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Part 1



Humility

IT’S NOT THAT I ever had delusions of grandeur, or even that I think I am better than anyone else, but there is something about donning a tag that says, “Please be patient; I’m a trainee” and asking, “Would you like paper or plastic?” that is uniquely, even brutally, humbling. Paired with a blue canvas apron cinched tight across my expanding waist, the plastic name tag screamed from my chest and made me frighteningly conspicuous at a time in my life when I longed for anonymity like parched earth wants for rain.

Cover me, I thought the first time I dressed in the awful ensemble. Standing alone in my room in front of a mirror too honest to disguise the profound hideousness of it, I felt more exposed than if I had been wearing a skirt that barely covered my floral-print panties. “Oh, God, if You love me at all,” I breathed, “cover me.”

He didn’t answer. But I thought that maybe He was listening— Grandma promised me He was—and I held on to that hope, fledgling though it was. I couldn’t claim to understand Him, but I felt a deep and growing need to try, even if He deigned to ignore my current plea for rescue.

“You look cute,” Grandma commented diplomatically when I sulked into the kitchen moments later. But by the glint of a smile in her eye I knew that cute was a euphemism for ridiculous. “Just don’t tuck your shirt in, Julia. It won’t … you know … look too …” She fluffed her fingers around her midsection, and flour poofed from her hands in small clouds like smoke from somewhere up a magician’s sleeve. She cautiously, encouragingly, raised an eyebrow at me.

I looked down to see the petite crescent curve of my belly pressing against the knotted apron strings. Startled by what I saw, I sucked in impulsively. It disappeared—the growing evidence of her disappeared, a flat shadow beneath a fold of cerulean. “That’s the best I can do,” I said dolefully. “We have to tuck our shirts in. It’s part of the dress code. And—” I reached into the front pocket of the apron and produced a thin, mustard yellow tie—“we have to wear this.”

Grandma almost burst out laughing but only allowed herself a restrained little chuckle. “You know, I see those kids in Value Foods every week, but I never really noticed the uniform. Is that a clip-on?”

I nodded bleakly and snapped the clip at her, alligator-style, before affixing it to my starched collar.

“It’s crooked, honey.” She wiped her fingertips on a towel and left the bread dough that she had been kneading to circle around the worn oak table and face me. She tugged at the obscene bit of fabric, pulling it this way and that before tucking it under the top of my apron and stepping back. “There.” The word sounded almost portentous to me—definitive.

“I’m going to be late,” I croaked, clearing my throat self-consciously. “Don’t wait up for me. I’m helping out with a restock tonight. They’re going to train me how to record inventory. …”

Grandma pursed her lips and spread her arms in understanding. I walked heavily into her embrace. “I’m proud of you,” she murmured into my hair. “It’s really not that bad, is it?”

I didn’t want to be melodramatic, but I couldn’t drown the sick feeling that was rising past my chest and into my throat, where it sat threateningly at the back of my tongue. They’ll see me, I thought. They’ll judge me. But I said, “You’re right; it’s not so bad. It’s just that all the high school kids work there. I’ll be the oldest person besides the manager. …”

“You only graduated last year,” Grandma reminded, trying to cheer me up. “You’ll probably even know some of the employees!”

Great, I thought.

But she was doing her best to be helpful, and I managed a wry smile because at the very least she hadn’t said, “You’ll have so much in common with them!” The disappearing smoothness beneath the straight line of my apron guaranteed that I would have nothing in common with my coworkers.

“Well,” I said, pressing my palms together and trying to force a little enthusiasm into my voice, “I’d better go or I’ll be late.”

“Wouldn’t want that your first day on the job!” Grandma followed me into the mudroom and gave my back a little pat when my coat was zipped up and my hand was on the door. “It’s going to be just fine.”

“I know,” I replied without blinking.

She watched from the door as I drove away, but the sun was already a memory on the horizon—a thin ribbon of purple, little more than a bruise left by the imprint of orange—and I’m sure all she saw of my departure was taillights. It was better that way. I hated the thought of her seeing how I strangled the steering wheel.

Value Foods was far from the worst place in town to work. There was the packing plant, the egg plant, the paint factory, and a wide assortment of hog farms, cattle farms, dairy farms, and goat farms where my skin could absorb a variety of rancid smells that would stay with me even after multiple showers with lye soap and industrial-strength hand cleaners. The grocery store was tame compared to the rest of the job market in Mason, and in truth, I was lucky to get the job. I needed something full-time, with benefits, and as much as I hated to admit it, I was thankful that Mr. Durst, the manager, lived just over the South Dakota border and wouldn’t mind that my pregnancy would progress before the entire town like a neatly drawn life cycle in a full-color science textbook. What was my personal scandal to him? In fact, when I warily mentioned in my job interview that I was three months pregnant, Mr. Durst had looked at me as if to say, So what? He did ask, “Will it interfere with your ability to perform your job?”

I assured him I would be able to scan boxes of cereal and bag oranges well into my third trimester if not up to the day I delivered.

He grunted and handed me a uniform from out of a stack on the desk behind him.

“Do you want to know my size?” I wondered out loud, holding the standard-issue pants, shirt, and apron gingerly.

“Small, medium, large, extra large” was his only comment, and indeed, when I located the tag inside the shirt, it read medium. For a while at least.

“Start with that,” Mr. Durst instructed. “We’ll get you more later.”

Training was an evening job since, for most people in our conservative little town, the hours after suppertime were reserved for baths and play and television, not grocery shopping. When I drove into the parking lot at seven o’clock, it boasted only a dozen cars or so, and though I was tempted to pull close to the door and save myself the trek through below-freezing temperatures, I dutifully drove way to the back of the lot, where the employees were supposed to park. I yanked my hood over my head and stuffed my hands into my pockets, running the whole way across the empty parking lot with my apron flapping against my knees.

The store was overly bright, and someone had turned the elevator music a tad too loud. A little grocery cart corral at the front of the first aisle was stacked with carts, and only one checkout lane was open. The cashier, someone I didn’t recognize, was sitting on the counter right beside the red-eyed scanner and blowing a fluorescent green bubble so big I was afraid it would pop and get stuck in her eyebrows. She sucked it in when she saw me and gave a bored wave, beckoning me over with a flick of her wrist.

“You’re Julie, right?” she asked.

Though there was no hint of unfriendliness in her voice, I cringed when she called me Julie.

“Julia,” I corrected, trying to sound upbeat.

She just stared. “Okay, whatever. You’re late, by the way.”

I twisted my watch on my arm and consulted the face again though I had already checked it twice since driving up. “It’s a minute to seven,” I argued.

“Clark—he’s the assistant manager—insists that we be at least ten minutes early for every shift. Better if it’s fifteen minutes; he’ll forgive you if it’s five. But you’re late.”

“Nobody told me that,” I said and regretted how whiny it came out.

She shrugged. “He’s waiting for you in the back room.”

“Thank you.” I started off past the registers.

It was a small thing, the thank-you, but it must have endeared me to her the tiniest bit, because as I was walking away, she offered, “Never sit on the counter.” She drummed her fingers on the laminate surface beside her thighs as if to illustrate her point. “But if you’re going to, make sure that Clark is in the back room. He’ll kill you if he catches you.”

I smiled and made a mental note of the name on her tag. “Alicia.” And below that: “2 years of faithful service.”

The back room of Value Foods was little more than an extended storeroom. The walls were cold, concrete blocks and the shelving was stark and unattractive, the ugly sister of the sleeker, more appealing units that graced the aisles of the store and made things like Ho Hos look appetizing. There was a dingy bathroom near the loading dock and a sprawling metal table that served as a break room at the far end of the elongated hall. Both locations were barely illuminated by naked lightbulbs that fought valiantly to dispel the dismal shadows but lost miserably. When I’d used the bathroom after my interview, I considered telling someone about the one burned-out bulb above the sink. But standing over the corroded fixtures and browning drain, I acquiesced. Crummy lighting actually improved the overall impression of the entire back room.

Thankfully, I knew I wouldn’t find Clark amid the boxes and gloom. Opposite the break area at the far end of the passage was a duo of glass-fronted offices. The one on the left—the office with two actual windows to the outside world—was Mr. Durst’s. I had been told the other office belonged to the assistant manager, Clark Henstock.

The light was on in his office, and he was looking at me through the glass.

I walked briskly toward him, trying to hold a capable expression that was both professional and eager yet not at all forced. Though no reflective surface played back my features and told me so, my face felt like it was locked in a grimace. I licked my lips, tried again, and finally abandoned the feeble attempt at confidence. The door to Clark’s office was open, and I stepped up to the threshold, stopping in the doorframe to say, “I’m Julia DeSmit. You must be—”

“Clark Henstock,” he said, clipping off each separate syllable with militaristic accuracy.

I almost said, “I know,” but I managed to hold my tongue and was grateful for it when he tossed a pen at me. It came out of nowhere, and my hand shot up almost of its own accord. Against all odds, and for only the second or third time in my life, I made the perfect catch. The Bic thumped satisfyingly in my palm, and a grin unpredictably, and embarrassingly, sprang to my lips. “Caught it,” I laughed and immediately felt like an idiot. Wagging the pen lamely, I shrugged one shoulder as if to shake it off and dropped my arm to my side.

Clark assessed me for a moment before stating coolly, “I need you to sign a few papers.” He turned to the table against the glass wall overlooking the storeroom and arranged three documents in a perfectly straight row. “Here, here, and here,” he said, pointing, when I stepped up to the table.

I signed my name three times. Each signature looked different from the last because I had to lean closer into Clark to reach the far papers and my body couldn’t help avoiding his as if we were repelled magnetically. Although I half expected him to comment on it, he merely swept up the documents when I was finished and sank into his cushy chair. Swiveling toward a paper-laden desk, he shoved my papers into an open file and dropped it in a box by his feet. Then he looked at his watch and said without turning to me, “It’s 7:04. You’re late for work. Next time make sure you arrive on time.”

It was impossible not to cringe, but I forced myself to bite my tongue and stay put, awaiting further commands. Clark remained with his back to me, and I determined to be as quiet and enduring as the sweetest of saints. Clasping my hands in front of me, I studied the back of his head while I practiced patience.

His hair was dark brown and noticeably thinning. On a man with a deeper skin tone, Clark’s hair loss might not have been so pronounced. But Clark was white in a way that prevented any speculation of diversity in his family tree, and the chalkiness of his scalp peeking through sad little patches of scraggly hair was unnecessarily unattractive. Not that Clark was ugly. He was just trying a little too hard to maintain the coif of his youth when he was obviously pushing forty.

Shave it off, I thought. Embrace your age.

Almost as if I had spoken aloud, he whipped around to face me. “What are you still doing here?”

I managed to mumble, “Waiting for instructions.”

Clark’s sigh was a barely concealed groan. “Take a little initiative, Miss DeSmit. Be a problem solver. I’m not here to babysit.” And he spun back to his computer.

I melted out of the office and wandered to the break area, where I shed my coat and hung it over a folding metal chair. It was suddenly very cold without my winter parka, and I wrapped my arms around myself, hurrying out of the storeroom lest Clark turn to see me dawdling and fire me on the spot. Deciding my best course of action would be to find Alicia and ask her what to do, I cut through the aisles and nearly collided with a boy who was almost a full head shorter than me.

“Oops!” He laughed a little too heartily. His yellow tie was crooked at his throat, and his stiff apron was stained with what looked like darkening blood from the meat counter. The thought nauseated me. “Sorry!” the boy exclaimed, wiping his hands on his apron and extending one to me. “I’m Graham. You must be the new girl.”

“Julia,” I muttered, taking his hand though it was almost painful to do so. His fingers were warm and soft.

“Nice to meet you, Julia. You’ll like it here. It’s a good job!”

While he looked too young to be working anywhere and his enthusiasm was overkill, it was hard not to smile back when he was grinning in my face. “Glad to hear it,” I commented vaguely, hoping that a response wouldn’t encourage him too much.

“Alicia is the shift manager,” Graham explained as if he intended to take me under his wing.

I rolled my eyes at the thought of yet another person on the ladder of managerial staff at Value Foods.

“No, no, she’s nice,” he hurried to clarify, misunderstanding my expression. I started to explain myself but he went on. “Denise can be a bear, but Alicia lets us leave early for our breaks sometimes.”

I gave him a little nod and took a small step back to disengage myself from his unsolicited conversation. “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, slowly backing away.

But Graham followed. “Hey, I’ll walk you to the front. It’s almost my break time anyway, and I can introduce you to people as we go.”

“Graham, I—”

“Oh, it’s okay, really. I don’t mind at all.” And though he could just barely peek over my shoulder, he took my elbow and steered me down the aisle as if he were some elderly benefactor and I a little girl.

I tried not to sigh as I allowed myself to be led through the store. Though Graham would release me long enough to let me shake the outstretched hands of my coworkers, as we continued to the checkouts he would manage to take up his paternal position again. There was nothing malicious or inappropriate in his gesture, and because he elicited genuine warmth in everyone we met, I did everything I could to be friendly and fine with whatever social particulars made him comfortable. I couldn’t escape the feeling that much of my life from now on would be molding myself to fit snugly against other people’s ideas and ideals. It was safer there where I could blend in, where I could be smooth and seamless and hidden—predictably contrite for my situation and newly flawless in my efforts at virtue. It made my head ache with inadequacy.

Value Foods wasn’t an enormous store, but by the time we passed nine aisles and started through the produce section to the front, I had met half a dozen employees. All of them teenagers. None of them particularly enthused to see me. I was just the new girl—and an old one at that.

I peeked at my watch when we got to the front and waited patiently while Alicia finished with a customer. An older man wearing what looked to be a brand-new overcoat paid for his bottle of wine with a crisp twenty-dollar bill while Alicia grinned at him as if he were the single most interesting person she had ever met. She waved and watched him walk away, and he was halfway through the first automatic door when she finally turned to focus her attention on Graham and me. The easy turn of her lips sunk immediately, and she clicked her tongue as if to chastise us. “It’s quarter after seven.”

“I know.” I didn’t offer any more because I was already becoming well aware of how things were done at Value Foods. Arrive on time, do your job, and stay out of Clark’s way. I was about to add Alicia’s name beside Clark’s when the sternness left her face and she shrugged.

“Whatever.” She pointed to a mop bucket waiting in the sectioned-off lane beside hers. “We mop the store every few days on a rotating schedule. You’re new, so you get the honors tonight. Produce section and freezer aisle. Just remember to put up the Wet Floor signs. We don’t want a lawsuit.” Alicia craned her neck for a moment and scanned the store. Seeing that the coast was clear, she hopped back onto the counter and squeezed a little dab of hand sanitizer into her palm, working it in as if it were a luxurious cream. “And, Graham,” she added, looking up, “you only have ten minutes left on your break.”

“Yup,” he said cheerfully and waved exuberantly at us as he started away. “Have a good time, Julia! It was nice to meet you!”

I gave him a halfhearted flick of my fingers and unhooked the plastic chain to grab the mop bucket. “Is he always that happy?” I asked Alicia.

“Twenty-four seven,” she confirmed. “He’s fourteen, you know. I don’t remember being that cheerful when I was fourteen. But hey, Graham is fun to work with even if he’s a bit … um—” she rolled her eyes as she fumbled for the right word—“enthusiastic.” Although I felt silly the moment the question was out of my mouth, I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Do you like it here?”

Alicia snorted. “Of course not. I’d way rather win the lottery or grow a money tree in my backyard. But it’s a job.” She sucked in her gum and it made a loud pop. “And working with Michael is better than a hole in the head.”

“Michael?”

“You’ll see.” Alicia smiled.

It occurred to me that I should banter, keep up this little conversation and make a friend. But the apron strings were cutting into my waist and my head was already beginning to throb from the fluorescent lights and the music that must have been standard-issue in the eighties for every doctor’s office, elevator, and store in the country. Maybe an instrumental version of Michael Bolton or, heaven help us, Chicago. All I could think was I have to listen to this for four hours?

“Start at the back and work your way up to the front,” Alicia instructed. She watched me push the mop bucket out into the aisle. “You know how to work that thing, don’t you?” Her hand pulled an imaginary lever. “Just put the mop head in that slot and pull—”

“Yes, thank you.” I quickly nodded, though I had never used a mop before in my life.

“Okay. Have fun.” Alicia returned to rubbing her fingers.

I began to back slowly down the aisle past the fruits and vegetables and bins of nuts. The bucket was heavier than it looked, and I was so focused on maneuvering it that when the mister started over the lettuces, I jumped out of my skin and knocked a grapefruit from a mountain of Ruby Reds. It plopped right into my bucket and splashed dingy water on my shoes. Had I a foul mouth, the moment was ripe for a string of curses that may have been deemed warranted by most people. But I bit my lip instead and rolled up my sleeve to fish the grapefruit out. It was slick with brown water and probably bruised, and because I didn’t want anyone to buy it, I stuck it in my apron pocket intending to pay for it later. I almost laughed in surrender when I saw the caricature of pregnant roundness protruding from my belly.

Mopping wasn’t as bad as I first imagined it would be, and the monotonous motion actually felt more like a workout than a menial task. Sweep to the left, sweep to the right, swish in the bucket, squeeze. I wouldn’t go so far as to say I enjoyed it, but the solitariness of such drudgery was a definite bonus. None of the other employees approached me even once. With my hand on the grip of an oversize mop and the smell of dusty water at my feet, I had a few stolen moments to ponder the what-ifs of my life. What if Dad were still alive? What if things were different between Thomas and me? What if I had stayed in college? What if I had never met Parker and gotten pregnant? The list could go on forever—past recent mistakes and on to long-ago losses—and though I wanted to indulge in a little self-pity, I didn’t because Grandma expected more of me these days. I pushed those thoughts out of my mind and, with a self-deprecating smile, mopped with all the heart of a born grocery store employee.

The store itself was dead, and the occasional customers who did brave the abandoned aisles walked quickly and clutched bulging coats around them as if this was the last place they wanted to be. Often they carried just a single item—a loaf of bread, a gallon of milk. At least two people besides the man in the overcoat stopped to peruse the wine section.

When she walked past me, I only looked up because her footsteps were so heavy. Her back was toward me, and she was wearing a jean coat with faux fur at the wrists and collar. Long, dirty blonde hair hung in a ponytail, and though I couldn’t see her face, there was something about her that seemed too old for such youthful hair. She glanced over her shoulder and I dropped my head, not wanting it to seem like I had been staring at her. I heard her leave then, and because the sad slant of her back tugged at something deep inside me, I watched her walk toward Alicia.

I had made it almost to the end of the aisle, and I could see and hear everything that went on between the two of them. The woman laid a half gallon of milk, a bag of pretzels, and two carefully chosen Braeburn apples on the counter. Alicia barely looked at her and didn’t even bother to smile, much less flatter her the way she had wooed the man with the wine. For her part, the woman kept her head down and her hands in her pockets as if she was almost apologetic about her presence in the store.

“Four dollars and three cents,” Alicia said when the last item had been scanned. She turned to put the groceries in a plastic bag while the woman dug in her pockets.

She produced four crinkled one-dollar bills and spread them out self-consciously in front of her. Passing them to Alicia, her hands returned to her pockets to find the change. She probed and poked, and though I was supposed to be looking at the floor, I could see her fingers thrusting at the fabric and coming up empty.

“Do you have a take-a-penny jar?” the woman asked quietly.

Alicia stared at her. “No.”

My hands went to my own pockets, but the pants were brand-new and the only thing I found was lint.

“How much was it again?” Her voice was so soft I could barely make out the words.

“Four dollars and three cents,” Alicia repeated matter-of-factly.

The woman dug a bit more, and I wanted to yell at Alicia, “Just let her have it. I’ll pay you later!” But instead I put my hand on the mop and looked down. I didn’t want the weary woman to think that anyone was witnessing her shame.

I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until I heard the woman say, “I guess I’ll have to leave one of the apples.” When I exhaled, I felt them both look up. Fortunately I was half turned away from them, and the splat of my mop on the floor disguised the tail end of my wheeze.

“Whatever,” Alicia intoned.

Buttons were pushed and cash register tape whirred and within moments the woman was gone.

“Sheesh,” Alicia said, catching my eye. “Seriously, it was like three cents. Can you believe some people?”

“No, I can’t,” I said, but she didn’t catch the arrows in my look.

I finished the floor with an almost vicious energy, but by the time the front doors were locked and we were ready to start restocking shelves, I had all but forgotten about the woman. Though she nibbled at the corners of my mind, it was easier not to focus on her. And even downright soothing to allow myself the thought that at least one person had it far worse than me.



Different

BECAUSE I LOVED Thomas Walker and he did not love me back, it was very awkward at first to maintain a relationship with the Walker family. Though Thomas and I had managed to patch things up with all the inelegant grace of junior high dance partners, I continued to have a bit of a problem looking him in the eye or even being in the same room as him without feeling every ounce of the rejection he so thoughtlessly threw at my feet. But since our friendship spanned years and heartaches that hardened like cement between the inconsistencies of our lives, maintain is exactly what I did.

Of course, everyone knew that something catastrophic had happened, though I hoped that only Mrs. Walker was perceptive enough to string together the details. Thankfully, the deflation of my friendship with Thomas took a backseat to the news that I was expecting a baby, and the rest of the family more likely than not buried any indication of turmoil between Thomas and me beneath this much weightier, more significant discovery.

When Mr. Walker saw me for the first time after learning the news, I could see the tightrope his conscience and emotions had to walk and how difficult he was finding it to balance the two. There was disappointment, and I understood that completely because I felt it acutely myself. But there was also a defensiveness behind his eyes, a fatherly need to shore me up against the onslaught of what was to come, to pull me in and protect me from the world and the consequences of my actions.

I watched the two sides battle across his face, and then unexpectedly he softened and drew me into his arms with all the aching tenderness of someone who loved me far more deeply than I had ever realized. When my head was buried on his broad shoulder and I was lost for words, he confirmed it by saying, “We love ya, Julia.” And though he had shaved off the edges by using we instead of I and ya instead of you, I knew exactly what he meant. For a moment I wanted to ask him to say it again the proper way, so I could close my eyes and pretend he was my father.

If anything, the disquiet surrounding my mortifying fallout with Thomas and the subsequent news of my pregnancy drew me closer to the Walkers. Thomas was busy with his college courses and avoided home whenever his mother tactfully warned him that I would be around. I was free to luxuriate in the normalcy of laughter in the kitchen and easy conversations that rambled on about nothing more important than whether or not brown sugar was actually healthier for you than white. It was a quiet time for me, a time to sit and slowly unravel the boundaries of our expanding relationship, a skein of delicate yarn that I slipped between my fingers and held fast in my palm—a softness, an unexpected treasure.

At least once a week the Walker women invited me over for some distinctly feminine rite: crafting homemade cards, painting our toenails bubble-gum pink, or baking endless goodies that we slowly devoured one row at a time, cutting little bites and nibbling until the pan was nearly gone. It was rather out of the ordinary for me, the pure girliness of it, but I loved it all the same and found myself observing Mrs. Walker and her daughters as if they were curious creatures on Animal Planet: beautiful, extraordinary, spellbinding, but curious creatures. I did not understand them even as I longed to be a part of them.

Our girls’ nights in usually happened later in the week, but after my less than wonderful experience at work on Monday night, Mrs. Walker called me to see if I would be up for making cookies on Tuesday evening. I worked during the day on Tuesday, and although the thought of putting my feet up and indulging in a little mindless television was enticing, I couldn’t bring myself to say no. Even Grandma, who usually declined Mrs. Walker’s invitations so I could have a little room to breathe, conceded to come along.

Most of the engulfing snow that fell throughout the holidays had melted in a warm snap around Valentine’s Day. There was a week of winter flooding, the kind of warmth and wet that turns everything to a gooey slush and hinders any attempt at cleanliness or even free movement outside the confines of any building. Customers picked their way through the Value Foods parking lot, stepping high like prized Lipizzaner stallions so as not to soil the cuffs of their jeans with gray snowy sludge. An utter waste of time. It was a wild world for a few days while the sun shone exuberantly, and though it wasn’t quite fifty degrees, people braved the outdoors minus a coat or the hat, scarf, and glove paraphernalia that they wouldn’t have been caught dead without only days before.

When temperatures suddenly dipped back to zero and then beyond, everything froze solid. It was as if a witch had cast a spell over Mason, unleashing a frost so severe it almost frighteningly arrested any springlike movement of the earth below. The hope of a warming world was so carefully preserved it seemed like a cruel snub. Brown grasses that had been slick with melt were now stiff and bent, lifeless fingers pointing heavenward in blame. Mr. Walker’s deep footprints in the grove were perfect impressions cast in silvery granite. Tire tracks along every road became indestructible wells that made driving a treacherous experience. It was an eerily snowless but nonetheless bitterly icy world. It felt wrong.

Grandma and I bundled up as if we were about to summit Everest and headed through the darkness to the Walkers’ baking night. I walked behind Grandma, reaching slightly around her to train a flashlight beam on the path before us. It was slippery and uneven, hard to maneuver, and I wished more than once that I had pressed Grandma more earnestly to take the car.

She had been insistent: the Walkers lived next door—only a four-minute walk through the grove—and it wasn’t worth the gas it would take to drive there when we had perfectly sound and capable legs. Though at first it had been a matter of preference, as we walked I began to question the validity of her words—particularly when her foot slid in a deep rut and I had to thrust out an arm to catch her. She was light against my embrace, and we stayed there for a moment, the flashlight, forgotten in my grasping hand, illuminating the hostile tree branches above our heads. Grandma breathed heavily once or twice, leaned into me, and then laughed to let me know it was nothing. But as I watched her continue on in front of my own wavering pace, the slight hunch of her shoulders, the slow shuffle of her feet, reminded me: seventy-seven. She was seventy-seven years old. The perspective made me shiver.

I talked then, to scare off the ghosts that cackled in the frigid grove, and when we mounted the steps of the Walkers’ front porch, Grandma’s cheeks were flushed with gratefulness and maybe even a little pain. She favored her left ankle the tiniest bit. I was about to ask her if she was okay when the front door flung open.

“You walked?” Mrs. Walker asked. If I didn’t know her I would have mistaken her concern for anger. “It’s awful out there! Why on earth did you walk? I could have sent Jonathan to get you!” She rambled on without waiting for a reply and ushered us in with all the doting concern of a mother hen. I even heard her cluck once when she saw Grandma limp a little as she went to sit on the bench beneath the coat hook. “Tell me you didn’t hurt yourself!” She sucked in quickly, studying Grandma’s face for the truth.

“Not at all, not at all,” Grandma hurried to clarify. “A little twist; that’s all.”

I turned my face to my shoes, concentrating on untying the laces and hiding a smile when Mrs. Walker tsked and bent to pull off Grandma’s boots.

“We’ll get you some ice. Or heat.” She whipped around to regard me. “Which one do you do first? I can never remember.”

“Beats me.” I shrugged.

“Come on!” Mrs. Walker challenged. “You’re the smart one!”

I laughed a little too self-consciously and carefully moved past them into the kitchen. Maggie, the youngest Walker, was already setting out mixing bowls on the counter, and when she saw me, she gave a delighted squeal and mimed a long-distance hug. “Hey, Maggie,” I called, saluting her handiwork. “Got peas in your freezer?”

“Maybe California mixed veggies,” she offered. “Simon hates peas so much he says they can’t be in the same freezer as his peanut butter cup ice cream.”

I slid open the deep drawer beneath the fridge, and sure enough, there was a king-size bag of frostbitten vegetables—and they were only half gone. By the time Mrs. Walker and Grandma ambled into the kitchen, two stools were pulled up to the counter—one for sitting, one for the injured leg—and the lumpy bag was wrapped in a yellow gingham tea towel. I noted with some alarm that Grandma was indeed limping visibly.

“We’re going to start with cold,” I announced, pointing to the stools and looking away from her uneven hobble before I got too uneasy.

“What happened?” Maggie cooed. Her voice mimicked her mother’s concern so perfectly that I caught myself glancing furtively between the two. Mirror images. The younger was the shadow of her mother in the years before time had drawn painstaking lines through the skin around her mouth and eyes. It was a pretty sight.

“Nothing,” Grandma insisted firmly to Maggie’s softhearted question.

“She hurt her ankle,” Mrs. Walker corrected. She situated Grandma with my proffered bundle and pressed the angled coldness against her exposed skin.

“Cookies will make you feel better,” Maggie comforted. “We’re doing cutouts: snowflakes and the letter M.” She held up the cookie cutters as if just seeing them would prove to be restorative.

Grandma smiled at the ponytailed girl. “Snowflakes to encourage God and an M because …?”

A voice called out from the entryway, “Because Maggie has an admirer who calls her M&M. You know, Maggie Marie.” Mr. Walker entered the kitchen to the fanfare of steel-toed boots on black slate tiles.

“Jonathan!” Mrs. Walker scolded.

At the exact same time Maggie yelled, “Dad!”

“What?” he asked incredulously.

“You told her secret,” I clarified and, pointing down, added, “Boots.”

Mr. Walker looked from Maggie’s red face to the muddy work boots leaving drips of murky thaw on the floor. “Oh. Well, don’t let me interrupt you ladies.” He backed out of the kitchen with his tail between his legs.

We all giggled, remembering how in the early days of our get-togethers, Mr. Walker, Jacob, and Simon had wanted to be a part of the festivities. They had rapidly discarded that notion, resorting to the occasional whimper for leftover cookie crumbs or overdone cake corners.

When he was gone and we were alone in our familiarity, it was impossible not to say, “You have a boyfriend?” I didn’t mean to tease, but Maggie’s eyes hardened enough to let me know it was a touchy subject. I put my finger through the metal M lying in front of me and sent it spinning to her on the slick countertop. She purposefully stepped away from it and let it clang to the floor. “Come on,” I urged, unable to hide the glimmer in my eye at the thought of eight-year-old Maggie—old beyond her years and innocently oblivious—with a little tween boyfriend. “I bet he calls you M&M because you’re so sweet.” Wrong thing to say.

Maggie groaned and shot me the sort of chilling look that is made all the more icy because it is delivered with the pure and uncorrupted guile of a child. “Julia, you’re worse than Jacob and Simon. I expected more of you.”

I winced, though Grandma and Mrs. Walker laughed as if Maggie were only teasing. I could tell she planned to hold a grudge. A young grudge. The kind that is swift in duration but tough in spirit. She refused to look at me as she continued to pull ingredients out of the fridge.

“You can’t be mad at me,” I cajoled, taking a block of cream cheese from the small stack of refrigerator goods in her slender arms. “You’re supposed to tell me all about your boyfriends. Besides, we’re the young ones—me, you, and Emily.” I lowered my voice to a stage whisper, keeping it just loud enough for the older women to hear. “We gotta stick together.”

“Emily’s not here tonight,” Maggie said frostily. “And you are not a young one. You’re almost a mom.”

I couldn’t be angry with a third grader, but her harsh reminder was a fist to the stomach.

“Maggie!” Mrs. Walker warned.

“What?” she threw back.

I shook my head at Mrs. Walker when Maggie wasn’t looking to let her know that I took no offense. Maggie and I were close—we had always been so—but my pregnancy had offended her sense of order, and though she still longed to love me, there was a roadblock set against me in the very fiber of her moral little being. She knew right from wrong, and I was an aberration in her ordered world. A beloved aberration. And I only made it worse by continuing to be nothing more offensive than myself. A growing self, but myself all the same. I threatened the illusion of black and white, right and wrong, maybe even good and evil. Maggie was having a bit of a time reconciling her world with me.

To make it up to her, and because it was all I knew to do, I did the jobs she hated. I softened the cream cheese in the microwave for fifteen seconds and then stirred the lumps to perfect smoothness with elbow grease and a fork. I cut parchment for the baking pans, measuring the edges dutifully so as not to waste a single inch of the gauzy paper. I put things away as we used them: vanilla and baking soda in the pantry, cream and butter in the refrigerator. I let Maggie crack the eggs and test little morsels of dough to see if we had added enough salt. Most of all, I did everything in my power to ignore the tingle in my back from a day of being on my feet. Though I longed to press the heels of my hands to the soft spot above my hips, I refused to do anything that would draw attention to the one thing that was beginning to drive a wedge between myself and the girl who was nothing less than a sister to me.

My efforts paid off, and Maggie had warmed up a bit by the time the first batch of cookies was cooling on wire racks. I was tinting the glossy frosting an icy blue for snowflake accents when she handed me the broken leg of a still-warm M and said, “You know, the M is for March. It’s almost March.”

“I know,” I affirmed, trying to keep my gaze blank.

She studied me, inspecting my expression for any trace of condescension. Though I didn’t mean to patronize her, I also didn’t believe her little alibi, and I quickly stuffed the bit of cookie in my mouth, grinning at her with my lips pressed tight together.

“You’re a terrible liar,” Maggie complained, punching me on the arm. But at least the earlier malice in her tone had been replaced with annoyance.

“Forgiven?” I whispered when she came to take the bowl of frosting from me.

Shooting me a sharp look to let me know I didn’t deserve it, she slowly conceded, “Yes, I suppose so. But stop changing.”

I stood rooted to the floor, utterly flummoxed, as she walked away. “Changing?” I repeated, watching her place the bowl in front of Grandma. “I’m not changing.”

Apparently there was more than a touch of suspicion in my voice because Mrs. Walker and Grandma exchanged looks. Maggie gave me a curt nod.

“What?” I demanded, starting to feel left out.

Maggie shrugged. Mrs. Walker looked at Grandma.

Grandma said, “Change is not a bad thing, Julia.”

I tried not to be hurt, but suddenly I felt like a conversation had taken place that I was not privy to. It was a deserted feeling. Sure, I was gaining a touch of weight, and morning sickness even now managed to make me a little cranky, but I was still the same old Julia that I had always been. There had been no fundamental shift, no transformation that I was even remotely aware of.

The whole thing smacked of an encounter I had in ninth grade with a boy who rode bus number eleven with me. Though we spoke seldom to never, he always took the seat in front of me and apparently listened to private conversations between me and the irregular friends who shared my bench. One day after school, right before his stop, he leaned over the back of his seat and said, “You are the most multifaceted person I have ever met.” His voice was even, unemotional, and when the bus driver slid the door open and called his name, the boy smiled at me, not unkindly, and left. I watched his backpack bounce off the edge of each seat as he made his way to the front.

According to Dad, it was a beautiful thing to be multifaceted. When I carefully asked him that night what the word meant, he assured me that it alluded to unexplored qualities and a never-ending array of possibilities. “In fact,” he continued, his eyes glassy from chemotherapy but beginning to shine, “the very root of a diamond’s beauty lies in the number of cuts—of facets—that are painstakingly etched into the surface.”

Dad was reflective and maybe even a little romantic, but though I wanted to find solace in his definition, I simply felt misunderstood. I didn’t like the idea of some bus boy reading things inside me that I could not see inside myself. Who could possibly know me better than me? I was indignant.

And now to be told that I was changing? “I haven’t changed a bit,” I muttered more to myself than anyone else.

“Well,” Mrs. Walker began definitively, “teasing Maggie about her little boyfriend—”

“Mom!”

“—is hardly an indicator of deep, personal change, Julia. But—” she caught my eye—“you are different these days.”

I tried not to be hypersensitive as I weighed her words for a moment. Finally I asked, “Good different or bad different?”

“Different different,” Maggie clarified.

I tossed up my hands in defeat.

Grandma and Mrs. Walker laughed and looked up from piping icing in dainty designs around the edges of our snowflakes.

“Don’t be defensive; there’s no reason to be,” Grandma chided me gently. “Your life has changed a lot in the past …” She paused, thinking. “Well, your life has been full of changes for a long time now, hasn’t it? Of course you are going to grow—”

“And change,” Mrs. Walker quickly added.

“And change—hopefully every day of your life.”

I couldn’t help snorting at such platitudes as I studied them all skeptically. But there was no harm intended in their words, and though I didn’t understand and didn’t particularly like being some sort of social experiment for their personal dissection and group discussion, I decided to let it go. “Whatever,” I said noncommittally and almost kicked myself because it sounded so stupid. Two days at Value Foods and already I had been reduced to conversational assassination. Such a lifeless, quenching word. I had effectively axed any potential of continuing on in this particular vein. And I had actually hoped to gain a little clarity.

But though I never got the answers I hoped for, everyone made a point of keeping the mood light for the rest of the evening. We quizzed Maggie on her vocabulary words and lamented the fact that Emily had chosen to go to a friend’s house instead of joining us for the night. Granted, she was studying for a major test in world history, but we missed her nonetheless.

Mr. Walker’s help was enlisted to drive Grandma and me home, partly so that we didn’t have to make our way in the dark again and partly because Grandma’s ankle was a fetching shade of plum. The ice hadn’t helped much.

“I’ll keep it elevated,” Grandma promised Mrs. Walker as she helped us into the already warmed up Ford F-150.

“Call a doctor tomorrow, okay?” Mrs. Walker grabbed my arm as I walked past. “Make sure your grandmother calls a doctor tomorrow. Better yet, you call for her.”

I raised my hand in pledge. “I promise. I’ll be the very first call into the clinic.”

“It’s not broken!” Grandma chimed in from the cab of Mr. Walker’s truck. “It’s just a twist!”

Mrs. Walker nodded gravely at Grandma, then gave me a quick hug and whispered, “Take care of her. I think we take her for granted sometimes. She’s not as young as she used to be.”

A fact I was well aware of.

I thought of stability as we drove slowly home. Constancy, reliability, a firm foundation that could not be shaken by death or new life or a twisted ankle. A modest, ordinary, day-to-day existence with problems of no greater significance than what to make for supper. God, I prayed, if You’re listening to this pregnant checkout girl, if my still, small voice can be heard above Mr. Walker’s booming laugh and the roar of his oversize engine, grant me a little stability in my life.

Change is overrated.



Small World

HEARTBURN WAS JUST one of the many small assaults my body was forced to combat and catalog like little red flags of what was to come as my pregnancy progressed. Who knew something as innocent as tomato sauce on a pizza or the few random chocolate chips in one of Grandma’s oatmeal cookies could set off a gastrointestinal crusade of nearly epic proportions? I felt like an old woman as my body rebelled, and though I tried to fight off each battle with copious amounts of chalk-flavored Tums, once or twice a week the fire slowly climbing my throat forced me out of bed and into an upright position, where my chances of choking on the insidious sulfur were at least minimally reduced.

Grandma was long in bed late one night while I flipped through television stations with an uncharacteristically robotic intensity: flip, flip, flip, flip—the even tone of a metronome. And while the rhythmic flashes and incessant drone tried on more than one occasion to lull me back to sleep, the dip of my head if I drifted off even a little was enough to remind me of why my warm, rumpled bed was an immediate and loathed enemy. I stayed rooted in my chair as the QVC, ESPN, and countless reruns of Friends made quick, colorful appearances across the screen of Grandma’s aging Magnavox. But somewhere amid the color and clutter, my seemingly dozing consciousness finally picked out a disquietingly familiar scene. My fingers stopped.

Commanding most of the screen was a white-haired man in predictable khaki-colored safari wear. He sported more pockets and zippers than I could count, and the betraying flatness of each confirmed that any need he had in this morbidly exotic African wasteland would be met by the substantial crew he had toted along. I doubted he even carried his own ChapStick. Not that I judged him. He was more than earnest in his pleas for help, desperate even, and it was at once beautiful and unsettling to observe how keenly his heart broke for the people gathered around him. But who could pay attention to him? She was there, standing a little behind and beside her khaki-clad savior.

Her eyes were deep and lovely and sad—they looked at once unexpectedly warm and disquietingly fathomless. But the almond-eyed beauty stopped at her sweeping lashes. The rest of her face was worn and beaten, tracked with lines and carved by hollows that proclaimed a life of hardship I could scarcely begin to grasp. Torn clothes draped her fragile frame like an ill-fitting costume on some child playing dress-up. A shoulder peeked out here. A wrist there. I could see the delicate bones of her collar and the beginning of brittle ribs curving in to her achingly straight spine.

She stood tall—erect and unexpected among the many children gathered around—maybe even a little proud, as if to proclaim in the face of her scars: I am a survivor. But I didn’t believe her. Splayed wide in protective defense, her fingers pressing the tattered fabric as if white knuckles alone could shield and save, her hand both sheltered and exposed the arc of her pregnant belly. The baby would be born soon if the desperate lay of her hand was any indication.

And while the paternal benefactor assured me that I could change her life for a mere dollar a day—enough to feed, clothe, and even educate her—I wasn’t moved to reach for my checkbook. She didn’t want a handout, and I didn’t want a long-distance balm for my battered conscience. Money was not enough. Nor was a new dress, a goat to provide milk, or even a clean hospital in which to have her baby.

Sitting in the rectangle of dim light cast by the television, warmed by hot dry air from the groaning furnace and satisfied with a meal that would surely be nothing less than a feast for her wasted frame, I just wanted to hold her. I would gently touch my fingers to the back of her head so she’d lay her cheek on my shoulder. I would stroke her matted hair and shush her as if she were my child although she was likely much older than me. I would whisper, “It’s okay. Everything is going to be all right.” And though she wouldn’t speak a word of English, she would know because I could see in her eyes that it was what she was dying to hear.

I would say, “You are not alone.”

Since my Sunday school days, I have seen more pictures of women like her than I could ever begin to tally. And while I’d feel stabs of guilt followed quickly by an indescribable and unlikely fear, it was impossible for me to relate to those bone-thin children and desperate mothers when I was a little girl. What did we have in common? I ate three square meals a day and snuck Pringles in between—Oreos if I was lucky and Dad had felt indulgent at the grocery store. But tonight, with the look in her eyes matching the anxious pounding of my heart, she was my neighbor—my sister. If I wanted to, I could reach out and touch her weathered fingers. We inhabited the same space.

Of course, I realize that the vast oceans and sweeping continents of our stunningly fashioned earth span tens of thousands of square miles that I could never in all my life hope to explore. I have been taught that there are species of plants and animals that have been formed for nothing more than the pleasure of God as the human eye will never be blessed with the opportunity to perceive their beauty. I know there are corners of creation that remain as pure and untouched as a patch of newly fallen snow in the hollow of a tree where no one could ever hope to run a finger across its glistening splendor. I appreciate the fact that the world is a very big place indeed. I am little more than a gnat in the scope of such enormity. But she has caused me to believe that the world is a very small place. Ghana to Galapagos, India to my own pastoral Iowa, we are all the same. We all want the same thing. Don’t we?

Her picture stayed with me for days, hidden discreetly against the backs of my eyelids so that she was with me when I slept. I thought of her baby when I tentatively placed my palm against my own bare belly. Did she have a husband? a mother? someone to help her carry the burden? A trembling thank-you swept through me at the thought of my own grandmother. And then I let myself utter the tiniest, gravest word I could fit my mind around: help. For me, for her. Just help. I suppose it was a sort of obsession, a surrender, the kind of fixation that would have had Grandma worrying far more than her blood pressure could allow if only she knew about it. Maybe it was unhealthy.

I was thinking of her later, when the wind was howling in the single-pane windows and a winter storm was brewing in the west. It was fierce outside, but inside the kitchen it was a balmy oasis and positively resplendent with the aroma of Indonesian rice, a childhood comfort food that had become my one pregnancy craving. Grandma indulged me at least once a week, and in anticipation of sambal oelek and diced pickles, I had already changed out of my work clothes and donned a pair of ratty sweatpants with an unraveling drawstring. The gray rope barely held together but made it possible for me to cinch the waistband below the baby curve that was beginning to make all my pants uncomfortably tight. The fluorescent lights of Value Foods made my eyes bloodshot and dry, and since we were in for the evening, I had gone so far as to remove my contacts, wash off my makeup, and sweep my hair into a bedtime ponytail. We had locked the doors, turned off the outside lights. Guests were not in the plan.

We were talking about unimportant, happy things, but my heart was heavy and I had to push away my thoughts with cheerful chitchat and busy hands. I was almost relieved when a pair of headlights glared off the porch window and I could turn my head to watch.

“Is someone coming up our driveway?” Grandma asked. She made it sound as if we got visitors about as often as Sleeping Beauty snoring away decades with every breath in her impenetrable tower.

I laughed. “It’s probably the Walkers. Mrs. Walker was so worried about your ankle.”

Grandma hobbled around the table as if to prove my point. An oversize black bootie concealed the slim but sturdy cast beneath. She had said it was just a twist. Dr. Morales had assured us it was just a stress fracture.

“If she is bringing us food, so help me, I am sending her right home with it!” Grandma furrowed her eyebrows menacingly, but there was a blush in her cheeks that betrayed how very much she appreciated the attention.

“Sit down. I’ll go see who it is. I promise if Mrs. Walker has brought over a banana bread, I’ll toss it right back at her.”

“Well, Julia, don’t be rude—”

“Kidding, Grandma.” I winked at her. As I made my way to the door, someone knocked twice—two determined, even raps instead of the friendly scuffle of hits that Mrs. Walker always showered on our leaded window.

Before I disappeared into the mudroom, I shot a bemused look at Grandma and shrugged as if to say, Who, then?

By the time I had switched on the porch light, she was already standing with her back to me. Her hand was on the banister above the five wide steps to the ground, and her head was angled toward her car as if she wished she were back inside it. The wind was making a tangle of what little hair peeked out from beneath her raised hood. From the rigid peak of her head, her shoulders visibly slumped and pointed forlornly to her toes as if her balled-up fists concealed weights that strained every muscle along her narrow arms. Her hands were empty.

There was surrender in her bearing, and though I didn’t know the cause of her defeat, she cut such a sorry silhouette backlit by the half-moon that I wanted to take her inside, listen to her story. I had no idea who she was, but the need to help welled up in me so strong that I put my hand on the door to let her in. I wanted to do for her what I couldn’t do for the woman with the dark eyes. I softened my face for her and opened the door.

She turned to me slowly, and before I had time to blink, I realized that I had seen this woman before. A little ripple of surprise tore through me. The dirty jean coat, the dishwater hair, the beaten posture—the woman from the store. The Braeburn apples. I made a little noise of confusion.

She glanced up at me, and her eyes in the glare of the porch light were inexpressibly sad.

Every gasp of air in my body drained from me in what can only be called a moan.

The woman smiled. A thin, tight-lipped, careful smile. She looked at the ground. “Julia.”

I was mute, though my mind exploded on her name with blinding, throbbing force. Janice. And then, in its wake, another word—a word that hadn’t passed my lips in a very, very long time: Mom.
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