having a son to raise and a stillbirth by age twenty. I think back to hiding in April’s room when she was a baby, feeling like I couldn’t go on.

Ana. I didn’t even know her name. I, of all people, should have thought to ask.

Leo mindlessly breaks his bacon into bits. “I should have done something.”

It takes me a minute, and then I frown and lower my fork. “Leonardo.” I have never called him this. I’m summoning Ana, not to replace her but to imagine what she might say if she were here with him now.

I lay my hand on his. “You were a child.”

He stares at his bacon crumbles.

“Look at me.” I say it slow and clear: “None of this was your fault.”

He tucks his chin into his shoulder, breathing hard, and my own words boomerang back to me. I can see my gaunt father and my desperate attempts to heal him. None of this was your fault. How obvious the truth becomes when it’s applied to someone else.

I butter a piece of toast and add, “From where I sit, it doesn’t look like your dad’s fault either.” I think about Leo’s parents and mine, and I say, “You can respond to death with death, or with life. We know how our parents responded, bless them.” I pass the butter dish and square my jaw firmly. “But not us,” I instruct. “We have to welcome grief without letting it pull us under.” I pause. “And you have to remember that you are not alone.”

Pained, he says, “It’s just so unfair that she was.”

His broad chest rises and falls, and I imagine him as a boy wanting to take care of her. I will not diminish his loss by searching a black cloud for a silver lining. So I only say, “You’re right. It’s so unfair.”

We sit at this table, two blips on the timeline. Together, we lay our losses bare and call grief what it is. Together, we finish our meal.

As we are loading the dishwasher, Billy comes back in and slips his shoes off. “How are you two?”

I pass Leo a pan to dry, smiling small at him. “We’re here.” A triumph.

When Leo eventually goes to the front door to leave, Billy looks around, patting his pockets. “Wait, where are those thingamajigs?” He walks away, leaving Leo and me to shrug at each other. Leo thanks me for talking, and I thank him back. There is something sacred on both sides of shared pain.

Billy returns with sticky notes, pulls one from the pad, and hands it to Leo. You’re always welcome here. The word always is underlined. Billy winks. “So you don’t forget.”

Strangely, Billy has seemed more perceptive lately, as though so much else is falling away that he’s left with the real-time, observable feelings of the person in front of him, even if he isn’t always certain who that person is.

He knows Leo though, and the sticky note is perfect. When April told the family about the divorce, she told us mutual decision; she told us amicable; she told us co-parents; and she told us friends. But the look on Leo’s face broke my heart that night, because I knew he thought the same thing would happen with us that happened with his parents and aunt and uncle: a trickle of a departure that is never dignified with an actual goodbye.

We can’t replace his parents, but we are here for him and will continue to be. And we watch him tuck Billy’s note into the pocket of his corduroys, giving it a tender little pat.





LEO

August 21, 2022

I DRIVE EAST FOR CAMERON’S wedding with the kids in the back seat. The rest of the family drove out a day early to help set up. I park near Rachel’s family home, a sunny, barn-shaped structure. Across the way, rows of chairs sit in a clearing, with white bows on the backs. A bright archway of flowers stands in the middle. Over to the side, Josie is talking to the band and adjusting the microphone. To the other side, Sadie sprints off excitedly, yelling, “Mommy, Mommy!”

I turn to see April, her hair pinned up. She is wearing a lace, rose-colored dress, and I can’t look away. The sun haloes her as she reaches out to Sadie. It has only been three days since April stayed with me, and I brace myself for confusion. Grief has a way of making people feel far and close at once—April in the car, whom I hated for setting Waco in motion; but then April in the night, whom I loved for staying with me even after I misdirected my anger. And now we’re at a wedding where I am both groomsman and divorce petitioner.

April looks my way. “You curled her hair!”

I nod, and Sadie beams.

Then Rachel’s mom and Deb descend upon me, showing me where to line up, where to stand during the ceremony, and how the florist screwed up the bridal bouquet but luckily the two of them were keen enough to fix it. I smile and tell them they look beautiful. Deb scoops up Otto, who is pointing everywhere at everything. He points with confusion at Billy, who is still refraining from picking up his grandchildren, per doctor’s orders.

As guests arrive and last-minute preparations happen, I sneak off to find Cameron, who is standing near the flower arch in his crisp gray suit. He smiles when he sees me.

“You ready for this?” I ask.

He looks toward the house, where Rachel waits. “Couldn’t be more ready.”

“Congratulations, man. I’m happy for you.” And I am. I remind myself that tonight is about his marriage, not my divorce. When the music picks up in volume, I hug him and hustle to my spot.

Our cue comes, and I extend my elbow to April. She loops her arm through mine.

I whisper, “You look beautiful.”

She tentatively touches her hair with her free hand.

We proceed down the aisle, splitting off as the drumbeat changes.

Josie transitions to the chorus of “Transatlanticism” as the crowd rises, turning expectantly. Rachel finally emerges on the arm of her father. Her hair cascades down her shoulders, and the train of her dress flows behind her as she walks toward Cameron, whose eyes turn pink.

They decided not to test for Alzheimer’s. It wouldn’t change anything, Rachel said, her confidence untested yet real. The music builds as she joins Cameron at the end of the aisle, her father stepping aside. The sky is golden, and a soft wind moves through us like a breath of promise. The moment is as beautiful as sorrow, and I do not look at April.

After the officiant pronounces them and everyone cheers, I exhale relief that it’s over, this display of a beauty that I had and lost.

I make a beeline for the reception tent, where I loosen my tie and grab a glass of prosecco. The crowd is lively and big, and Otto is already being passed around like an excited puppy. Josie is the first one on the dance floor, and I decide to go for a slice of Deb’s pie.

Apparently, my standing alone with a plate of pie is an invitation for a string of invasive remarks.

Good to see it’s amicable with you two.

So how are the kids handling everything?

Wonder where the happy couple is honeymooning.

Well, is it amicable at least?

Whitney Houston wants to dance with somebody, and Bruno Mars is too hot, and people can’t help but comment on other people. I wonder how April is faring as we traverse opposite sides of the tent. I catch her eye over the sea of wedding people, but this is when Sadie yanks on my hand to go dance. So I let myself get whisked away by questions I much prefer to the earlier ones: Can I stand on your feet? And, How did Cupid learn to shuffle, anyway? And, Can we get more of Gramma Deb’s pie?

I can practically hear the speculations from the edge of the dance floor. Their crackling fear that whatever happened with us could happen with them, or their smugness that it hasn’t.

When we finish the Cupid Shuffle, I tell Sadie yes. Let’s get more pie.






APRIL

August 22, 2022

AT THE ELEVENTH HOUR, I sign the petition. It wouldn’t stop anything if I didn’t; it would only make this a contested divorce. If I wanted to stop this, I would have to do that with Leo. And I can’t force him to trust me, just like I couldn’t force him to look at me, stay with me, talk to me, spend one godforsaken evening at home with me.

I email my lawyer. I slide my wedding ring off my finger and place it in a ring box. Snap the box shut. Leo and I will both find rentals in Argyle, both raise our kids, and both watch the tan lines on our ring fingers begin to fade. Both, separately.

He trembled when he slid this ring onto my finger as friends and family looked on. I remember the color in his cheeks, the intimacies he whispered as his hand later moved up my thigh for the garter. Maybe he will do that all again with someone else. Maybe his dad will be at his next wedding and our children will be in it. And I will be across town, a memory of his.

It occurs to me that we never finished Jonathan’s book.

I grab it, compelled by something akin to denial.

I’ll go over there; I really shouldn’t.

I don’t text him in advance; I really should.

In the car, I check my face and put my key into the ignition, my foot on the gas, and I drive down 407 to the empty field where our house once stood. Soon, there will be a For Sale sign. Four acres, ready for an architect.

When Leo wrests open the door of his trailer, I stand before him again with a book in my hand. “I thought maybe…” I look down at Identity, the colorful mask with its black teardrop. He opens the door wider, in shorts and bare feet. The windows are open and the twinkle lights on.

“Are you busy?” I ask.

“Not really.”

I hold up the book. “Want to finish it?”

“Sure.”

We sit in the little living area, where Leo says, “Oh, the Realtor wanted to know whether she should text us together or separately.”

I shrug.

“I’ll tell her separately.”

He texts her, and then we settle in to finish the prisoner’s journey.

After twenty minutes of wondering whether I should still enjoy the flourishes of Leo’s voice, it’s my turn to read when a sex scene jumps out of nowhere. My lungs grab for air. Leo lowers his copy of the book and studies me, and I feel myself redden. There’s no divorce handbook that warned me not to read a novel with my almost-ex-husband.

Leo shuts his book. “Popcorn?”

Thank God. “Yes.”

He gets up, stubbing his toe on the leg of the table.

“You okay?”

He grimaces and limps it off. “Yeah.”

The trailer gets quiet as Leo coats a pan with oil, finds the butter and salt.

After a minute at the stove, he says, “I want to know how many times.”

I frown. “What?”

“With Cody.”

I cough in surprise, and kernels start to pop like gunfire.

I look down and say, “Only the time you saw.”

He shakes salt onto the popcorn. There has been a shift in him since Rico, a willingness for questions. I’ve wanted to tell him it was only that once, but I didn’t think it would matter to him. He never seemed to want to know anything about it beyond what he saw.

He looks at me and says, “Bygones.” But his turbulent eyes say anger, and desire, and that all things gone by remain.

“Yeah right.”

“What?”

“You don’t believe in bygones. You’re a historian.”

“Well, we can’t do anything about it now.”

“Can we not?”

“What would you have us do?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “You could forgive me.”

“But I can’t trust you. Think about what it would be like with us, really. I would always wonder where you are and who you’re with and what you’re doing and if the new underwear in your drawer is for me or someone else. We can’t live like that. Our kids would pick up on it, and we would all be miserable.”

“I didn’t even want anything with him.”

Leo dumps the popcorn into a bowl and says, “I saw you, April. You weren’t trying to stop him.”

“You had already given up on us.”

“So it was my job to keep you from running into someone else’s arms?” He scoffs.

I rub my eyes and say, “No. But did we not have something worth fighting for?”

“You tell me. Because you didn’t fight for it. You just used another man to sabotage it.”

Well. We remember two different marriages. And if this is how he feels—if he’s so unwilling to entertain the possibility that anything else went wrong besides the minutes I spent with Cody—then he’s right. We couldn’t live like this.

“I signed the petition today,” I tell him. “We can start our settlement.”

He blinks, the popcorn bowl in his hand.

When he says nothing, I ask, “Did you turn off the stove?”

He looks over at it. “Yes.”

I pick up my copy of the book and stand. “I’ll go.”

But as I step forward to leave, I see Leo’s foot, bright red with blood.

I gasp and rush past him for some wet paper towels.

I kneel down quickly and press a paper towel to the gash on his toe, mumbling, “How did you not feel this?” I apply pressure until the bleeding stops, switching out the paper towel when the first one is soaked with blood.

Leo’s breath catches when I clean the crimson trails from the side of his foot and around the toes. “Sorry,” I say. “I know this hurts.”

“No.”

I look up at him, confused.

“No,” he repeats. “I’m sorry.”

“What?”

His gaze is intense. “You were right,” he says. “In my fear of being abandoned, I abandoned you.”

My hand is still on his foot, the paper towel pink with water and blood. I’ve wanted this acknowledgment for so long, but I assumed it would never come, because I’m a felon to my husband’s misdemeanor. And the question of forgiveness forces us to look at the wound.

Looking back down, I ask, “Do you have bandages?”

He stares at me. “Bathroom cabinet.”

I get them, return with antiseptic, and apply two bandages carefully across his cut.

“Thanks.” His voice is coarse.

I rise to throw away the trash, feeling his gaze follow me, and feeling the chasm between us—between forgiveness and trust, mercy and idiocy.

With some needed distance I ask, “Why then? Why when we were welcoming our second child and I needed you most?”

There is nothing left to lose. This is a postmortem.

Leo stares at his toe and says, “You didn’t need me, though. Not after Sadie’s birth, not during our isolation, and definitely not once Otto arrived. You needed space, you needed to do things yourself, you needed a new job and new friends, you needed me out of the way.”

I balk. “Of course I needed that sometimes. But it wasn’t either-or.”

He runs a hand down his face. “Well, that’s how it felt.”

We couldn’t see the fire from inside it, couldn’t articulate the subtle shifts of structure as they happened. And now we’re here with years of distance and disillusionment, colicky babies and unfaithfulness, divorce papers and wounds made on top of scars.

All of that, and I still don’t want to walk out of this trailer right now.

Leo nods toward Identity. “Should we just go ahead and finish it? We’re almost done. We could write to Jonathan together.” The intensity has not left his face.

So I sit back down, as does he, propping up his bandaged foot.

The bowl of popcorn is untouched on the counter.

I find the page where I left off, and I start to read again.

Leo watches me fumble through that same scene. The character’s skin is aflame. A hand eases below a waistband. Soft lips find their way to—

“We get it already,” I mumble, skipping to the next scene, my ears warming. It was a mistake to keep reading.

It is also a mistake to glance up at Leo now, conflict across his face. I wonder what he would do if I went to him. Crawled on top of him and ran my hands up his chest, filled with need for him.

I look back down at the page and manage to churn out words.

Then, the turn at the end of Jonathan’s book is so well done that it pulls even us away from our little barbed lives. Our attention shifts as we trace the end of the prisoner’s journey, which lifts us out of this trailer and sets us down on hot pavement where a scarred inmate is standing, fresh out of Beaumont.

After decades of confinement, the prisoner goes straight to his mother’s house. It’s been years since he has seen grass, and it’s greener than he remembered. Color hurts him. He arrives home, saying Mama. Saying I’m sorry. He is a killer; he will always have been a killer. Safe with his mother at last, he grips his chest in the grief of freedom. She is old and crippled now, but she holds him in the way only a mother can. That night, he eats a home-cooked meal and vows to be a new man. He means it with all his heart. But come sunrise, he opens the front door to the barrel of a gun. There is a debt to settle, and the collectors don’t care about intentions. The man’s last lines are spoken from the other side: My greatest enemy was the man I once was, and forgiveness has something in common with vengeance—it remembers everything. Now the colors no longer hurt me, and the bullets cause no more pain. But freedom is different than I ever could have dreamed.

Then, blank white pages.

I touch the book. “Oh, Jonathan.”

Leo and I sit in silence, understanding that total loss is a misnomer. Every loss leaves a residue, and that’s what hurts—our grip on what little remains. A paper towel damp with blood. Kids for whom our love has outlasted our love. Memories that stalk us. And elegiac apologies cast through the air like embers, carried by the winds of each person’s need, searching for some place to land.





LEO

August 23, 2022

I’M WALKING OUT OF TEACHER in-service when I see the profile of a man with slumped shoulders. I feel a sense of familiarity before I realize who it is.

“Hola, Leonardo.”

My shoulders tense. I’m completely unprepared to figure out how I feel about him, or what I might want to say to him after the blow he delivered at Slovacek’s. “I told you I needed time,” I say.

“I gave you time. Now I’m asking for the same.” Rico gestures toward an empty bench.

The sun is setting behind the school, long shadows extending from the trunks of trees. Where there will soon be a horde of teenagers, there’s just a scatter of people: teachers leaving in-service, a woman walking her dog, a father holding the back of his daughter’s bicycle and saying, “I’m letting go this time.”

I sigh. “How’d you know where I was?” But I go to the bench and sit. It’s the type of bench with a metal armrest in the middle to prevent anyone from using it as a bed. A municipal middle finger to the down-and-out. I wonder if my father knows this from experience, as I do.

He sits on the other side of the armrest and answers, “April told me.”

I want to hate both of them, but I can’t quite do it.

Rico and I have the same hair, cheekbones, eyes. The same way of running a hand down the face. Sitting beside him now, I’m overcome with a feeling that no time has passed. That I still know every detail of this man. His smell, his throat-clearing, the lines on his hands. It’s as though my first seven years were a million, and the years since then were nothing.

“Why didn’t you try harder to tell me about Mami?” I ask.

He picks at a dot of spackle on his pants. “Yo no sé. I thought Nacho was right, that he was protecting you and I would only make it worse. But,” he says. “I should have come for you. I should have gotten help for her. I should have done so many things I didn’t do, and maybe our family could have stayed together.” He faces me now. “Lo siento.”

I swallow and, not knowing what else to do, I swallow again.

The girl on the bicycle succeeds. She jumps off and runs to her father, who cheers and lifts her off the ground. I look away and ask quietly, “Did April tell you we’re divorcing?”

“No,” he says. “She didn’t.”

“We are.”

“You shouldn’t.”

My head snaps toward him. “How can you say that? You don’t even know—”

“I know she helped me find you. And I know family is hard. And I know it’s too late for me, but it might not be too late for you.”

I shake my head. “But she…” I haven’t told a soul about April and Cody, because it’s humiliating to not be enough for someone. “Never mind.”

“She what? Hurt you?”

I don’t respond.

“Well, is she sorry?”

My anger crackles. “Sorry can’t change what happened.”

A sharp quiet follows. Rico grips his knees, the lion snug inside its jungle of ink. His jaw is tight. “I know that,” he says, each word a staccato shot of his own regret. “But it can change what will happen. Listen, I have no place to give you advice, so I won’t. But you have something I’d give anything for: a chance to keep your family together.”

I wish I didn’t have good memories of Rico Torres, but I do, and they barrage me now. Him, teaching me to skip rocks and tie shoes. Him, giving me his own scoop of beans when there wasn’t enough food. He and Mami singing Selena in the kitchen. I buried these scenes when I got to Nacho and Izzy’s. I rehearsed the bad memories, chanting to myself that my parents didn’t want me so I didn’t want them.

Rico stands. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Wait.” I stand. “It does mean something to me that you came.”

An uncertain softness pillows between us. He nods, running his hand down his face. From his pocket, he pulls out a torn piece of paper with a phone number written neatly on it. “I want to know you.” He looks down at the torn paper. “Someday, maybe, if you want to know me.”

I don’t crumple the paper, and I don’t toss it in his face. With this, he seems satisfied. “Thanks for listening a este viejo,” he says, looking at the school and back at me. “Have a good year.”

He turns to go.

But then I say, “Papi?”

He turns carefully back around. Papi.

I nod toward his arm. “I’ve always wanted to know about that lion.”

He looks down. “¿Esto?” A sad smile. “Got it when you were born, Leonardo. I fucked everything up, but my love for you is permanent.” He drops his gaze again to the lion. “You’ve been with me every day.”

It pierces me like a needle in skin. During my years with Nacho and Izzy, I believed my parents didn’t care, that they never even thought about me. But the truth is that my mother was gone and my father loved me. And love hurts so much more than indifference.






DEB

August 28, 2022

WHEN I CALL LEO TO invite him to my birthday celebration, he says he doesn’t want to intrude. But I won’t hear a fig about that, so I tell him to choose a taco topping to bring.

He chuckles. “You aren’t very good at this whole divorce thing—you keep inviting me to everything.”

In response, I defend not myself but my daughter. “April was adamant that we don’t have to lose you just because she is. She’s the one who told me to invite you.” Whether that’s the right thing to say, I don’t know. I only know that Leo is bringing shredded lettuce and queso fresco.

I also know that Josie is about to leave town, and there’s more on my agenda than just my birthday. I need all the kids to be here for this.



When Cameron and Rachel arrive, they have extra freckles from their Florida honeymoon. Rachel kisses my cheek and says, “Fifty-eight years young.”

I feel my age, and gratefully so. I relish my non-static body as proof of life lived. As proud as I was to sprout breasts and armpit hair when I was thirteen, I feel that same pride now. Back when I started going gray, Josie offered to touch me up, but I drew close to the mirror, singled out a gray hair and said, “Are you kidding? Diamonds for my crown.”

Rachel hands me some salsa and guacamole, and Leo arrives right behind them. I’ve made a chocolate coconut cake, which is on a stand in the kitchen. I sneak in there to set down the salsas, and I look around at our counter full of serving bowls: beef, cilantro, lime, veggies. Behind me, the sounds of my whole family. My heart pinches, and I take a deep breath.

As everyone shuffles into the kitchen, Billy taps a fork on a glass and says, “Feel free to grab plates and serve yourselves, buffet style.” He points out drinks in the cooler as Sadie sneaks a bite of cheese.

Then Cameron raises his glass. “To Mom—all twenty-eight years!” He winks at me.

I smile, though there’s a gleam in my eye that says, Try to take my years from me, I dare you.

Billy wraps his arm around me. By my next birthday, he might not be able to do any of this. And that’s why today is the last time we will celebrate a birthday here. I look up at him, wondering if now is the right moment to tell everyone, but I know immediately from his expression that he has forgotten about our announcement. He kisses my temple as everyone starts to load their plates with food, leaving me unsure what to do. Should I remind him before I tell everyone? He might feel blindsided, even though just a few hours ago we were in this together.

Otto is weaving through our legs like a little bird, so I get a plate of my own and scoop some beef onto it. Cameron mixes margaritas, and everyone scatters with their small talk: strongest brands of paper plates, best grasses for Texas heat, Otto’s potty-training progress, cilantro or no cilantro.

The grandchildren squeeze onto their grandfather’s lap, knowing good and well who to go to for extra cheese. Leo and Josie are stealing each other’s chips. And April and Cameron are across the room, hunched over a phone comparing cars to replace hers.

I decide it’s now or never, so I tap my glass.

“There’s something we wanted to tell y’all today.” I say we even though Billy is listening with just as much curiosity as everyone else. “We’ve decided to put the house on the market, and we’re going to move into a wonderful assisted-living community.”

I see the mixed reactions I expected. Cameron’s approval. April’s concern.

Billy isn’t upset. He’s just sitting there as though we’re talking about someone else.

Throughout the remainder of the meal, I field questions. Eventually, I find a moment to pull April aside and apologize, because I wish we could have left the house to her. We need the money for Greenwood.

“Gosh, of course,” she says. “I need to find a rental in Argyle anyway, so the kids can stay in their same community.” She frowns. “But I hope you know that if you don’t want to move, I could absolutely stay and help you with Dad. Leo would understand, and we could figure it out with the kids.”

I smile down toward my margarita. “I do know.” I meet her eyes again. “But this is best. Dad and I will both have more independence this way. It will let me be his wife, not just his caretaker.”

April nods and looks around solemnly, tearing up, which is something I haven’t seen her do for her own home or marriage. This house is her easiest grief.

When we sit back down at the table, Josie is oversharing about her dating app misadventures. She looks at me and acknowledges, “Oops, TMI.” But then she keeps right on talking. I scoop guacamole, shaking my head. Soon enough, she also taps her glass. “Okay, time to say something we love about Mom.” A Russo birthday tradition.

Sadie immediately yells, “Cookies!” She grins, a spot of salsa in her dimple.

Others mention my food, humor, verve, and the way I organize board games by color. When they prompt Otto, he smiles under the attention and simply points to me, proclaiming, “Gramma Deb!”

Josie knuckles his little head and says, “Ah yes, Gramma Deb is a great thing about Gramma Deb.”

After everyone else has taken turns, April prompts Billy. “What about you, Dad?”

“What about me?”

“Something you love about Mom?”

“Oh, lots of things. I’d have to say her piano skills or the way she always quits smoking on New Year’s just to start again on January second.” He chuckles fondly.

Everyone looks around at each other. Those are things about his mom, who is several decades gone.

Cameron asks gently, “Um, something you love about Deb?”

Billy blinks. “Which one is Deb?”

I catch his eye from across the room. “Hi there.”

Dabbing the corner of my mouth with a napkin, I stand. Walk over to my husband. If a memory won’t make its way through when it’s demanded of him, then I will give him a new one. “Would you like to dance?”

He rises and takes my hand.

Though I did not tell Billy about how he forgot me at the hospital, we made the decision about Greenwood after that. This, however, is the first time the rest of our family has witnessed him forget me.

I look over my shoulder at no one in particular. “Music?”

Our kids whip their phones out like pistols, but it doesn’t matter who’s quickest on the draw because they all know which song to play.

We’re dancing before the music even begins, and I quietly tell Billy that it’s my birthday. “Oh,” he says. “Happy birthday!”

And then Mama Cass sings instructions on how to dream.

The grandchildren dance too.

So with my children and grandchildren circled around me, with my husband in my arms remembering quite well how to dance, I do a rock step and the years tingle through me. In a flash I’ll be gone, my own children recalling their favorite things about me in some new house at some new table with some new iteration of family.

So I dance now as if time is the music.

This, I know, is how you dream. This is how you live forever.

Billy swings me out and back in, and I smile up at him.

A kick. A triple step. A little shift of weight.



In a month or two, when moving day arrives, everyone will come to help. A few final boxes will be scattered throughout, closets swept clean, and greasy fast-food bags slouching on the kitchen counter. Sadie will practice her cartwheel in the empty space, and Otto’s bare feet will be black from the dirty floors. He first came to Lexington Avenue when he was five days old and couldn’t even lift his own head. He still had a dot on his heel from the neonatal heel prick. He will retain no memories of this home or the sunlit corner where his mother and grandmother rocked him for many a nap.

Josie and Cameron will handle moving day just fine, and I’ll be miffed that they aren’t more upset. Josie is such a nomad that this will be one change among many. She’ll munch salty fries and laugh as she reveals her house-related secrets: best hiding spots, sneaking out of bed for late-night snacks or MTV, walls colored on, and forts made. She’ll point out the coat closet where she had her first kiss, incorrectly believing that this is news to me.

Cameron has never been given to nostalgia. He’ll participate in the reliving with one eye on the now: his bride, his phone, his plans for later. He and Rachel have started taking a swing dance class because Cameron read that learning new skills helps memory. He’ll ask me if we told the new family about the sticking pocket door. We did not. He’ll calculate whether he has the time and tools to fix it. He will not.

John and Brenda Miller will stop by with well wishes, and we’ll tell them what we know about their new neighbors. The following week, Brenda will come to Greenwood and help me set up my kitchen.

April will be my only child to sufficiently mourn our home, touching counters and bannisters with tears in her eyes. And Billy will be an amalgam of our kids: making last-minute repairs, recounting patchwork stories, whispering private memories whenever they grace him. Another adjustment in his medication will help us recall our short-lived gerbil together. The false cancer scare. The recession. The night he streaked naked from our bedroom to the kitchen and back again, crossing his fingers that no kid would get out of bed and be scandalized. We will laugh, even as we did back then.

And I will flood with relief that Billy knows the place he’s leaving. I need us to leave together, to go off and forget our home side by side, he with his dementia and me with my garden-variety hippocampus.

The whole family will end up in the kitchen where the trestle table stood. The movers will have gone ahead with our furniture to its various destinations: April’s new apartment in Argyle, Cameron and Rachel’s gabled starter home, and Greenwood Hills. Cameron will take Billy’s bicycle, and then we’ll have a stationary bike delivered once we’re settled.

Aware that it’s time to go, we will get quiet in the kitchen.

Cameron will set a roll of packing tape on the counter, and it will echo.

Otto will toddle around with a cold french fry.

April will hold a hair clip in her teeth as she tames Sadie’s wild mane.

None of us will quite know how to walk out.

So Josie, bless her, will throw her arms out wide and say dramatically, “Fare thee well, Lexington Avenue!”

Sadie will parrot her aunt while demonstrating her backbend like she’s a lowercase n.

The family moving in will have three young children. Boys, all. Billy will leave dental packets for them in the bathroom and a bottle of wine in the kitchen with a note that reads, From us to you.

He will clear his throat and say, “I’d like a moment alone with your mother.”

So our kids will gather their belongings and shuffle toward the front door. I’ll hear Josie say—just like when they were small and shrimpy and lisping through missing teeth—that the last one out is a rotten egg. April will playfully shove her sister, and the door will close behind them. Then the two who started this will be left to finish it.

Billy will lead me to the back deck, seeming young.

He’ll pull me in, my head landing gently against his heart as memories begin to play like music, with their swings and repeats and accidentals. Grilling and nightcaps and bocce ball. Snowmen and sunsets and Texas thunderstorms. Flash floods and summer droughts. Training wheels and roller skates. Frisbees and chalk. Bird’s nests and anthills. Neighbors and children.

After a few minutes, Billy will extend an open hand and say, “Onward?”

My chest will radiate with emotion as I look up at the man who came here with me and our youth and our young, the man who is responsible for my little life’s greatest joys. I will place my hand in his, a vow renewal without airs. A choice I’ve made every day since the shotgun shot of our wedding, and even still.

“Yes.” I’ll nod and whisper, “Onward.”

We’ll go back through our house to the front yard, where our family will stand waiting. We will walk slowly down a sidewalk that remembers the thump of the morning paper, beneath trees that remember toilet paper thrown by stealthy and not-so-stealthy teens, and beside the perennials I planted with my own two hands. I’ll look up at the wisteria vine, no longer in bloom. But the season will come again. Soon, a young family will unpack their new couches and rambunctious children and career aspirations. And when the time is right, they’ll come outside to discover a burst of dazzling, fragrant purples. Like clusters of amethyst dangling from the vine.

They will gasp. Pause. Smile at each other.

And the scent will saturate the neighborhood with the tenacity of new life.






LEO

September 3, 2022

MY CLASSES HAVE BEEN ASSIGNED for the new school year, and my marriage has effectively ended. April and I have started to negotiate settlement terms. In a few days, I’ll move to a nearby apartment with a month-to-month lease. A rental with someone else’s cheese burned to the bottom of the oven, someone else’s cough drop stuck to the back of a drawer.

A small vase of white roses sits on my little table in the trailer, dropping petals. Deb sent them with a brief note: Remembering Ana with you. I touch them now, these soft-petaled tokens of memory. I feel Mami’s absence. I miss the Odessa mud. We live in homes until we leave them, and then they live in us.

I step outside for some air. The midday sun blazes down on me. The grass crunches as I take a circuitous path around this barren property, this theater of family where the set has been struck, all actors gone home except me.

I pass the bare slab where our home once stood, and I walk toward the creek. My toes press against my shoes on the downhill, and I scan for poison ivy. There’s plenty of it. Also milkweed, greenbrier, and wild prairie roses climbing up a cottonwood tree. Something else is growing at the base of the tree, though I’m not sure what. Out of habit, I almost turn to April—the secondary losses of divorce are infinite.

Billy’s face will not leave me. The long vacancy when he looked up and asked, Which one is Deb? The neuroplasticity life requires. The restructuring of thought demanded by new events, new information, new wounds. The way Deb responded to fire with hospitality, divorce with generosity, and to her husband forgetting who she was with an invitation to dance. She seems to have mastered the wild economy of marriage.

And there’s a seismic difference between a thing imagined and a thing lived, none of us able to know how we’ll respond until that thing comes to pass. In reality, my marriage was plainer yet more epic than I could have imagined. And my divorce is more gutting yet more survivable. I’m awash with heartache, but I am no longer afraid to be alone.

I touch a prairie rose and think of Nathaniel, the storm we shared. The way he told me in the Wendy’s drive-thru about his own fractured family. Are there flowers wherever he is now? The colors of these petals seem more vivid than ever, the sky more expansive, the movement of leaves more comforting, more personal. Standing here now, I want to guzzle this earth, to hold the good of a place while I can. It’s strange how suffering can make beauty more beautiful.

It is the time you have wasted for your rose that makes your rose so important. When I first read The Little Prince, I googled the translation of that line, because wasted? Really?

C’est le temps que tu as perdu pour ta rose qui fait ta rose si importante.

El tiempo que perdiste con tu rosa es lo que la hace tan importante.

It is the time you have wasted for your rose that makes your rose so important.

Yes—wasted. Expended to the point of no more use, progressively diminished until gone. Not wasted on, but wasted for.

Alone beneath a shade tree on our land, a memory flutters toward me. It’s a small one, unimportant in the grand scheme. But every grand scheme is simply a collection of decisions, every life a collection of days.

At the materializing of this memory, I frown.

Then I turn on my heels and start uphill, faster and faster.

As I rush back toward the trailer, grasshoppers fly up from the ground, stridulating, clearing a path.

By the time I reach the door, I’m winded.

I go straight to the closet, kneel down, and dig out a dusty lockbox.

After the fire, we had the scantest relief that we still had our legal certificates and social security cards. Our identities had been spared.

I open the box and find exactly what I thought I remembered.

My father’s words ring out around me: It’s too late for me, but—

At this, I laugh. And I make a decision.






Part Four Embers






APRIL

September 4, 2022

I’M RIFFLING THROUGH SCHOOL SUPPLY bins at Target when Leo texts. Sadie is tossing way too many colored pencils into the cart, and Otto is going down the aisle and back up again. He technically still fits in the cart’s child seat, but try telling him that.

COULD YOU COME OVER SOMETIME SOON? NEED TO TALK ABOUT SOMETHING IN PERSON.

I bite a smile. Ever since the night in his trailer when he apologized while I doctored his foot, my thoughts have been pitifully adolescent, wanting to see him again like when we first met. Except now the stakes are extremely high—one of them with her zillion colored pencils, and the other with his propeller arms, careening down a Target aisle. Two people we don’t want to hurt more than we already have.

And why should I be smiling? Nothing has changed.

The kids and I found a furnished rental in Argyle so they could start the school year here, while Mom and Dad can start showing the house without a baby underfoot. Which means I’ve lost my built-in babysitter. So I file through my short list of trusted options, find someone who is blessedly available, and text Leo that I’ll be there around eight.



The first thing I notice is that he fixed the trailer door. The second thing: moving boxes. The third: our settlement papers, the same ones I have at home. It’s weird to imagine him here with horchata or Velvet Hammer, beside a history book or lesson plan, his socked feet beneath the table as he reviews those words about how to split our assets.

I swallow, realizing that he asked me here to discuss some of the tougher settlement terms, like how to divide holidays or eventual car expenses for the kids. Behind me, the sun rushes toward the horizon, as it does upon summer’s end.

Leo steps aside to let me in, and I notice two more things.

First, our fireproof box of documents is open on the counter. And second, Leo is smiling. Dad says there are nineteen types of smiles, only six of them happy. I try to read Leo’s, but it’s more confusing than b versus d, or who versus how.

He leads me to the table, where I sit down between our marriage certificate and divorce papers. The past decade gawks up at us as though insulted to be reduced to signature lines.

Leo nods toward the divorce screed and asks, “Is this what you really want?”

My mind races. I think of how lonely our marriage became, how I barely recognized myself, how Leo would be happier with someone else, and how the kids deserve better.

But that isn’t what he’s asking me. He’s asking if I really want to divorce him. So I answer honestly. “No.”

“I don’t either.”

I tamp down my rising hope, and I argue. “Yes you do. What about”—there could be a dozen endings to this question, a dozen reasons to dissolve this marriage—“what I did?”

The memory of Cody balloons between us, and we do not look away.

Leo says. “It felt like death.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

“I know. But I also know we weren’t in a good place before that.”

I pick at my fingernail. “How did that happen?” I risk a look up at him, genuinely wanting to understand where our unraveling began.

He shrugs. “I felt like I didn’t belong in my own home.”

“Why?”

“You hardly looked at me. You never wanted me around. I thought you wanted to get rid of me like my family did.”

I shake my head. “What about when I asked you to come home from work earlier, or when I had meals on the table that you ignored, or when I would come into a room and you would go into another one?”

He frowns, like the dam of selective memory just broke and other memories came flooding in.

I continue, “I have to be able to struggle. I couldn’t just constantly affirm you.”

“Of course not, but if I was home for an hour, then fifty minutes of that was you sighing because I did something wrong with the kids, or pulling away when I touched you, or turning to the television or phone or bed when I tried to talk to you.”

My own memories expand now. I still don’t know why I’m sitting here in his trailer in front of our divorce papers, but I admit to him, “I might have been depressed.” Guilt shoots through me at the confession. Leo has no clue what it’s like to have a baby, but I don’t really understand it myself, why it was so hard for me.

He frowns. “Wish I had done what you did the night I found out about my mom. When I shut you out, you stayed anyway.” He touches my arm. “It meant a lot.”

Sadness wells up in me as I stare at our settlement papers. “Too late now.”

“Is it?” he asks. “Your parents are clinging to their memories, and my dad desperately wishes my family could have stayed together. And then here we are—with choice.” He pauses. “And time.”

His hand is still on my arm, tenderness ready to return if we’ll let it. “Is that a choice you could make?” I ask. “Me again, after everything?”

The room pulses with our history. Fear and shame waft between us like tendrils of smoke from a fire that is being doused with this emerging truth: our future is worth our past.

“April.” Again, Leo plays the petitioner. “Marry me.”

I let out a sound of surprise. “Are you serious?”

“Yes,” he says, and he lifts a hand to my face. The intimacy of it threatens to undo me. “Is it a choice you could make? Me again, after everything?”

I smile through tears and say, “I could be wrong, but I think we’re already married.”

He slides our marriage certificate off the counter, a smile playing on his lips. “Not yet.” He taps a finger on the certificate, drawing my attention to the date.

Leonardo Torres and April Russo, married September 21, 2013.

No, wait. I squint. That’s not what it says.

Leonardo Torres and April Russo, married September 21, 2031.

I laugh full out. “Are you saying I have to wait nine more years to marry you?”

He moves toward me, but I touch our divorce papers, aware that our history will not disappear. “What about these?”

I am asking him if our vows can withstand our pain.

For better, for worse: Firefighters line the burning side of the house.

For richer, for poorer: Leo from little, April from much.

In sickness and in health: Have you thought about getting tested?

Until death do us part: Despair can be an epidemic.

I wait, but Leo does not look down at the papers.

And he does not flinch.

“Burn them,” he says.

His words take up residence between us, a flame of grace.

It has been many parched months since Leo last kissed me, so when he leans in, it takes Olympic effort to put my palm to his chest and say, “Not so fast, Odessa.”

His mouth ticks up in a curious smile. And God if I don’t want to put the tip of my tongue in the corner of that half smile, to suck the fullness of his bottom lip like fruit. I’ve spent many nights fantasizing about this in the kind of feverish detail that is charged by real memories.

Instead I stand up, grab a blanket, tell him to follow me, and lead us out into the night.

Across the grass, I can almost see it shimmering: the fire like a distress signal. A cathedral of flickering light. Marriage is a carousel for those who can stomach the cycles of it, orbiting an axis of children and money, of fear and brute determination. And—in some cases—of love. It’s for those who can survive coming back around to the starting place to discover that it has been subtly but irrevocably changed. We are right where we started, but we are not as we were.

I spread the blanket on the ground, pull the corners, and straighten back up. Leo watches my every move.

I step toward him. “You’re from Odessa.”

“Yeah, I—”

“I’m not done.”

This wins the other half of his smile.

“You’re from Odessa. Son of Rico and Ana. You have your father’s gentle eyes and your mother’s devotion. When your son was a week old, you told him, man to man, that the secret to strength is love. You didn’t know I heard that, but I did. You’re good with money and children. You are not good at singing.” I smile, lifting a hand to his face. “You are a teacher, historian, and writer. And I have wanted you, Leonardo, every single day since you stopped me on the steps of the school.”

He lets me tug him down to the blanket, solid ground beneath our knees.

The sun has gone now, a few streaks of violet from the day’s last light.

I lift Leo’s shirt over his head as our overgrown land rustles around us, a gentle encouragement from all the trees and ash. I’m on my knees in front of him, running my hands down his chest, sick with want.

But he grabs me by the wrists. “Not so fast, Dallas.”

Oh. I groan in frustration as he cradles my neck, his fingertips threading into my hair, memories radiating between us: hands, breath, lips, thighs. He tilts my face up toward the sky and says, “Black? Or navy?”

I laugh outright, my heart exploding with a long-suffering love I’ve never tasted before. I’ve never even known to crave it. My words come out in a whispered concession: “Navy,” I say. “Clearly.”

He eases my shirt off, the backs of his fingers slowly grazing me. I shiver at his mouth an inch from mine, dark hair lazing across his forehead, and I cross the remaining chasm, pressing my mouth to his. The warmth of his lips, his searching tongue, has all the promise of a first time yet all the pleasure of a thousandth. He moans low, and I kiss him harder.

He lays me back, a hand to cushion my head as wind sweeps across us. His arms are pillars on either side of me, and the sky is spread behind him, the stars a thousand sparks.

He whispers hot in my ear, “Mi amor, mi vida, mi patria.”

And we move slowly until we don’t. Until I take in the full sight of my husband and realize that memory can’t do justice to reality. I reach for his hair, neck, shoulders, my fingernails leaving crescent moons in his skin. I arch toward him as if to challenge: There’s gold in this land. Find it.

But he brushes hair from my face in a counter choreography, an insistence that we slow down, as if he’s saying: Yes. Yes, I remember this land. He takes my bottom lip between his teeth too slowly, and I go wild with the torment of his restraint. I grip his back, pull him closer, and beg, “Please.”

And finally, he surrenders.

Finally, he trusts me with his weight.

Finally, we crest and summit and cry out.

It’s a flare in the darkness—a brazen and burning forgiveness.





LEO

September 5, 2022

THE NIGHT HOURS HAVE NEVER been very kind to me.

I startle awake in my moonlit trailer, where I face off with Cody. With a roaring inferno. With raindrops poking my head, trapped alone in an empty trailer where the door is sealed shut.

I shiver, my heart trying to sprint from my body.

I flick on a lamp and catch my breath.

Then, April’s smile. Her voice. Are you saying I have to wait nine more years to marry you? The good is always more sluggish to return to mind than the bad.

After our night beneath the stars, April had to get back to her apartment to relieve the babysitter. She said, “Talk tomorrow?” And she hung from my lips by a kiss that had more promise than our wedding day.

But here I am, alone again with promises and their limitations.

I check the clock. 4:02.

Sighing, I shuffle to the kitchen and drop a bagel into the toaster.

The divorce papers are still on the table, and I consider taking a lighter to them. I meant it when I said I want to be married to her, and I believe she meant it too. Yet the painful memories endure.

I eat my bagel dry. Then I leave the divorce papers and find my wallet. Pull out a different piece of paper. And grab my car keys.




“¿Hola?”

“Hope I didn’t wake you.”

“Who is this?”

“…Leo.”

It is 7:35 in the morning, three hours since I gave up on sleep. If I had waited any longer, I would have chickened out.

Rico’s gravelly voice brightens. “Leo, good to hear from you.”

“Do you have breakfast plans?”

I’ve already driven to Waco. I took a chance.

By eight o’clock we are at a gas station near Jed’s, standing at a side counter and ordering the best huevos rancheros I’ve had in my life. We swipe away limp shreds of lettuce and sit at a little wooden booth.

“I don’t know why I called.”

“Doesn’t have to be a reason, mijo. I’m glad you did.”

We go hard with the Cholula, and we eat quietly while day laborers come in for warm food, jugs of water, packs of Marlboro Reds. They’ve been working for hours already.

Eventually I say, “Why—”

But I shake my head and shift in my seat. A version of this repeats itself twice more. I want answers. Why didn’t you get help? Why didn’t she? Why didn’t you come for me?

But there aren’t answers, I realize. There are stories.

So I push past a thickness in my throat and ask, “What, uh, was she like? And you.”

Rico napkins off his hands and mumbles, “Un segundo, let me text Javi at the store.”

Then, for two hours, he tells me about their families and fights, their homes and inside jokes, their worries and losses. He does not hold back. He has no excuses, and many regrets.

The earliest years of my life have been chapters with missing pages and redacted lines. But at a gas station taqueria, my own story is given back to me.

Afterward, we do not hug. We don’t even touch. But we do grab some churros to go, Rico footing the bill with a firm voice that takes me back. “No, Leonardo.” He opens a tattered wallet and adds, softer, “Just let me.”

When I get back in my car, I hear Deb’s words. From where I sit, it doesn’t look like your dad’s fault either. And with a bag of churros warm in my lap, I glance to check that my father’s car is gone. Then I hunch over my steering wheel and weep.






RICO AND ANA

1984

THE SEASON IS HOT AND dry, and the electricity is cut again. Ana is on the couch, pulling thick hair off her neck into a ponytail. Rico grabs a mailer for the new El Rancho, and he starts to fan her.

“You going to feed me grapes next?” She giggles, reaching for the mailer. “Give me that.”

But he doesn’t. “No, mami, you’re doing enough.”

“I’m sitting on the couch eating chips.” She grabs a few more Doritos as proof, licking salt from one, two, three fingertips.

“And growing our chamaco.” Rico fans her again as they look down at her belly. Their son will arrive any day now.

“Aquí.” She snatches the mailer, but before Rico can protest, Ana puts her feet on his lap, his hands on her feet. “They hurt so bad.”

He makes a face of mock disgust and presses his thumbs into her arches. “You’ve got to stop taking so many shifts.”

“Sí, claro.”

She works a Texaco register; he washes dishes at IHOP. They need every cent.

His thoughts grim, he kneads her sore heels. As it is, Rico has a cavity tunneling toward his gums that he’s ignoring in order to make sure Ana can eat.

“Hey.” She fans herself with the mailer, sweat like adhesive between her belly and breasts.

“Hm?”

She takes a swig of Dr Pepper. “What do you think he’ll look like?”

“Ay dios mío, same as I thought when you asked me yesterday. Beautiful like you.”

Ana smiles, a dimpled girl of seventeen. She has always wanted to be a mother.

A passing fire truck makes them glance out the window. It’s getting dark.

“Mierda.” Rico sets her feet onto the couch. “Got to go.” He’s working the night shift.

With effort, Ana rotates herself, trying to release the pinched nerve in her lower back.

Rico ties his shoes. “Call the kitchen if anything happens.” They paid the phone bill instead of the electric.

Ana waves him off. “Sí, sí.”

The truth is that she doesn’t really know what will happen. Does it start with blood? Water? Pain?

Left alone in the darkening trailer, she waddles to the kitchen in search of anything with salt, and when the baby squirms inside her, she puts her hand on her stretched skin. She waits for him to move again. When he does, she can feel a foot, then the other one, exactly where they belong.

Three days later, it happens—and it starts with pain. And it continues with pain. But it ends with peace: a baby boy sleeping in his mami’s arms, a head full of hair. His eyes are dark as mud, but the nurse says they could change. A lot could.

Ana and Rico name him Leonardo because his papi declares that he will be as brave as a lion.

His parents trace his tiny ear, nose, tummy. Inside him are all the organs, somehow. Kidneys, liver, heart, lungs, everything.

They take diligent notes as the nurse explains diapering and burping.

They savor the hospital food.

They relax in the air-conditioning while they have it.

And they dream. Rico wants their son to play Spanish guitar, and Ana wants him to wear suspenders. She had said she would be happy with either a boy or a girl, but the truth is that in her heart of hearts, she prayed for a boy. For this boy, their Leonardo.

A nurse comes to do vitals. Ana extends her arm for the blood pressure cuff. The baby squeaks a bit, blinks into the brightness, and then lets his eyes fall shut again. Rico is asleep in a chair scooted up to the bed, his finger inside his son’s tiny fist.

The nurse pauses on her way out and says quietly, “You have a beautiful family.”

Ana smiles, one of the six happy ones. Because she does. She really does.






APRIL

September 5, 2022

IT’S HARD TO EXPLAIN WHAT it is about a sibling that can make someone think, We’re polar opposites, but she gets me.

My phone screen is so full of eggplant emojis that I almost regret texting Jo. I type, BUT WE HAVEN’T TALKED THIS MORNING. MAYBE HE’S CHANGING HIS MIND?

An eye-roll emoji and the words, ARE YOU CHANGING YOURS?

No. I’m definitely not. But—

Sadie dashes into the room and jackknifes herself onto my bed. “Otto wants pancakes!”

I squint. “Otto wants them, huh?”

She spreads out like a starfish. “And me too. Please please!”

I laugh. “That’s what I thought.” I get out of bed. “Come help me make them.”

By the time we’ve eaten, cleaned up syrupy messes, loaded plates into the dishwasher, and gotten dressed for a back-to-school haircut, it’s after ten and I still haven’t heard from Leo. All the long days and nights of his silence come screaming back, leaving me to wonder how much staying power an apology can really have. It’s important, but it’s not magical.

When I still haven’t heard from him after Sadie’s haircut, I text him a picture. WHY IS OUR DAUGHTER A TEENAGER?

He responds immediately. SO BIG.

And then: SORRY FOR BEING MIA THIS MORNING. CAN I BRING LUNCH OVER?

SURE.

I set my phone down and then pick it back up. CAN’T WAIT.



Leo arrives with bags of Wendy’s, and we distribute nuggets and fries. We try for the millionth time to get Otto to say “apple juice” instead of “apple Jew.” And then we do what parents so often must—we spend our lunch talking about unicorns, snails, and letters at the top of the coconut tree.

When Otto goes down for his nap and Sadie goes for “quiet time,” we know our window of privacy is short.

So I quickly blurt, “Did you change your mind?”

Leo frowns.

I continue, “Last night meant a lot, but I get if it was the heat of the moment.”

“No,” he says. “I made a choice. I want this even when I don’t want it.”

I smile, that pop of relieved love like a firecracker in my chest again. I imagine emailing my lawyer with the subject line, Never mind. Or maybe: Reconcilable differences.

“But—” Leo says, and we sit down at the table.

He meets my eye. “We need help. This can’t be like before. It can’t.”

“You mean like couples therapy?”

“Something.” He shrugs. “Because we need help with our individual stuff if we want to help us.” He pauses before saying, “It doesn’t seem like Cody was really about Cody, or even about me.”

My cheeks heat with the familiar rush of shame. “What do you mean?”

Leo’s tone is painfully gentle. “You sort of stopped…valuing yourself.”

My head snaps toward him in surprise, like I thought I had him fooled, like that has nothing to do with anything. But he’s right: I wasn’t okay after our babies were born. And I didn’t have a good reason for that, which perpetuated my self-loathing.

I ask, “How does someone even get help with that?”

He traces my arm. “Therapy? Movement? Friends? Rest?” He pauses. “A week at a nude beach?” The levity earns him a laugh.

“Between the babies and isolation, it was a perfect storm, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t know, I think it’s just life.” He takes a breath and adds quietly, “I won’t do this again if there’s another Cody. The only thing harder than divorcing you is trusting you again.”

His words settle on my body. A body that, he’s right, I don’t value. When I think of that day with Cody, I feel removed. But if I imagine walking in on Leo with someone else, I can’t breathe. Sick with regret, I watch a ray of sun stretch through the window and land on him. It lands, even, on me.

“Yeah,” I say. “We do need help.”

He threads his fingers through mine. A long love has seasons of glaring uncertainty, and we haven’t known what to do with those. We mistook the ends of chapters for the end of the story.

“You know,” I say. “Mom thinks therapists aren’t worth their salt.”

“Well, don’t tell her this, but the woman can be wrong.” He considers. “Or maybe she’s right—but shouldn’t we try?”

I nod. Depression and joy can both be uncomfortable, yet we have to allow for them in their turns.

“What about you?” I ask. “You say we need help, but we’re just talking about my issues.”

Leo inhales. “I thought I wasn’t impacted by my childhood, but of course I was. I believed my parents’ abandonment was about me and would happen again.” He clears his throat. “I know it’s small, but I actually saw my dad this morning.”

My mouth falls open. “What? How?”

“I went to Waco.”

“Oh my gosh, what happened?”

“I had questions, so we got breakfast and talked.” Leo looks at the table. “I’m embarrassed to say that I got in my car and cried like a baby afterward.”

This undoes something in me, some kind of brewing storm. Underneath my seeming apathy is a powerlessness that feels like a black hole. I could not stop the fire from consuming our house. I cannot keep my children from flames or divorce or the hundred other terrors to come. I cannot stop my dad’s brain from shrinking. And I cannot erase my husband’s childhood abandonment. I can’t stop him from seeing his father and crying alone in his car.

I shake my head. “I’m so sorry.”

“No, it was good. And it’s good you found him. Sorry I acted like it wasn’t. I always thought my parents just didn’t want me, but there was so much else going on. I wouldn’t have known.”

Leo scoots our lunch trash into a pile, and I add a stray fry.

After a beat, we move to the living room and lie on our backs on the floor. I close one eye. “Think we can make shapes out of the ceiling popcorn?”

He plays along. We see animals and books. A tea kettle. The Eiffel Tower.

“I have a question.” Leo props himself on an elbow, facing me. “Want to write to other former students like we’re writing to Jonathan?”

“Yes,” I tell him. “I do.”

It’s like a new vow not to forget ourselves. It can be easier to lay a life down than to hold on to it, and losing ourselves was the first step toward losing each other. I match Leo’s elbow-prop and say, “But first I want to hear about this morning with your dad. What did he say? How do you feel? Tell me everything.”

He slides a hand beneath the hem of my shirt. “I will.” But then he’s kissing the curve of my neck, his fingers on my skin, leaving me to guess whether he’ll travel up or down, because either way—

Otto is suddenly at our feet, and we jump apart. He pops his thumb out of his mouth and asks sleepily, “What you do?”

We laugh, lifting him up with his bedhead curls. What you do is his all-purpose catchphrase. If he drops a banana: what you do. If Sadie bumps into him: what you do. If Grandpa B gives him a shiny new toy: oh, what you do!

Sadie hears the commotion and is upon us with a dive-bomb.

Leo and I smile over their heads. What you do. We don’t know. Where we’ll live. How it will end. How to find a therapist, or if Mom will roll her eyes at that, or if Dad will turn on us when he runs out of memories. If Leo’s family will have any place in his life. We know so little.

But we do know that we can see the shape of a dog in the ceiling popcorn. A ball cap, if we angle left. A refrigerator, or so Sadie claims as she contorts herself. Otto has no clue what we’re pointing at, yet he joins right in, grinning ear to ear.

And in this way, we lie scrunched together on an apartment floor, shifting our perspectives.






DEB

A Few Months Later

I TURN LEFT INSTEAD OF right out of the parking lot, and I don’t realize my mistake until I’m southbound on 75. Driving into the heart of the city for some Christmas shopping is a luxury afforded to me by the robust care at Greenwood Hills, and I don’t take the independence for granted. I do, however, briefly forget where I live.

Or rather, I remember wrong, muscle memory taking over. Nearing the turn for Lexington Avenue, I think, Oh, what the heck. I’m already almost there.

From a ways off, I can see two boys bundled in puffy coats and kicking a soccer ball into a little goal. I pull toward the curb, my car’s visible exhaust a sign of the season. The house has been painted white, and I can’t say I care for it. But even in winter I can tell that the flower beds are well tended, and the windows have gotten a much-needed upgrade. There’s a yard sign with the name of the neighborhood school. One of the boys kicks the ball past his brother into the net, and he throws both fists into the air. Familiar holiday decorations line the street: the Garcias’ giant snowman, the Millers’ reindeer, and the Robinsons’ nativity scene.

The porch light comes on, and the front door opens. Their mother is calling them inside. Through my car windows, I can hear their complaints. Aw man, I was just about to beat him! The boys drag themselves into the house. A few seconds later, the littlest scampers back out to collect the soccer ball, and then the yard goes still with twilight. I stare, mesmerized. My own children are all over that yard, this street. I miss it. But we can only return to a place, not a time.

I look over my shoulder at a back seat exploding with Christmas gifts, and I turn to look at the house again. I imagine what the family might be doing inside, that third stair from the bottom with its slight creak. Then I imagine my own children currently in their respective homes with their respective evening routines, all of them suddenly so adult. I think of Billy taking off his Brooks sneakers and probably eating too much beef jerky in my absence.

I shift the car into drive, ready to go home.



The lights are off in our unit, and it’s fully dark now.

I frown. “Hello?”

I hear a shuffle in the hallway and follow the sound, flipping on lights.

“Billy?”

When I round the corner, my husband is cowering beside the coat closet.

I first register his expression—unfamiliar, twisted in shame and anger.

He is trembling.

I then register his pants—one leg its normal khaki color and the other a darker shade of brown. Around his feet, a puddle of urine.

I drop my bags and rush to him. It’s okay, it’s okay, you’re okay.

I take him gently by the waist and guide him to the bathroom.

“Sorry”—he fumbles for words—“I couldn’t—”

It’s okay, it’s okay, you’re okay.

When he is cleaned up and settled on the couch with some chamomile tea, I mop the floor by the coat closet. Put away my shopping bags. And then I go into the bathroom and lock the door.

I grip the marble counter and meet my own gaze in the mirror, leveling with myself, just as I did the night I lost my mother, then later my father. Just as I did when I got pregnant with April, when I got married, and when—several years later—I realized that I might actually love my husband, that I might be okay.

It’s okay, it’s okay, you’re okay.

My face has changed, time gathered in its creases, yet I still feel like a young girl.

I draw in some air and consider our dinner options: white chicken chili, broccoli rice casserole, or maybe a pasta with an arugula salad.

When I return to the living room, Billy is waiting, aware. He apologizes again. He’s wearing a gray fleece pullover, and he gestures for me to sit with him.

I go to the couch and duck under his arm.

Knowing me, he suggests tenderly, “We should just do a microwave meal.”

“Hm,” I say, and not without judgment. But we do have some Lean Cuisines.

His arm is soft and strong, and his voice is pained.

So I agree to a microwave dinner, and I let myself sit.

    [image: I will sit with him as long as I can.]



On the drive to Cameron and Rachel’s house a few days later, I turn on Rosetta Stone.

Beside me, Billy asks for the second time, “Do you actually know what she’s saying?”

“I’m learning.”

“Oh, that’s so hard. Why would you do that?”

“For Leo.”

“But Leo speaks English.”

“He also speaks Spanish.”

“No kidding.”

“His parents are Mexican, and we’re actually going to see his dad tonight.”

“In Mexico?”

Billy’s sincerity gives me a good chuckle. Even when his questions cycle, there’s always something new to keep me on my toes. “No, just at Cameron and Rachel’s house.” I pause the language lesson.

“You mean Cameron and April’s house?”

“No, Rachel is Cameron’s wife.”

“Oh, Cameron got married! That’s wonderful.”

“Mm.”

Billy is wearing his Christmas tree tie, and I’m in my shimmery red sweater. We repeat a version of this conversation once more before we arrive.

At the house, everyone sheds coats and offers up our usual holiday fare: every kind of tamale, from pork to beef to pumpkin to cinnamon raisin apple. Josie helps Rachel in the kitchen while Sadie runs around playing something akin to “Jingle Bells” on a recorder despite Bing Crosby being on in the background.

In an armchair, April is folded into Leo. When they told us they weren’t going through with the divorce, Billy made a joke about rekindled flames. I would have elbowed him had I not been celebrating his memory.

Cameron and Otto flip through a picture book as we wait for Rico. Leo has decided to let him meet his grandchildren. But when the songs and books are over and the table is set, Rico still hasn’t arrived.

Leo glances at the clock and then at his phone. “Oh.” He taps his screen. “He texted. Says his alternator went out and he’s on a Greyhound bus. Sounds like he’ll be pretty late.”

Rachel says we’ll wait. She covers the food and crams dishes into the warm oven.

An hour later, Otto is whining, even with a steady drip of Cheerios.

Leo sighs. “Let’s just go ahead and eat.”

Everyone looks around uncertainly, so he adds, “It’s getting late.” And he goes to the oven to get the food. Stomachs growling, nobody argues.

Otto devours a pumpkin tamale and begs for more. Cameron tells holiday jokes that delight his father. And as Otto is polishing off the last pumpkin tamale, there’s a knock at the front door.

Cameron disappears from the room, and he comes back in with Rico, whose hair is slicked. He is holding two gift bags. His fingernails are scrubbed clean.

“I’m really sorry.” Looking at his toes, he says something about his clunker of a car and the bus schedule and—he raises the gift bags a bit—that he didn’t know Sadie’s favorite color.

I smile at Rico with his tidy hair and long trek. Love can hide in our best efforts.

Josie jumps up from the table and goes over to him. “I’m April’s sister, Josie.” She sticks out her hand. “Texas public transportation sucks. You must be starving.”

At her cue, everyone springs into action.

Rachel introduces herself and offers to take his jacket.

Billy says, “Good to see you again.” Which isn’t saying much, because he now defaults to assuming that he should know everyone. I’m curious as to whether he truly recognizes Rico, though I suspect he doesn’t. It has been six months since our one unwitting encounter.

Rico spots Sadie hiding behind her mother’s chair, a finger hooked shyly in her mouth as she eyes this man who looks suspiciously like her dad. It was hard for her to understand that she has two grandfathers. If this is true, she asked Leo, then do I have another grandmother somewhere too?

Rico kneels eye level with Sadie, not too close, and he extends one of the gift bags. Slowly, she extracts a doll in a purple dress, and she grins, shimmying her shoulders back and forth a tad. Chin tucked into her neck, she tells him, “Purple’s my favorite color.”

This is patently false. That girl is obsessed with yellow, she talks about it all the time. But something about this interaction has made her say purple to the man with her daddy’s face.

Rico lights up, his grin silver and sincere, and Sadie considers him. Then she steps forward and wraps her arms around his neck, declaring, “I’m going to name her…Lofee!”

She runs off with Lofee, and Rico rises, his knees cracking.

Otto is in Leo’s arms, eyeing the other gift. He points at it. “My?”

Rico faces Leo now. “Hope I didn’t make you wait too long.”

The rest of us try to give them privacy.

Rico says, “I wanted to be here sooner.”

He wanted to. But he wasn’t. And now he is. It’s so much of life, the timing.

Otto stretches to peek into the gift bag, and Rico helps him part the tissue paper to reveal some Hot Wheels. Otto claps. “Car!”

Rico puts a hand to his grandson’s shoulder and says, “Dios mío.” He shakes his head. “Spitting image.”

“Car,” Otto repeats, sandwiched between his father and grandfather.

At the end of the evening, the kids fall asleep with their toys in hand. Games and music have been played. Rico has made some frothy hot chocolate. I have made some valiant attempts at speaking Spanish. And Billy has squinted at Rico and said, “Did I borrow a hammer from you?” He exists in a thickening fog where he knows that he knows people, just not how.

After the dishes are done, I sneak over to Rico while Billy gets our jackets. I pull a small package from my purse, wrapped in shiny paper and tied with ribbon. When I hand it to Rico, he’s horrified to have nothing in return, and I suddenly feel thoughtless. “No, it’s really not a big deal!” I press the gift into his hand. “Your son wrote this, and I just thought you might want to read it.” I bought whole boxes of Seventh City when Leo published it, bragging to the neighborhood ladies and also saving a stash for occasions like this.

Billy returns and drapes my jacket over my shoulders. He shakes Rico’s free hand. As before, his skin is a blank canvas beside Rico’s sleeve of tattoos.

The two grandfathers slip into their coats as Billy offers his default, “See you soon.”

Rico gives his shoulder a squeeze. “Take it easy, papi.”

Waving good night to our kids, we take our leave into the crisp December air.

On the drive home, I decide against Rosetta Stone. I’m too tired to repeatedly explain that I can’t understand it, that I’m trying to learn. Yes, even though it’s hard. Yes, even at my age.

Instead, I turn the classical station on low volume, and I get a memory of something Billy’s mother once said as she sat at her Kawai piano with curlers in her hair: Home is the note where the song starts. Come back to it for the resolve.

In the warm calm of our car, Billy begins his litany of confirmations.

My children are April, Josie, and Cameron? Yes.

I have two grandchildren? Yes.

We live on Lexington Avenue? We actually moved to Greenwood Hills.

Oh. We’ve been married twenty-five years? Thirty-five, and going strong.

Wow. And I’m a dentist? Retired, yes.

And you love me?

I snap a worried look in his direction, only to find a mischievous grin.

I give him a playful poke. “You already know that one.”

“Say it, though?” he asks boyishly. “You love me?”

I grin. “I do.”

“And I love you,” he says. “Even more than the memory of you.”

I did not understand this kind of love back in 1988, but I do now.

As a minuet plays softly, I drive us home.

I take no wrong turns.






Thirty Years Later

APRIL CUPS A HAND UNDER a spoonful of pozole and lifts it to her mouth. “Mmm.” She swallows. “Mmm,” she emphasizes.

“Yeah?” Leo asks. “Does it need more salt?”

“No, it’s delicious.”

He takes a small slurp and nods. “Pienso que bien.”

He double-checks the stove burner as Sadie’s car pulls up.

They are not in anyone’s childhood home. Just a condo that kept them close to their students. Sadie walks in the door with tortilla chips, spicy mango salsa, and a bottle of cabernet.

Leo envelops her in a hug. “Hey, mijita.”

She sets the wine on the entry table. “Otto texted. They’re a few minutes behind me.”

“Está bien.”

“Where’s Mom?”

“In the kitchen.”

Sadie passes the framed photograph of her grandparents holding her as a newborn, before the Alzheimer’s wreaked its havoc. Before Billy stopped recognizing them all, his mouth hanging open in perpetual need. It’s one of Sadie’s earliest memories, his pocked tongue.

Otto pushes open the front door. “Sorry we’re late!”

Behind him is his wife, Eliza, and their four-year-old daughter, Ana.

They carry a plate of sopaipillas to the kitchen, which fills with chatter.

April is sitting at the table, subdued but smiling.

When they all move into the dining room, she lets out a little gasp. “Oh, who are they?”

Directly in front of them is a wall-sized canvas covered in photos of students holding books. After Jonathan Gutierrez, April started photographing each student with whichever book they had read together. For many of them, it was the first book they had ever read start to finish. Later, after April’s diagnosis, Josie constructed the massive collage. “Think of how it was with Dad,” she said. “You won’t remember names, but you’ll remember feelings.”

At the time, April had known every name, nearly two hundred students. Her gaze had traveled across the photos. But she had also known that she wouldn’t be able to keep them. So she had squeezed Josie’s hand in gratitude, in heartbreak, in a black swell of fear. She was facing her greatest season of powerlessness yet.

Leo, Sadie, Otto, and Eliza glance at each other like, Who gets to tell her this time?

Otto leans in. “Those were your students, Mom. You helped them read.”

Leo sets the pozole on a trivet and watches his wife.

“I did?” April brings a hand to her own cheek. “Well, they’re beautiful.” She looks around the room and explains, “Sorry, I have memory problems.”

Everyone smiles patiently, and Ana sneaks a tortilla chip. April steps closer to the collage. “I like how they all have”—she can’t find the word books—“stories.”

April Torres no longer reads. After adding Alzheimer’s to dyslexia, reading was one of the first things to go. But Leo still reads aloud to her sometimes. The Little Prince or Ada Limón or one of his own four novels. Often, she will rest her head on him and fall asleep, and he will look down at her. April: the place he decided never to leave.

They sit down to dinner, steam curling from their bowls.

After second helpings of pozole, Ana tugs her mother’s shirt and begs to play in the backyard. Eliza nods permission, so Ana leads everyone outside, two dark braids down her back.

The yard is an ocean of fire. Autumn has graced them with its reds and oranges, the trees only able to hold their leaves for so long. Everyone scoots patio chairs as Sadie passes around wine and sopaipillas. When bistro lights click on above their heads, April says, “Oh!” The lights remind her of her parents, so she puts her hand to Leo’s arm. “Will Mom and Dad be here soon?”

Sadie and Otto look down at their sopaipillas, and Leo kisses his wife’s temple. “Not this time, mi amor.” Then he calls their granddaughter. “Ana, ven aquí?”

She scurries over to them, and April smiles. “Who is this sweet one?”

With wide green eyes, Ana looks around uncertainly at the adults, who nod for her to go ahead.

She smiles, shy but proud. “I’m Ana.”

Behind her, the last petals of the season fall from the rosebush.






Earlier

ON LEXINGTON AVENUE, DEB SLIDES a pie into the oven, blueberry purpling her fingertips. Billy and Cameron work under the hood of the Ford as Billy says he’ll never forget fixing up a car with his own old man. Cameron twists a ratchet, and his dad asks him to pass the doohickey.

In East Texas, Rachel lies on a trampoline beneath the shade of a cypress tree, sorting babysitting wages and college brochures. She has two scholarship offers, so she decides to flip a coin. It lands on heads: OSU. Her path is charted by chance, by fate, by George Washington’s stern profile. She paints her toenails orange.

In Boston, Josie takes her seat among a gaggle of Emerson friends who are catching a show at the Colonial. She gets the familiar rush of a program in hand, an orchestra in the pit. It’s such an enduring infatuation that it might be a lifelong love. Her mother will protest, but the lady doth protest too much.

In Argyle, Jonathan Gutierrez sprays his last house of the day. This treatment is for wood-eating insects, not just the general pest. He clomps around the house while sentences and characters swarm his mind like termites.

In Waco, Ricardo Torres sees a Help Wanted sign on the door of Jed’s Hardware. He opens it to a little chime, and he inquires within. A new city, a new start.

West of Odessa, Nacho sticks taquitos in the microwave and asks Izzy if she wants one.

In some other place, a man touches a woman.

Another place, a fire sparks.

In some other time, April floats inside her mother during a City Hall union.

Another time, Deb sits with her father, giggling at Sunday comics.

Another time, Billy’s mother plays a nocturne as he plays Jacks beside the piano.

Another time, Leo submits his résumé to Argyle High School, his fingers crossed.

Another time, Rico takes Ana to a Selena concert, where she sings her heart out.

It is 1988 or 2013 or 2031, and they are members of a family, flowers on a vine.

One particular evening in 2013, Leonardo Torres is carefully setting a table—two bowls, two spoons, and a pair of white taper candles. He has made pozole, seasoning it just so. Between the candles rests a book with a simple engagement ring tucked between its pages. Leo is wearing cologne. April will be here any minute, and so he scans the room.

Music, he remembers, so he clicks on a speaker.

Warmth, he remembers, so he hurries to the hearth.

Eager, Leo kneels down and sets a log on the grate. In one swift motion, he strikes a match, the fire blazing to life. Behind him, there’s a gentle knocking.

He stands and wipes his palms on his pants.

He goes to the door.

And he opens it wide.
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