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IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT I DON’T KNOW WHO HE IS, this man lying next to me, his leg brushing against my leg, arm draped over my hip. And that’s when I want him. I keep my eyes closed and turn toward him, stroking him softly, fingers skimming over his chest, his thighs, feathery touches light enough to wake up just the parts that matter. He responds, and we both know what to do, how not to talk, not even to whisper, letting our bodies move together in the dark. This is a man I picked up in a bar; this is a man whose name I don’t know; this is searing, anonymous sex with a stranger, and I’m using all of my senses and none of my heart. He rolls on top of me, heavy and hard, not kissing, hot hands all over me. I grab a condom from my night table and hand it to him.

“Emily,” he whispers, crashing rudely into my dream, breaking the rules of 2:00 a.m. sex. “Please?”

“No,” I say, my eyes still closed, arching toward him now in spite of myself. “Shhh.” I know what he wants, and I’m not prepared to give it to him.

“Baby,” he breathes, and I open my eyes to the face of my husband hovering over mine, earnest and needy, the man I have known since college, the man I share a bathroom with, the man who cried during Little Women, who thinks I don’t know that he plucks his nose hairs, who’s afraid of raisins because they remind him of mouse droppings. “Baby,” he whispers again, and I sigh, fully here now, fully awake and resigned to it. And this is how we finish, knowing everything about each other, completely together, naked and silent and half-satisfied in the middle of the night.

 

“I’M THINKING ABOUT STARTING AN ALL-GIRL BAND,” MEG says to me as she flips through an old People magazine, stopping at a large photo spread of a popular boy band. “’N Secure. What do you think?” She points to the last blueberry muffin under the plastic cake cover. “I’ll have that one, please,” she says to the girl behind the counter. She looks at me, smiles, turns back to the girl. “And a decaf cappuccino. And a bran muffin.” I’ve already ordered my tea and my own (pumpkin–chocolate chip) muffin. You might as well be eating cake for breakfast, is the word on the street about muffins, but I don’t care. I would happily eat cake for breakfast.

“A bran muffin instead of the blueberry?” The exasperated teenager plants her hands on the counter, refusing to continue until she gets this order straight. She is annoyed at us for talking, for reading magazines, for not concentrating on our transaction. There is a tall glass next to the cash register stuffed full of bills. The ominous sentence, “TIPS is SPIT spelled backwards,” is scrawled on an index card and taped to the glass. I imagine the tip money must have either come from her own pocket, or that customers envision her spewing into their lattes and drop their money so she can hear it.

“Both,” Meg answers. “I’m having two muffins.” Meg is eight weeks pregnant, and says she feels as if she has a tapeworm. “None of that pansy-ass morning sickness for me!” she says. She started out about twenty pounds overweight, and, like most chubby girls, she doesn’t usually eat much in public. Now she has no choice, motivated by the hungry alien growing inside her. “It forces me to do things I would never normally do,” she admits, “like finish my whole meal at a restaurant.” Meg told me that a waitress at an Italian restaurant once actually discouraged her from ordering lasagna, telling her, “That’s fattening!” Shocked, Meg answered meekly, “Okay, I guess I’ll have a salad….” And then, a split second later, as the insult took full effect, she added, “Bitch!” and stormed out. Her hapless husband left five dollars for the bread and Cokes they’d already had, and followed her. Meg is my closest friend, but I’m a little bit scared of her.

“I’ll be the drummer,” I say, “for ’N Secure, but I’ll just drum really quietly. And after every song we can kind of sidle up to the microphone and say, ‘Was that okay?’”

“And our first song can be, ‘Will You Be My Friend?’”

“Or, ‘Do These Jeans Make My Butt Look Big?’”

Meg is a grade-school art teacher, but she’s been on sabbatical since the beginning of the year, freeing us to meet for breakfast twice a week at White’s, our favorite bookstore/coffee shop. The reason for the sabbatical, she tells people, is that she simply needed some time off to regroup. She and Steve, her husband, had been trying in vain for two years to conceive, and, after undergoing invasive diagnostic tests and humiliating procedures (“Think of this as preparation for the humiliation of giving birth,” one female doctor told her cheerfully, shoving an ultrasound camera up inside her), Meg decided, she tells people, that she needed to remove the stress and chaos of the job from her life for a while. The real reason she left was that she couldn’t bear the thought of one more seven-year-old sticking a pipe cleaner up his nose, one more fourth-grader trying to impress her friends by eating paste, chalk, and/or modeling clay, one more parent bitterly complaining that, by preventing precocious little Ashleigh from exploring the medium of gluing the unpopular boy’s pants to his chair, Meg was stunting the development of a budding genius. Pregnancy or no pregnancy, she’d had it.

“We were trained not to scold children, to respect their individuality, their autonomy. Which I agree with!” Meg told me this summer. “‘You need to make better choices, Michael.’ But when I found myself wanting to tell small children to shut the fuck up, I knew it was time for a break. Half the reason I wanted to get knocked up in the first place,” Meg admitted, “was for the maternity leave.”

In July, Meg and Steve squandered their savings on a trip to Paris, where Meg promptly got pregnant.

Now, she licks her fingers between muffins and looks me in the eye. “Maybe you and Kevin need to take a trip to Paris.” We had always said we wanted to have babies at the same time, Meg and I, to be new moms together. We thought it would be a kind of combination life-changing event/girls-only road trip. We imagined ourselves meeting every morning at the playground—our same witty, edgy selves, but now with tiny new accoutrements. Meg is disappointed that she’ll be going on this voyage alone now, and, I think, she’s beginning to realize that the whole thing might be slightly less charming than we’d imagined. She’d like nothing more than to drag me into this procreational mess with her.

Kevin, too, has been trying to convince me for a year now that it’s time for us to start a family. But it seems that my biological clock is a cheap knockoff, a ten-dollar Rolex sold by a guy on the street wearing a trench coat. Every time Kevin turns to me with that melting-ice-cream look in his eyes, every time he sees a baby in a stroller on the sidewalk and starts cooing uncontrollably at it, I have to squeeze my hands into fists and clench my teeth to keep from running away screaming from my darling husband. I think that this is probably not a good sign. In fact, we fought about it last night, for the millionth time. Kevin cornered me as I was getting out of the shower and rattled off a list of advantages to starting a family now (my favorite: “I want to have three kids, and you’re not getting any younger!”), and I railed, “Do you think you can sell me on having a baby? Do you think it’s like changing our long-distance company?” I pulled my towel tightly around me and shook back my dripping hair. “Once we switch over to Sprint, I’ll wonder how we ever managed without it?” Kevin, as usual, retreated into silence, the gears and cogs in his brain spinning silently. True, we had periodically spoken about having children—but vaguely, never with any particular time frame in mind. It was part of our plan, but then, so was buying a sailboat someday and sailing around the Great Lakes. Maybe it would happen when we were older; in the meantime, there were movies to see, books to read, camping trips and cheap vacations to enjoy. I’ve always wanted to take a pottery class, too, but I’m not rushing out to register for Beginning Wheel Throwing.

I don’t know why I find myself repulsed and scared witless by the idea of having a baby right now, but I do. Small children used to be part of the landscape to me, not really registering, benign, like sidewalks or awnings or squirrels. But lately I see them around, fat babies flailing about, imperious toddlers riding around in plush strollers, and they look abnormal, like sinister, shrunken aliens; I imagine them secretly communicating with each other in a language we can’t understand, plotting—succeeding in!—global domination.

Mostly I’m struck by the amount of space they inhabit. It’s as if they appear on the scene and just announce their demands, like Zsa Zsa Gabor, like a million tiny Zsa Zsa Gabors. Just the other day I watched as a little girl deliberately chucked her orange plastic cup out of her stroller, then screamed with rage because her distracted mother didn’t notice. Why would a woman—and it seems like it’s always women—do that to herself? Why would she invite chaos into her life like that? The idea of it terrifies me. There is even a part of me that secretly wishes Meg weren’t pregnant. I feel like we get closer every day to the moment the baby is born, when I will lose her for good. Of course I can admit this to no one.

“I don’t think I need a vacation. I’m a freelance writer with a part-time job. I’m on vacation, more or less,” I say. I’m picking the chocolate chips out of my muffin, lining them up on the side of my plate. “The other morning, I played computer solitaire for two hours. Besides, Kevin would never take the time off.” I stuff a huge chunk of muffin in my mouth.

“That’s bullshit,” Meg says. “First of all, Kevin needs a vacation. Anyone can see that he spends too much time in front of a computer. He’s as pale as a fish. And you,” she pronounces. (Other people say things; Meg pronounces.) “You don’t even notice how stressed-out you can get. You’re stressed about work when you have work, and freaked out about not working when you’re not working. You need more structure. Your lack of structure is your stress.”

“Meg,” I say hesitantly, “your baby will be glorious. And you’re ready to welcome it. But I’m just not ready yet.” Yet. It feels like a tiny lie, like I’m purchasing Meg’s understanding with this untruth; what I want to say is I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready. I slurp my tea with great concentration.

Meg leans in close to me. I can smell the cucumber-melon soap she uses. I look up from my mug, wondering if she’ll try to argue with me, to convince me again to be her traveling companion on the highway to motherhood. “Don’t look,” she whispers, “but the guy across the room is totally staring at you.” She looks down at her bran muffin and giggles. This is Meg’s and my default mode, the screen saver of our friendship: acting as co-conspirators in a battle against adulthood.

“Nobody’s staring at me,” I hiss. I glance around the coffee shop. Nobody is even remotely looking our way. And if anyone were, he’d be staring at Meg. Even though she wears a size sixteen, even though she sports a shiny wedding band, even though she rarely wears makeup and often doesn’t bother to brush her hair, men make passes at Meg constantly. She’s beautiful, tall and curvy with long, thick, straight blond hair, light brown eyes, and a perfect cupid’s bow of a mouth. It’s ridiculous, really. She’s like the sun. Men are blinded by her light and will do anything to get close, at their peril; she, of course, spurns them with glee. Even women—even straight women—can’t keep themselves away from her. When we were roommates in college, she was always coming home with gifts given to her by strangers. Once, she walked in with a bag of bagels from the deli. “We have so many!” the old lady who owned the place had said to her, pressing the sack into her hands. “Take just a few home with you, darlink!” Another time, at the mall, the Clinique lady gave her a bag full of samples, just because, she said, Meg’s skin was so radiant. I’m a good sport. I have to be. I’ve spent countless accumulated hours sitting at tables in restaurants, coffee shops, bars, as guys come up to talk to her and ignore me. I used to pretend not to mind, secretly loathing myself for not being gorgeous, loathing the men for ignoring me, loathing Meg for being beautiful. Then, years ago, when we were still in college, I had it out with her. We were at the park, and she had just convinced a guy who was trying to pick her up that she was from the Eastern European country of Slovatarkia and didn’t speak English. “Nie! Nie!” she had said to him sadly, shaking her head, shrugging her shoulders. When he finally gave up, she turned to me, ready to burst out laughing, surprised to see me staring back at her, my mouth tight with fury.

“Do you have any idea how I feel right now?” I had asked her coldly, surprising myself with the degree of my anger. “Do you know what it’s like to be your closest friend, when every single time we’re out together, some guy is ready to fall at your feet in adoration? Do you have any idea what it’s like to be the moon to your sun?” While Meg had been pretending to be Slovatarkian, I had been practicing my speech. “You make a joke out of it every time,” I said. “A comedy routine. I don’t want to be your goddamned straight man.”

Meg was shocked, and defensive. She told me I was being crazy, oversensitive, and mean. “You go on as many dates as I do!” she’d insisted. “How about that guy in your Shakespeare class who’s obsessed with you?” (It was true; there was a skinny, somber sophomore who kept trying to get me to come watch him perform at the Renaissance Faire and who had, in fact, once written me a sonnet.) Then Meg ticked off a list of all the boys who’d ever asked me out, and, for emphasis, a second list of all the favors she’d ever done for me. “And I’ve never gone out with any guy you’ve been interested in!” By then even she knew she had missed the point. “You’re my best friend!” she finally said. “I would never do anything to hurt you. I thought…these creeps…” She waved her hand around at an imaginary assembly of all the skeezy guys who’d ever wanted her phone number. “I play it up so that you and I can laugh about it,” she said softly. Then she started to cry. Then I started to cry. Then we hugged, and, although in the ensuing years Meg has not grown less beautiful, and I have not become a man magnet, the issue settled between us into something chronic and manageable, less like an angry rash and more like a minor bunion. And besides, we each grew up, fell in love for real, and got married. The things that matter when you’re barely in your twenties seem ridiculous, childish from the other side of thirty. Still, certain patterns in a friendship hold true. What’s more, in a coffee shop with my best friend, without my husband, certain other, harmless feelings can be indulged.

“Nobody’s staring at me!” I say again. “What are you talking about?” But then I see him, the young, dark-haired man sitting alone across the room. He is unshaven in a sexy, can’t-be-bothered way (but also potentially in an unemployed way); he’s stuck a pencil behind one ear, and a thick book lays open in front of him. Surprisingly, he is staring at me. There’s no doubt about it. I look away and my hand darts automatically to my mouth. I wipe nonexistent crumbs from my lips. “Is there something hanging off my face?” I whisper. “A booger?” I rub my nose surreptitiously.

“No, Em!” Meg stage-whispers back. “He’s staring at you because you’re a babe!” In fact, I get the ones who are interested in faces with “character.” I’ve been described as dramatic-looking, striking, interesting, and once, “Venezuelan.” I have a mop of shoulder-length curly brown hair that is often more frizz than ringlets, dark brown eyes, and a large nose with a bump on the bridge. I get the ones who want exotic-lite. I get the ones who, for whatever reason, don’t want Meg.

As I glance back at mystery man, he flashes a shy smile and turns back to his book.

“He’s blushing,” Meg says. “You’re making him blush!”

In spite of myself, I’m loving this. I have no qualms about harmless flirting, and I would never do anything beyond it. If a situation like this, which is rare for me to begin with, progressed past smiling and blushing and a little small talk, I’d cut it off. I think about Kevin and what would humiliate or embarrass him if he knew about it. In the unspoken code of ethics of our marriage, that’s as far as I would go. I presume Kevin behaves the same way, and I don’t mind. After all, he lives in the world, too. I’m glad that we’re both young, that we can attract attention. It makes us more attractive to each other. Not long ago I idly mentioned to Kevin that a guy at the library had asked me out. We were in the middle of cooking dinner. Suddenly, Kevin was all over me. “What did he look like?” he asked, pressing himself against me from behind, nuzzling my neck while I chopped carrots. “What did he say to you?” He ran his hands up and down my sides, reached around for my breasts. Is it some alpha-ape thing? The idea must flip a primal switch in a man: if other apes want my female, then I am the prizewinning baboon. For my part, I think about Kevin’s young female coworkers, how they must nurse terrible crushes on their shy, handsome young colleague, and it excites me, too. After all, they don’t get to have him; I do. Maybe that makes me some kind of territorial monkey, too.

Meg takes things a half step further than I do, but that’s it. She, for example, would accept a man’s phone number if he gave it to her. But she wouldn’t call him. Steve is the most mature of us all; utterly devoted to Meg, he pays no attention to the writhing world of human sexuality that still breathes around him. It’s as if it disappeared when he met her. I can understand that, actually. But it’s boring.

“I’m going to get a refill,” I say, grabbing my cup. “Want anything?” Meg is working on her second muffin. She shakes her head and winks at me. “Did you just wink at me?” I ask. Meg is laughing as I walk up to the counter.

I wait in line as surly-girl takes her time with another order. After a few minutes, I sense someone behind me, a rustle of clothes, soft breathing. I know it’s him, and my palms actually begin to sweat. He clears his throat, and I turn around.

“Hey,” he says, meeting my eye for a second and then looking down. He’s adorable up close, darker than he looked from across the room, and a little bit younger: no older than twenty-eight.

“Hey,” I answer. It’s all I can think to say.

“I, um, I’ve seen you here before.” This is awkward and, at the same time, it feels scripted. But I haven’t acted this part in a long time. “I come in here some mornings,” he continues, “for a break from work.”

“Oh. What do you do?” I’m trying to act interested but not too eager, cute and mature, but not too mature, all at the same time. But it’s taking up all my energy, diverting the blood flow from my brain.

“I’m a writer,” he says, loosening up. “I’m a reporter for The Weekly. Have you heard of it?”

“Of course I have. I read it all the time.” Right, this is how you do it.

His face lights up. “I write the ‘Local Beat’ column, and I write the cover story about once every two months or so, and I fill in as features editor.”

“Well, that’s…So you’re…” I’m trying to picture the byline underneath his column, but I can’t. The truth is, I only occasionally glance at the paper. We pick it up mostly for movie listings.

“David,” he says. “Keller.” He offers me his hand and I have to shake it, which ruins my advantage, because my palms are still sweaty.

“Emily Ross,” I say, sounding more formal than I mean to. “Actually, I’m a writer, too.” He’s staring at me now as if I’m telling him I’ve just won the Pulitzer and, in my spare time, have worked up the cure for cancer. “But freelance. For magazines. Women’s magazines.” Oddly enough, although this fact embarrasses me, it seems to impress him.

“Wow, that’s a hard market to break into, I’ve heard. Which ones do you write for?” We’re like old friends now. Except that we’ve just met, we’re having an incredibly awkward conversation, and if I weren’t married, I’d want to sleep with him. I mean, I do want to sleep with him, or at least kiss him, but I am married. It’s the strangest thing.

“Hi!” Without warning, Meg has appeared at my side. I hadn’t noticed her approach, I’d been so wrapped up in our brief conversation. She’s smiling at us, but it’s not the same conspiratorial smile as before; she seems slightly irritated, so very slightly that only her best friend could read it. “Emily, sorry to interrupt, but didn’t you say you had a meeting at ten today?” It’s nine forty-five. I don’t, of course. I give her a little shrug. She narrows her eyes back at me.

“Oh, hey, yeah, I do. Thanks.” I set my mug down in one of the gray tubs reserved for dirty dishes. “David,” I say, as we maneuver awkwardly, the three of us, away from the counter and back in the general direction of our tables, stopping in the middle of the coffee shop like a disoriented herd of elk. “This is my friend Meg.” They shake hands.

“So, Emily,” David continues, still focused on me; I’m completely sucked in. He reaches into his front pocket, pulls out a pen and a scrap of paper, and scribbles something on it. “Here’s my number and my e-mail address. Give me a call sometime. Or send me an e-mail. It’d be nice to talk more. And, if you’re interested…we don’t pay as well as what you’re probably used to, but maybe you could write for me. For us. For the newspaper.” He’s blushing again. I take the paper and our fingers touch. I pull my hand back fast, as if I’m recoiling from a flame.

“Thanks,” I say. Meg takes my elbow and leads me toward our table, where we gather up our things and head for the door. Suddenly, my long-lost bat radar is activated; I know that he’s watching me as we leave. Fortunately, I have excellent posture.

Outside, Meg is quiet. We start walking back toward my apartment, where her car is parked.

“Well, that took an odd little turn,” she says finally, halfway down the block.

“What do you mean?” I keep my voice light.

“Emily, that was…you were…I heard you. That guy asked you out and you basically said yes.”

“Meg! That is not what happened. First of all, he’s a writer for The Weekly, and we were talking shop. That was harmless flirtation!” I stop for a second, turn and face her. “Do you really think I’d…what are you thinking? It was harmless,” I repeat. “Why are you being so judgmental?”

“Sorry.” She starts walking again, links her arm through mine as a peace offering. “There’s a line, you know, and it seemed like you crossed it. But I guess you didn’t. Sorry,” she says again.

If I wanted to, I could take this further, make it escalate. Look who’s talking about line-crossing! I’ve seen you take men’s phone numbers lots of times before! But I don’t. “That really was nothing,” I say instead. “I would never.” We walk in silence for the next few steps. “Why didn’t he notice my wedding ring, I wonder.”

“Because you’re not wearing it, sunshine.”

I unhook my arm from Meg’s and stare down at my left hand. It’s true. I’m not.

 

LAST YEAR, KEVIN AND I TRAVELED BY TRAIN FROM MILWAUKEE to Minneapolis to visit my sister, Heather. On the way over, Kevin sat in the window seat, and I took the aisle. We sat across from a couple, about our age; the woman also sat in the aisle seat, and her husband had the window. After about an hour, as we rattled through the Wisconsin countryside, both Kevin and this man (Marcus, I learned later) had fallen fast asleep, lulled by the rocking of the train. So, leaning across the space between the seats, the woman and I began to talk.

Amy and I became fast, if temporary, friends, and we exchanged our stories, the way people do who vaguely look alike, who carry the same brand of handbag and wear the same kind of shoes, who know they will have pretty much in common. Still, we were astounded by just how specifically our lives resembled each other’s. Amy and Marcus had met, just as Kevin and I had, at school in the Midwest. Marcus was from a small town, just like Kevin, studying architecture in Chicago. Amy, who was from Ann Arbor, had changed her major six times before she finally settled on political science, mostly because her parents had threatened to cut off her tuition money. Right after college—quickly, too quickly, Amy said—they had moved in together, and, because they’d been in such a rush, they ended up struggling over when to get married. But then they did get married, and now, Amy confessed in a whisper, they were busily trying to get pregnant, which immediately and unfortunately caused me to picture them having sex. Marcus was building a reputation for himself as an architect in a large Chicago firm, and Amy was an assistant to the assistant director of a small nonprofit consumer advocacy foundation. They went to Nebraska every summer, she told me, to visit his family.

Naturally, we overdisclosed to each other. It was as if we had met the physical manifestations of our own private diaries, and we knew that, for the next four-and-a-half hours, or at least until Marcus or Kevin woke up, we could divulge anything to each other. Anyway, try as we might, we weren’t the sort of girls who had all that much to reveal. We told each other about our families (both overprotective, both loving), our jobs (unfulfilling), and we giggled about ex-boyfriends (I tried to make the most out of my three dull former relationships, one at the end of high school and the other two in college). We cast glances at our sleeping mates as we told our secrets.

After an hour and a half, near Tomah (the Cranberry Capital), we started to wind down, began to grow a little bit bored with each other, as much as we were probably both a little bit bored with ourselves, and our conversation circled back to when we first met the men who would become our husbands. I was trying to remember what it felt like to know that Kevin and I were going to be together. I was thinking, trying to call up the emotional details of it, from our first kiss (which was unspectacular and concluded with Kevin telling me he knew I’d had onions for lunch and me not telling him that tongues were not meant to be used as plungers), to the first time we said “I love you” (which was somewhat more spectacular, and involved fireworks, occurring as it did on July Fourth).

“I always thought I’d get married,” Amy said, interrupting my daydream, “to whatever man I happened to be dating when the time felt right.” She glanced again at her sleeping husband, but affectionately, not surreptitiously; if he happened to wake up and hear this, she obviously wouldn’t have minded. “I thought I’d be twenty-five or twenty-six, or maybe a little bit older, be involved with a guy, someone decent and nice enough, and it would be time. And we’d get married.” She took a slow pull from the bottle of iced tea she’d been nursing for the past two hours. “But what I never predicted was that I’d fall so crazy in love. In college! I never thought I’d meet my soul mate.” She laughed, a little embarrassed, turned again to still-sleeping Marcus. “I never even believed in the concept. But there he is.” She paused, waited. Was I supposed to say something now? “You know what I mean,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“Sure!” I said. “Definitely I do,” and I cast the same puppy-dog look at Kevin, who, in his sleep, had maneuvered his long legs halfway across my space. But I didn’t. I had no idea. Of course I loved Kevin, and more than I’d ever loved anyone. But crazy in love? My soul mate? It wasn’t that, like Amy, I didn’t believe in the concept. It had never even occurred to me.

The next moments were slightly awkward, as the rhythm of our conversation had concluded. We each made a few chatty comments, an observation about the scenery, a compliment on a sweater, but neither of us picked up on them. And finally, we stopped talking entirely, only smiling when we happened to catch the other’s eye. As I mused uncomfortably on Amy and Marcus’s crazy love, the impossible depth of their connection, I thought about what Kevin would say if I told him. He would argue against her claim that such an enviable state of love could exist. And that would make me feel better. So did that mean we were soul mates after all? Soul mates who were too analytical to believe in the idea? I didn’t suppose so. But I decided it wasn’t important. Kevin muttered in his sleep, and I rested my arm against his. I hoped it didn’t matter, after all.


[image: image]

When I get home from my breakfast date with Meg, the apartment is empty. Kevin has scribbled a note and left it on the kitchen table: “MT B LT 2NT,” meaning, he might work late tonight. I pick up the scrap of paper and toss it in the trash, annoyed, despite myself, at his perfunctory communiqué; from someone else, I think, I would at least get a complete word, if not a “See you at eight, sweetheart,” or even a “Love you!” I feel a twinge, a prickle of something at the back of my neck, and I think, unbidden, He takes me for granted. And as quickly as it appeared, the thought is gone. I find my wedding ring on the bedside table where I leave it every night and I slip it back on. It feels bulky, unfamiliar, as if meeting David Keller has created a chemical reaction in the plain gold band, changing its diameter, slightly altering its smooth surface. Crazy, I think, rubbing it against my middle finger, twisting the ring around and around. Overly symbolic! I think, and twist, twist, twist it.

I have no deadlines today, nothing pressing to do, so I finish an article proposal: “Exploring the Great Indoors: The Things You Can Learn by Staying Inside.” I am an expert on the subject. I’ve accumulated years of important, detailed information, gleaned from the hundreds of daytime hours I have spent in my pajamas. For example, if you stare long enough, you can be a part-time naturalist, with your front-row view of the urban wilderness outside your window. I once watched ants on the windowsill having sex, it looked like, in what I was pretty sure was the missionary position. I witnessed an autumn love affair between two squirrels, one of whom would get despondent whenever his lover wouldn’t appear at their designated tree, and would end up chewing nervously on his own arm like it was corn on the cob. Even your appliances have a thing or two to teach you: milk in the refrigerator has a tendency to freeze if you leave it too close to the edge, whereas Fudgsicles will melt in the freezer if you don’t put them close enough to the edge. I don’t expect that I will get this assignment, but I seem to have reached a critical point where I have exhausted all of my seriously good ideas, my brain like a diabetic’s pancreas. I’m fresh out.

I call my sister. But it’s the middle of the day and, like most people, Heather’s not home. I check my e-mail. There’s a note from Louise Aslanian, my old college adviser. Louise is a depressive lesbian poet who publishes slim volumes of verse every five or six years with a tiny local press. She writes a lot about getting old and dying, and about her mother dying, and sometimes about how she is becoming her mother and will soon die. She taught until two years ago, when she decided, at fifty-five, to fulfill her lifelong dream of moving to Wyoming and working on a ranch. I don’t even quite know what a ranch is, but Louise and her supportive partner, a painter, sold their house and did it. Now she’s a depressive, lesbian cowgirl poet. Last week I had mentioned to her in an e-mail that I was short on inspiration, knowing that she would have words of real wisdom for me.

“Dearest Emily,” she writes, “A prolific writer I once knew had a debilitating stroke several years ago. He lost the ability to speak, so he and his longtime companion worked out a system whereby this writer would communicate by blinking. He wrote his last book in blinks. Then he died. Take heart, my friend. Fondly, Louise.”

My perky friend Sara has written to me, too. She lives in Dallas and is married to the CEO of a large software company that’s been in the news recently for refusing to hire a well-qualified dwarf. She’s written to tell me that she is pregnant with her second child. “We’re hoping for a girl this time, but we’ll take whatever we get!” Except a dwarf, I think, and turn off my computer.

By the time Kevin comes home, not late, as it turns out, but earlier than usual, I’ve spent the entire day fuming and have officially worked myself up into a foul humor. I hear his key jiggling in the lock. He bounds cheerfully into the apartment like a big puppy dog.

“Emily!” he calls from the hallway. “Flopsy!” Flopsy, along with Mopsy and sometimes Cottontail, are his nicknames for me. I hate them. I’m slumped on the sofa, where he finds me and climbs on top of me, practically licking my face. “Surprise for you!” he announces.

“Mmmhmmm,” I say, pushing his head away from me. He climbs off my lap and sits next to me, pulls my feet into his lap.

“We’re going to Lake Geneva this weekend.” Lake Geneva is a resort town about an hour from Milwaukee. My interest is piqued, but I’m too cranky to let on. “Hasting’s holding a conference for their tech writers,” he says happily. Kevin works for Hasting Electric, writing instructional manuals for their small- and medium-sized electronics and appliances. He’s amazing at his job; his manuals are always receiving company-wide acclaim and being circulated in-house as examples of superior work. Kevin experiences actual inspiration as a technical writer. Where others slog away over “insert tab A into slot B,” Kevin finds elegance, economy, even humor. He can wax lyrical on the difference between “click closed” and “snap shut”; he’s responsible for rewriting the gauche “hold on to the appliance’s plastic base before taking the coffee grounds out and disposing of them” to the graceful “grasp handle before removing filter.” His finest hour is the warning tag he crafted, now prominently displayed on all Hasting hairdryers: WARN CHILDREN OF THE RISK OF ELECTRIC SHOCK! I had that one framed for him for his last birthday. Kevin, God help him, was born to be a technical writer. “They’re updating their entire line of small appliances!” he says gleefully, rubbing my toes. “Dermott asked the guys from engineering and some of the folks in legal and all of us tech writers to attend. I figured, a fancy hotel, free meals…You know,” he adds quietly, “maybe this weekend, maybe this would be a good chance for us to talk more calmly about things. We could talk some more about buying a house,” he says, deftly dodging one issue and pressing down on the bruise of another one. Kevin has recently decided that, in addition to starting a family, we’re ready to buy a house. In the suburbs. More bang for your buck in the ’burbs, he likes to inform me. He’s done his research. “We could think about a timeline, and about where we might want to move.”

“Where you might want to move,” I say.

“Yeah, well, Emily, then we don’t have to talk about it.” He presses his lips together and releases a puff of air from his nose, the first indication that my surliness is getting to him. “But I told him we’d definitely be there.”

“Did you ever think that I might have plans this weekend?” I ask.

“I’m trying here, Em.”

I pause, glance over Kevin’s shoulder at the news on TV for a few seconds. “Fine.”

“Good, then. We’ll go!”

 

ONCE WE’RE ON THE ROAD TO LAKE GENEVA, HURTLING AT TOP speed away from our lives, I have the sense that I can breathe again, although I hadn’t realized I had been deprived of oxygen before. I think Meg was right; I think we do need a vacation. Maybe this trip will be Paris, without the interesting architecture, great art, or fabulous food.

We cruise through rural Wisconsin, a landscape of autumnal rusts and oranges. Kevin has brought all of my favorite CDs, and has gallantly consented to listening to bluegrass—my pickin’ and grinnin’ music, he usually calls it—for the past forty-five minutes. He’s probably done this to appease me, and it’s working. When we arrive in Lake Geneva, we drive past our hotel’s wooded entrance, take a quick spin through the town for a look at Main Street’s several Ye Olde Fudge Shoppes and all manner of Aren’t We Cute Boutiques, then U-turn back down the road and into the sprawling compound, littered with golf courses, that comprises the resort. I resolve to come back later for fudge, one of my favorite foods. Kevin says that he plans on skipping as much as possible of the actual conference in favor of the whirlpool and the free cable. He raises his eyebrows at me lasciviously. “I know how we can keep busy this weekend.”

“HBO?” I say.

One hand on the steering wheel, he reaches across the seat and gropes my chest. “Not quite.”

I know that he means it, that at this moment he sincerely plans on a weekend of fun and debauchery, but I also know that as soon as he sees the registration desk he’ll start salivating, and his wild, reckless sense of responsibility and duty will take over.

We park and haul our bags inside. Kevin sets his on a big pink lounge chair in the lobby and motions for me to do the same. Poking out of a pocket of Kevin’s suitcase, I notice, is the book he brought to read during his free time: Sound Investments for the Careful Planner. I feel a familiar pang of love for my steady, staid husband. He’s like a brick wall you can lean against when you’re tired—immobile, rutted with predictable grooves, always there. “Emily, can you hang out here for a minute? I guess I’ll just go register and check out the main conference room. I’ll get myself sorted out and I’ll be right back.”

Twenty minutes later, I’m lugging all of our bags up to our room. Kevin has decided to sit in on the first session (“Window and Floor Fans: A Better Blade, a Better Breeze”), but he promises that he’ll meet me in the room in a half hour. I should unpack, he says, and relax. He grabs one of the room keys and dashes down the wide hall, waving to someone in the distance.

By the time Kevin comes back, I have unpacked both of our bags and hung up our clothes, showered, watched the news, flipped through the forty-two channels three times, watched an episode of Sabrina, the Teenage Witch, unwrapped all of the drinking glasses, turned down our bed, pored over the room service breakfast options, called the front desk to request more shampoo, wandered up and down the hallways, and still had forty-five minutes to spare, sitting at the little desk and trying to read, but stewing, instead, about all the time I’m already spending alone. When Kevin walks in the door, guilty and on the defensive because he has left me alone for two hours, I am beyond testy.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, baby,” he says, plunking his new conference bag onto the chair. His voice is of a subtle caliber between edgy and placating; my response will determine its course. “I got caught up in the session, and then I had to mingle afterward. I couldn’t get away. Have you been having fun? What’ve you been doing?” He stands next to me and anxiously rubs his hands together, looks over my shoulder at the novel I’m reading.

“I just don’t want to be on my own for the next two days,” I say sulkily.

“I do have to attend some of the conference,” he answers evenly. “I mean, I suppose I can skip the early morning address on can openers, but I will probably have to spend most of the day tomorrow in the small-group small-appliance sessions…. And to night I do have to go back downstairs for the evening program. They’re unveiling their new bread maker. It’s half the size of the old one, with the same bread-making capacity!” Clearly, the man can’t help himself.

“Great. Great, I’ll just watch TV for the next forty-eight hours. Or maybe I’ll swim by myself in the hotel pool. That should be fun. Or, no, I know, I’ll go back down to the lobby and just wait for you in that big pink chair until Monday.” I’m escalating. I can’t seem to stop myself. “Why did I come with you? What am I even doing here?”

“Emily, for God’s sake,” Kevin says sternly. “You’re out of control!” I hate it when he accuses me of this, even though at the moment it happens to be true. It makes me sound like a lunatic, and him like an emotionless reptile.

“No, I’m not!” I shout. “I just wanted to go on a little weekend vacation with you, and now I’m going to be all by myself for the next two goddamn days!”

In the rhythm of our smaller-scale fights, this outburst indicates that we have just hit the zenith. Kevin wheels another desk chair around next to mine and takes both of my hands in his. “You won’t be alone,” he says. “I promise. I’ll skip out as much as I possibly can.” He rubs my knuckles with his thumb. “I promise, baby. Come here,” he whispers, moving his hands up my arms and around my back, drawing me toward him. “Come here.” He stands and pulls me up with him, presses his body to mine. He starts kissing my collarbone, my forehead, my lips. I feel him grow hard against me. He’s unbuttoning my sweater and covering my neck with kisses. His breath is hot on my skin, and I start to respond, to kiss him back. He’s murmuring in my ear now, and moving us together toward the bed. I had forgotten how excited he gets at conferences! He stops at the foot of the bed and kisses me again, slowly, his hands reaching inside my shirt. Heat begins to radiate from my center. My insides are turning into lava. I know that what we are doing is an avoidance of the issue, of my feeling abandoned, but what the hell; I don’t feel abandoned now. He guides me down onto the bed and kneels over me, unbuttoning my jeans. He slides his hands down my stomach, my hips, grazes the tops of my thighs, back up to my breasts. I’m pulling off his shirt, kissing him as he lowers himself onto me. We’re moving together, still partially clothed, with something halfway between urgency and familiarity, the particular landscape of our lovemaking. I’m letting myself be submerged in the easy waves of this, before I realize: a condom. We need a condom! Did anybody bring condoms?

Kevin is on top of me, we’re both naked now, and I can feel his penis like a divining rod knocking about, searching for me. I run my tongue along the edge of his ear, lick the side of his neck. Is this Kevin’s sneaky way of getting me pregnant? Nod intently when your wife tells you she’s not ready for a baby, then seduce her? He moves his lips roughly against mine, his tongue inside my mouth. So do I stop this, abort the passion, force the issue? I need to say something. Does he remember what we talked about? Was he listening? He begins to move, slowly, slowly, and I forget what it is I was about to say.

         

I do spend virtually all of the next two days alone. On Saturday, Kevin and I eat an early breakfast together in the hotel restaurant, during which he sips coffee and scans the day’s conference agenda, muttering to me about food processors. I spend most of my day in a chair in our room, like a retiree, reading and napping and watching mindless TV, and then at nightfall we meet for dinner in the main conference room, where he wears a name tag and I am his wifely appendage. He’s distracted, focused outward, socializing with his comrades, introducing me—sometimes actually forgetting to introduce me—and then getting wrapped up in discussions about the legal ramifications of appliance-related warning labels, or about the pitfalls of too much punctuation. I listen in, and it’s like I’m in an episode of Star Trek; minutes go by and I have absolutely no idea what has been said, or whether or not I’ve actually been present at all. There’s a good chance I’ve been temporarily whisked off to an alternate universe. I do seem to be nodding at appropriate moments, though. I hope that my eyes aren’t rolling around in my head.

During the brief times we’re alone together, early in the mornings and late at night, we’re polite to each other, extremely cordial, but tense. We fall asleep with the television on and wake up to the chipper squawking of the early morning news anchors.

On Sunday I drive back into town and wander around, poke my head in and out of the shops, and it’s warm enough, even though it’s early autumn in Wisconsin, to sit by the lake and read for a while. I buy some fudge. I buy a pack of condoms from a disapproving pharmacist at the Old Tyme Drug Store. (“I’m married!” I want to say to him as he hands over the package, frowning. “I wouldn’t even need these if the pill hadn’t made me so irritable and bloated. Seriously!” But I manage to stop myself.) I order a grilled cheese sandwich in a dimly lit diner, and I have ample time to consider just why it is, despite how much I love Kevin, despite how much he loves me, just why it is that I am going to get in touch with David Keller when I get home.

It’s for work, I decide.

 

KEVIN AND I MET DURING OUR SENIOR YEAR AT THE University of Wisconsin–Madison, at a political protest, sort of. Several days prior to the demonstration, a hapless employee at the most popular coffee shop on campus, Sludge, had noticed a couple locking lips at one of the front tables. After it became clear that their panting was disturbing the other customers, he approached them, asked them to cool it, and offered them free refills on their lattes. When they refused and instead cranked their make-out session up a notch so that the people sitting nearby began to pack up and go, the young worker asked the couple to leave, which they did. The problem was, they were lesbians, and they called it harassment. They rallied their troops, and three days later, Lesbians Involved In Political Struggles To Improve Campus (LIIPSTIC) had organized a massive kiss-in at the coffee shop. “All are welcome!” their posters read. “Even breeders!”

It was early April; who didn’t want to kiss someone? I went to check it out and found the place mobbed with students eager to protest intolerance based on sexual orientation and/or suck face with a cute stranger. I barely noticed the skinny blond guy standing next to me until the organizer of the protest, a gorgeous lesbian famous in Madison for converting straight girls and then breaking their hearts, announced that it was time to show the community that we wouldn’t stand for discrimination, that everybody had a right to cop a feel in public with whomever they chose. “Now grab your lover or the nearest stranger, and kiss!” she yelled inspiringly. That’s when my cute, scrawny neighbor turned to the girl on his left and swept her into his arms for a passionate embrace. I stood there staring at them. He bent her lithe body over his arm and leaned down to her, and long after everybody else had stopped, they just kept kissing. I felt myself blushing and wanted to turn away, but I couldn’t. When they were done, the girl stood up, straightened her T-shirt, and shook his hand. Then she smiled and walked away. I was mesmerized. The blond guy turned to me and said, “I hope she doesn’t have a boyfriend.”

“Or a girlfriend,” I added helpfully. He looked flushed and satisfied. I felt embarrassed and drawn to him. He was like a filled doughnut, conventional on the outside but full of possibilities.

“Yeah, I don’t think she was a lesbian. It’s funny,” he continued. “I was just in here for a cup of coffee. Who knew?”

“Who knew?” I echoed.

“Can I buy you one?” he asked.

Buy me a lesbian? I thought. “One what?” I was confused and couldn’t quite remember where I was or what I was doing there.

“A cup of coffee.” He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and shrugged. I wondered how many times in his life this guy had passionately kissed a stranger and then asked another girl on a date. I would later find out the answer: none. But I didn’t know that yet. I didn’t know that at all.

We sat on a bench outside and talked for the next two hours. Kevin walked me home in the early evening, and at the door of my apartment building, he took my hand and brought it to his lips, lightly kissing it, leaving me wanting more.

[image: image]

On Monday morning I wake up earlier than I need to, with a sparkly, electric feeling zipping through my body. I feel like I’ve had good dreams all night, although I can’t remember any of them. I bound through my morning routine and I even arrive at work before nine, something I’ve never managed to do before. Along with my freelance work, I’m the part-time assistant editor at Male Reproduction, a medical journal devoted to the study of the male reproductive system. I love this job, and not just for the opportunities it presents for rude jokes. One of my bosses is an elderly academic researcher named Dick. He says he went through life being called Dick, and he wasn’t about to change his name just because he took up the study of the penis. He’s paternal and dotty, and he treats me kindly, as if I’m his clever granddaughter. I’m not as fond of my other boss, Dr. Miller, a thin, nervous, exacting, workaholic urologist, but he’s rarely around, always removing gallstones or reversing vasectomies at one of his other two offices, so it doesn’t matter.

This morning, Dick is rifling through my desk when I walk in. I suppress the urge to ask him what he’s doing rooting around in my drawers.

“Emily, love, would you have a quarter to loan me?” He looks at me, wide-eyed. “Does the vending machine take quarters?” he asks. “I am desirous of a cola this afternoon!” It’s actually 8:54 a.m., but I don’t tell him that.

“Dick,” I say, hanging up my coat. “I was just thinking the same thing. I would love to buy you a soda.” I dig around for change in my purse. “How was your weekend?”

“Lovely, lovely. The wife and I took care of the grandchildren on Saturday. They really kept us on our toes. Elizabeth just runs around like a cyclone….” Elizabeth is the name of his thirty-six-year-old daughter, not his granddaughter.

I want to hug him. Instead I just nod. “Mmmhmmm. Little kids can be exhausting.” I grab my wallet and head around the corner to the vending machine for two sodas. Our offices are on the second floor of the chemistry building at the university, and the dank hallways always smell vaguely putrid, like a dead frog, or an experiment about to go terribly wrong.

I’m feeling efficient this morning, and I realize as I plug quarters into the machine that, although we usually chat for ten or fifteen minutes when I arrive, now I want Dick out of my office. I have six manuscripts in my in-box waiting to be logged and assigned to reviewers, and several rejection letters to draft left over from last week. I’ve been meaning to update our mailing list, and I have to send an e-mail to our publisher in Omaha. And I have two articles to proofread, a process that can take hours, scientists being notoriously subliterate. I’m inspired, and as I make my way back to my office with our two Cokes, I’m wondering how I can gently encourage Dick to meander back to his own office across the hall.

“Emily, you’ll enjoy this,” Dick booms as I walk in the door. He’s standing in the middle of the room, surrounded by filing cabinets, his thumbs hooked into his belt loops like he’s a potbellied cowpoke. “Were you aware that turtles develop as males or females depending on the temperature at which they incubate?”

“I wasn’t! That’s fascinating.” He told me this last week.

“It’s common knowledge in the field of reproductive and spermatological studies, of course,” he mutters. “But how was your weekend, my dear?”

I hand Dick his soda. I consider the hours I spent wandering around Lake Geneva on my own. I think about the vast amount of TV I watched by myself, about the cold pasta at the buffet dinners where Kevin spent his time talking about blenders with his colleagues. I think about the conversations we decided not to have. I think about our unprotected sex. “We went to Lake Geneva,” I say. “It was…it was fun.” I sit down at my desk and begin to sort through papers, separating manuscripts into piles.

By the time Dick finally leaves, I am aware that what I have mistaken for my just-born work ethic is really an urgency of a different sort. My skin is prickly because I want to send an e-mail to David Keller. The scrap of paper he gave me at the coffee shop is somewhere in my bag. Although I haven’t looked for it, the knowledge that it’s there has been swimming around in my brain like a happy little fish since he gave it to me three days ago. It only takes me a second to find it: a torn-off corner of notebook paper, his number and e-mail address written in black ink. These are the first things I know about him, it occurs to me as I examine it: his phone number, his e-mail address, and his handwriting. His penmanship is legible but not neat, small and slanty, boyish. David@the-weekly.com. David@the-weekly.com. David, David, wasn’t there a decade a while back when every boy was named David? But not so much anymore. A name really dates a person. For example, you don’t meet many babies named Jennifer these days, but twenty years ago, all the girls in my grade school were Jennifers. Jennys. Jens. The boys were Davids, or sometimes Jeffs or Scotts. But really, not so many of those anymore. Emily is a timeless name, my mother likes to brag. But Heather, my sister’s name, is not. Why is that? David I could see coming back into fashion, though; it’s solid, with a nice biblical resonance.

And what am I doing?

If you think too much about a thing, it’s no longer innocent, even if, in truth, it began that way. So I will stop thinking so much about this thing. I could call him, but that would be too personal, too much like I want to go out on some kind of a date with him, which of course I do not. I’m going to stop thinking now. I will dash off an e-mail to David Keller, and then, tonight, I’ll tell Kevin that I did. This is, after all, a way for me to make progress in my writing career, a way to get an article assignment from one of the editors at The Weekly. Nothing more. And if I admit it to Kevin, that’s all it will be. A spark between two people does not mean a fire will necessarily ignite. Not at all.

         


Hi, David—

Just wanted to send you a quick “howdy!”




DELETE




Dear David,

You gave me your number at the coffee shop on Friday. I’m the girl with the brown curly hair standing in line in front of you. We chatted. I was with my friend Meg. I was wearing a red sweater. Actually it was more pinkish. Possibly you would call it salmon-colored.




DELETE




Hi!!

I was telling my husband about you last night, and




DELETE




Hello there,

I’m sitting here in my office at Male Reproduction, a journal devoted to the study of the penis and its related anatomical structures.




DELETE




Hi, David—

Remember me? I’ve been thinking about writing for The Weekly. Any chance we could talk about it? It was great to meet you the other day.

—Emily




SEND

 

“HOW DID WE END UP IN A FOOD COURT?” MEG SAYS, looking around at the sea of tables, the hordes of people inhaling fast food in the middle of Shorebrook Mall.

“And doesn’t it always make you think you’ve done something wrong, nutritionally?” I add. “You’re under arrest for overeating, ma’am. See you in food court.”

Meg snorts at this, and drops a tiny bit of her kung pao chicken onto the front of her shirt in the process, causing a mother and her three kids to turn to us simultaneously and stare. After the woman and two of her children return to the business of eating their lunches, the littlest kid, wearing army fatigues—why do they make them that small?—whispers to Meg, “You’re crazy.” Meg crosses her eyes at him and lets her tongue loll out of the corner of her mouth, pretending to gag. The boy glares at her and turns back to his McNuggets.

“Nice,” I say. “Good example to set for your future child.”

“Good thing my future child is the size of a Rice Krispie and can’t see me. Are you going to finish that pizza?”

Writing an e-mail to a man on whom you might have a small crush, which would be not only forbidden, but would also be disloyal to your marvelous husband, does wonders for weight loss. I haven’t been able to eat since I hit “send” two days ago. I slide my nibbled-on slice of cheese pizza across the table to Meg. I want to share this dieting insight with Meg, but I can’t. I haven’t told her about the e-mail.

I have, however, checked my e-mail once an hour over the past three days. I’ve received another chirpy message from Sara, one from an old high school friend who lives in Syracuse, several solicitations for MIRACLE BREAKTHROUGHS IN BREAST ENHANCEMENT and/or PENIS ENLARGEMENT, but nothing from David Keller.

I want to tell Meg. I feel guilty, and can’t bring myself to admit what I’ve done. Which is nothing.

“Do you remember what it was like, getting together with Steve?” I ask.

Meg pauses at my non sequitur, wipes her mouth with a napkin, and dabs at the front of her shirt. “Of course I do,” she answers, puzzled. She and Steve met at a dinner party four years ago, and I was privy to every detail of their courtship. She’d call me after their dates, and we’d scrutinize each moment. We figured out together what it meant when Steve spent an hour on their second date talking about his ex-girlfriend: misguided confession on his part, but not fatal. We discussed whether or not she could call him, and the optimal time to do so: yes, and two days after their first date, if he hadn’t called her by then. We analyzed why, after their first kiss, Steve backed away and didn’t call for a few days, and we celebrated when their relationship began to take off. I recall practically as well as she does what it was like, Meg and Steve getting together.

“I mean, do you remember the feeling of it, of knowing that you were falling for him?” I ask, my voice quiet under the echoey rumble of the mall. “That time when you’re all sparky and flushed, and everybody tells you how pretty you look and asks you if you got your hair cut?”

“Well,” Meg says, beginning to get into it, “I absolutely remember the exact moment when Steve first took my hand. We were walking down Farwell toward the movie theater, and he just sort of grabbed it, mid-arm swing, and I remember thinking, ‘This is the happiest I’ve ever been,’ and then I remember simultaneously stuffing that thought away, because it seemed so melodramatic, but so true at the same time, and I was scared of it, scared of feeling that good.” She folds her napkin, absently arranges the plastic fork and paper detritus of her meal into a pile on the tray. “And then I remember thinking that I would tell you about it later.” She stops fidgeting and rests her hands in her lap. “Did I?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I mean, I don’t remember that particular detail.” I notice that the food court is beginning to empty. The throng of diners is down to a medium-sized mob, and the tables around us are littered with food. I’m suddenly aware of how nasty it smells in here, as if every molecule has been dipped in grease and batter fried. The midday sunlight streams in through the skylights, illuminating the disgusting details of our surroundings. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel that way about Kevin again,” I admit. “Or anything close to it.” And then I start to cry.

Meg is looking at me with such surprise and sweet concern that I start to cry harder, and before I know it I’m blowing my nose into a napkin and swatting at my tears and trying to make sure that nobody notices me, which is probably not working since I’m flapping around like a bat. I’m just starting to get myself under control when Meg says, “Sweetie, what is it?” and then I’m crying even harder.

When I can finally speak, I say, “It’s nothing. It’s PMS.” I blow my nose one more time and then I smile at Meg and say, “Now let’s go get you some maternity clothes.” I stand up and take my tray over to the garbage can. Meg follows me, and when I turn back to her, I can see that she doesn’t believe me for a second.

         

That night, the e-mail comes in. It’s short and sweet and it makes my heart thump in a sick and irregular way.




Emily,

I was glad to get your e-mail. Want to have coffee with me? I was thinking Friday, 10:00, at White’s. Does that work for you?

—David


         

Of course it does.

         

Later, in bed, it occurs to me that maybe a lie is composed not of the substance of what you tell someone, and not even of its intention, but of the amount of stress it causes you to tell it.

I’m lying awake, thumbing through a magazine, waiting for Kevin to join me. Lately he’s been staying up reading, sometimes until one or two in the morning; I’m half-hoping he’ll come to bed long after I’ve fallen asleep, half-hoping he’ll slip in next to me in five minutes.

I didn’t tell him about the e-mail. I never found the right moment. Now I want to tell him that I have set up a meeting with an editor at The Weekly. I want to mention idly that I met this person at a coffee shop. I want everything I say to float out of my mouth like cartoon musical notes, like the way a comic-book bird would whistle. I want to tell Kevin, casual as can be, but I’m nervous; I feel like what I’m about to tell my husband has the portent of a life-changing moment, a choice I am making to tell a lie to the man to whom I’ve pledged my honesty, to mislead him, if only about the directions of my emotions. This doesn’t feel casual. I flick through the pages, but I can’t concentrate. I reach over to turn out the light, and then I just wait in the dark for Kevin.

After a while, as I’m beginning to doze off, I hear him come in. He’s trying not to make noise, so I say softly, “I’m awake.”

“Good,” he whispers, climbing in next to me. He fidgets for a while, settling his body under the covers, making the mattress jiggle. He clears his throat and takes a sip from the water bottle he keeps on his night table. I hear the gurgle of the water moving down his throat. “Um,” he says softly, “I don’t know if I mentioned, Doug Wetzel and his wife had a baby yesterday.” Doug Wetzel is one of Kevin’s gregariously cheerful, endlessly procreating colleagues, always inviting us to attend another Sunday cook-out where the men grill meat and talk about golf and the women discuss the sleep habits of their children while doing the dishes. I spend my time at these events drifting between the two crowds, reminding myself to breathe, carrying around a handful of pretzels or nuts and nervously shoving some in my mouth every time someone is about to ask me a question. I like Kevin’s coworkers; they’re kind and generous and they always try to make me feel like I belong. But they are an exotic species of toad to me.

“That’s nice. By the way, I have an appointment the day after tomorrow with an editor at The Weekly. I met him at White’s the other day with Meg,” I say, deliberately using the word “appointment” and including the safe fact that I was accompanied by my girlfriend. “We started talking, and he probably wants me to write something for the paper.”

“Hey, that’s great,” Kevin says, his voice thin with tiredness. “Do you know what he wants you to write?”

“No, not yet. That’s what we’re meeting to talk about.”

“What’s his name?”

“Actually, I don’t remember,” I lie. And there it is, the first one.

“So, you have a date on Friday!” Kevin laughs. “With a nameless editor. Very mysterious. Is he cute?”

“Please,” I mutter. “I’m a married woman.”

We’re silent for a long time, and then Kevin rolls away from me and says, very softly, “Doug and Wendy had a girl,” probably thinking that I’m already asleep.

 

KEVIN AND I BROKE UP ONCE. WE HAD BEEN TOGETHER for almost three years, and for the last two months of it, a particularly bleak and cold winter, things between us had been wilting. Gradually, we had both been backing off, calling less frequently, spending a Friday or Saturday night doing other things, just because other things seemed more interesting. Sometimes, during those weeks before we called it quits, the phone would ring, and I would think, “I hope it’s not Kevin,” and then I’d brush that thought away and answer the phone. But we both knew what was happening. We were sliding away from each other like melting slush.

What surprises me now about the breakup is how civil it was, how lacking in drama and emotional strife. One Sunday morning in January, we met for breakfast. It was unseasonably warm that day, and raining. We hadn’t seen each other for several days; the night before, I had told Kevin I was busy, and then I’d rented Terms of Endearment and watched it by myself, moistening my popcorn with satisfying tears. I dressed carefully that Sunday morning, in a dark maroon turtleneck sweater and new jeans. I spent some time on my hair. I had a hunch, as I was getting ready, that a certain protocol was necessary, but I didn’t quite know why. We met at Nellie’s Deli near my apartment and ordered two large stacks of pancakes. While we waited for our breakfast, neither of us spoke. We just watched the rain stream down. It was bound to make a person melancholy, the warm weeping of the gray January sky, after such a bitter few months. That night, a freeze would descend on Milwaukee and it wouldn’t lift until March. The huge puddles that were just then in the process of forming would turn the entire city into one gigantic, treacherous skating rink. Every day for weeks, cars would slam into each other; people would slip and break their ankles on their way to work; old ladies would refuse to leave their homes. Of course, we didn’t know that then. We just watched the water fall and fall, streaking the glass, blurring the lights.

We ate in silence. Against character, Kevin was the one who finally spoke. Halfway through his stack of pancakes, he took off his glasses and slowly cleaned them, then took a gulp of water, wiped his mouth, and said, “Emily, I think maybe we should see other people. I think maybe we should. I think we should take a little break.”

Since my very first boyfriend, I had not responded well to those words. I had been dumped three times before, and each time I had wept copiously, had tumbled into pits of despair twice, had once embarrassed myself in a restaurant by throwing a glass of ice water at my ex and storming out, had once begged the boyfriend in question to reconsider, had once, briefly, turned into a stalker. This time, with Kevin, with the man I would later marry, I felt very little: a twinge in the stomach, maybe, but that could have been the pancakes; perhaps a small palpitation, a skipped beat of my intact heart. I smiled at him, not because I was trying to prove that I didn’t care and that I was in control of my emotions, but because I didn’t, and I was. “Oh, I think you’re probably right,” I said, nodding, spearing a couple layers of pancakes and dunking them in syrup. I sniffed the dripping forkful, then stuffed it in my mouth. My appetite was unspoiled. “I’m really glad to know you, though,” I said, reaching for more syrup. We finished our breakfast in companionable silence, then split the bill and hugged good-bye.

“Can I call you?” I asked, meaning it. “Can we still hang out?” Kevin nodded and hugged me again. It was sad. But not in an irrevocable, Debra Winger’s character dying and leaving her children behind kind of way: more like in a Hallmark Hall of Fame Sunday night movie presentation kind of way, more like in a Sarah, Plain and Tall kind of way. Our years together were coming to a close as the skies wept in fond commiseration. We said good-bye in the rain. I bought a pint of Triple Chocolate Chocolate Chocolate Truffle ice cream on the way home and ate it that night for dinner.

Two weeks later, Kevin called me. I was so happy to hear his voice, I had to sit down. But I had recently moved the overstuffed chair I kept next to the phone, so I ended up falling on the floor and dropping the phone. When I picked it up, I heard Kevin saying, “…and you have to understand, Emily, that I’m not the world’s most passionate man.”

The Kinks song immediately started playing in my brain. “What? Sorry, what?” I had spent the last two weeks sleeping and eating ice cream, missing Kevin, shocked that I missed him so much, trying to pretend that I didn’t miss him; I had passed the nights lonely, the days wandering around my apartment with various utensils in my hand, a fork, a pair of pliers, wondering why I had picked them up in the first place. I knew as soon as I heard his voice that we would get back together.

“I said I miss you. I miss you so much. I know I can be boring, but I’ll really try to be more spontaneous, if there’s any way you would consider getting back together with me, Emily.”

“Kevin,” I said, “I love you just the way you are,” as long as we were quoting songs from the oldies station. And I meant it. I really did.

 

WHEN THE PHONE RINGS BEFORE 8:00 A.M., IT’S NEVER good news.

“Emily,” someone says on the other end, in a voice I don’t recognize. I glance blearily at the clock. It’s 7:46.

“Yes, this is Emily,” I say. I have been jolted awake, but I quickly activate my customary I’m-a-professional-and-I’ve-been-up-since-six-thirty voice.

There’s sniffling and then silence, and I’m about to hang up when a soft, hoarse voice says, “It’s Meg.” And I’m suddenly wide awake and alert.

“What’s wrong?”

Another long pause. “I’m—I’m bleeding,” she whispers.

At first I think she means she’s cut herself, and I imagine her bathroom spattered bright red with her blood. I picture a sliced artery, an arc of blood pulsing like a geyser, Meg drifting into unconsciousness on the tile floor. “Bleeding? What—where are you? What happened?”

“I just got up and Steve’s already left for work and I…” More sniffling. “I went to the bathroom and there’s blood. I’m bleeding. I just got back into bed and I’m not…I think I’m having a miscarriage.”

As usual, I’m a mess under pressure. My stomach goes tight and my mind lurches to a full stop, and I can’t think of what to say or what to ask her, or what I should do. I close my eyes, try to think, but it’s like someone has pushed the pause button on my brain.

“Emily, are you there?”

“I think we need to get you to the emergency room,” I finally say. Is this the kind of thing you call an ambulance for? I don’t know. I can’t even quite remember my name. “I’ll be right over, okay?”

“Okay.”

         

When I get to Meg’s, fifteen minutes later, she’s sitting on her front step waiting for me. From the car, she looks fine, normal; it looks like I’m picking her up for a movie, like she’s ready for a fun outing. I park the car and run over to her. She doesn’t move. She’s waiting for me to help her stand up. As I approach, I see that she’s wearing a sweatshirt over her pajamas, and her face is as pale as I’ve ever seen it. She looks bloodless. There are dark, yellowish circles under her eyes, and her skin has an ash gray undertone that scares me. And as I reach my friend, I know that she has lost her baby, or the Sea Monkey–sized bundle of cells that would have become her baby. Now it won’t be. In a flash, I know this, and I also know that I will reassure her, tell her that everything will be okay, that probably lots of women bleed a little during their pregnancies, that it doesn’t even necessarily mean anything. I’ll say this, as I wrap my arm around her and help her to the car; I’ll tell her to be hopeful, as we speed toward St. Joseph’s Hospital. But I know. It’s already gone.

         

I have fond memories of hospitals. The particular sensory combo platter of glaring fluorescent lights and disinfectant that evokes, for almost everyone else on the planet, sickness and fear and bad memories, for me has a comforting effect. When I was a junior in high school, my grandfather had a stroke. He spent five weeks recuperating in the rehab wing of St. Mary’s Hospital, and I used to visit him after school. I would drive over to the hospital, grab a snack in the cafeteria, and then I’d take the elevator up to the fifth floor to hang out with him. We usually watched reruns of Little House on the Prairie, or afternoon game shows. Wheel of Fortune was our favorite. They were happy times, and the whoosh-whoosh of soft-soled shoes down hospital corridors reminds me of them. He died when I was in college.

Meg and I are sitting on mushroom-colored plastic chairs in the waiting room, surrounded by people who are either coughing or bleeding. The lady at the admissions desk gave Meg a sympathetic smile and then handed her a thick volume of insurance forms to fill out, and told us that it would be at least an hour before a doctor could see her. Steve is on his way over. In the bustle of everyday life, I never think about the fact that awful things happen to people all the time: teenagers die in car crashes; regular people get cancer; pregnant women have miscarriages. Looking around at this waiting room full of people in the throes of illness and the aftermath of accidents, I want to say this to Meg. But of course I don’t.

I never know whether to touch people who are having emotions that have nothing to do with me. I’m never sure whether to hug friends who are crying about their boyfriends or their breakups. I don’t know if I should hold their hands or keep my distance and let them at least retain the dignity of their personal space while their suffering spills messily out of them. I contemplate this for a while, then drape my arm over Meg’s shoulders. She doesn’t pull away, but seems to relax into me a little bit. We don’t talk, just stare at the television that is mounted high above us and is blaring a big, bad Jerry Springer fight, as if to remind us, the sick and the wretched in the ER waiting room, that there are people sicker and more wretched than we are.

The fact is, I wished this on Meg. From the moment she first told me, radiating happiness, I felt a twinge of disappointment. I hid it, but I did. I wanted my pregnant best friend not to be pregnant. I wanted to keep her for myself, not to share her with a baby, not to lose her to motherhood. I wished for this, in a way—not this, but there’s no denying it, I wasn’t entirely joyous about her pregnancy. And although I’m not crazy or narcissistic enough to think that I caused her miscarriage, guilt crawls up my spine and reaches its spindly fingers around into my chest. I can feel it: the uncomfortable pressure of selfishness, the realization that my own personal ugliness extends its tentacles and connects to the world, to my best friend.

“Can I get you a cup of hot chocolate?” I ask. “Or tea?”

She shakes her head. “This is bad, Emily. I know it.”

“You don’t,” I say. “You don’t know anything, and all we can do right now is wait for the doctor.” A woman two seats away from us begins to cough, hard. Even after she stops, her thin body seems to vibrate from the effort of it.

“I’m starting to have cramps,” Meg whispers, hunching over a little bit. I just squeeze my arm around her more tightly. “I thought I’d be coming to this hospital to have my baby, not to lose it,” she says, staring straight ahead. I don’t know how to answer that. And anyway, it’s not a question.

         

When Steve arrives, Meg has just gone into an examining room with a stern young doctor. She hadn’t wanted me to come with her. She’d asked me to wait outside for Steve, but I think that she needed to hear the bad news on her own, to let it sink in before anyone else found out, to mourn in private, even if only for a few moments.

Steve and I spot each other at the same instant. He plows through the sliding doors and races toward me. Steve is a pediatric dentist and a slob. He’s still wearing his white coat, which is wrinkled and flapping open behind him as he walks. His child-friendly purple tie, decorated with laughing bananas, has a big grease spot in the middle of it, and his shoelaces are not only untied, but shredded. He looks like he slept in his entire outfit, a gray oxford shirt and black pants, and in fact he may have. But Steve somehow makes it work. One look at him and you know that he’s not only handsome, which is something that can’t be squelched by sloppiness, but sexy, which is something that can be, and would be if he were someone else. But Steve is just adorable, messy because he lives large and uses a lot of ketchup, clumsy except when he’s gently tending to the tiny teeth of children. Women want to mother him. Meg does, which is both irritating to watch and perfectly apt. She’ll reach over and pluck bits of dirt off his clothes, wipe his face with a napkin. They probably don’t even realize they do it. Kevin and I make fun of them behind their backs: “Should Mommy tie your shoes?” “Do you need me to wipe your bottom, snookums?” Right now Steve is in a barely controlled panic, and I actually do want to reach over to him and smooth his hair down. But I just stand up and take his elbow, lead him down the corridor. “Meg’s in exam room four,” I tell him. “She’s been in there for about fifteen minutes.”

Steve looks like he’s about to cry. Like me, Steve is a wreck under pressure; Meg and Kevin are the calm ones. “Is she having a miscarriage?” he asks me.

“I don’t know. She thinks she is.”

“But she’s going to be okay, right?”

“Of course.” I feel like I could easily say something stupid or wrong, so I’m trying to say as little as possible.

Just then, the doctor emerges from the examination room, scribbling something on a chart just outside the door. Fair and blond, he looks like he’s about sixteen years old. Doogie Howser takes long strides down the corridor toward us.

Steve introduces himself, and the doctor unceremoniously tells us that Meg is in the process of undergoing a spontaneous abortion. The phrase feels like a knife, cold and sharp and unaccountably mean. This process, he tells us without noticeable kindness, will take anywhere from twenty-four to forty-eight hours, after which Meg should stop bleeding. And if she doesn’t, he adds, she’ll need to come back for a surgical abortion. The word—he says it again—makes me cringe, implying choice; but here we are, with no choice in the matter. The information that took this doctor eleven seconds to impart will take Meg and Steve weeks, months to recover from.

“Early miscarriages are extremely common,” the doctor continues, backing away from us slightly. “They’re usually the body’s healthy response to a nonviable pregnancy,” he says, his words starting to jam together. “Very common. Most women go ontohavesuccessfulpregnancies.” He’s halfway down the hall; he’s gone.

“I’m so sorry, Steve.” I say. “Do you want me to stay?”

He looks at me as if he’s forgotten I’m there. He nods and shakes his head at the same time, so I let him go into Meg’s room on his own, and I lean against the cement wall, waiting. I close my eyes and try to think about what I had planned to do today. It feels like nothing else exists, like there is no other world outside this hospital, this hallway. The heavy door clicks shut behind Steve.

After a few minutes, they come out, arm in arm. Meg blinks as if she is emerging into bright sunlight. Steve looks stricken, but Meg seems resigned.

“Thank you for everything,” she whispers, hugging me.

“Oh,” I say. “I’m so, so sorry….” I stop talking. I’m about to cry, but I don’t want Meg to have to comfort me, so I swallow hard and try to contain it.

“Steve’s going to take me home now. I’ll call you later.”

“Emily, thanks,” Steve says dully. He and Meg are leaning against each other, facing me, forming their own tiny constellation. Before I can say anything else, they turn and head off toward the exit, and I’m standing by myself in the middle of the hospital corridor.

 

I’M SITTING HERE AT WHITE’S, FEIGNING CALM. There is only one outward sign: I have bitten my fingernails down to jagged little nubs, and I’ve gnawed my cuticles into ripped edges of skin—and all in the last ten minutes. It’s disgusting, and as I sit here with my cup of coffee and my book, trying to look as if I am just sitting here waiting for an old pal, trying even to look a tiny bit bored, I resolve to keep my hands hidden from David Keller as much as I possibly can. This will serve a dual purpose, since I’m wearing my wedding ring, and I don’t want him to see it right away. I realized yesterday, on my way home from the hospital, that I obviously do need to tell him that I’m married. Meg’s miscarriage threw my situation into sharp relief. Life is hard and painful and full of losses we can’t prevent. I’ve been a silly, ridiculous girl. This daydream I’ve been sucking on like a lollipop has been poison. A poison lollipop! Kevin is a loving, kind man, and I have been fantasizing about ruining his life, breaking his heart. I need to confess to David, but in my own time. Because telling him that I have a husband—“husband!,” what a strange word!—will nip this in the bud, exactly where it should be nipped; I just need some time to ease my way into this reality. I have to give up my stupid little fantasy, but slowly, because after it’s gone, I imagine I’ll be a little bit bereft. When I woke up this morning, I resolutely slipped the gold band onto my finger.

Besides, I haven’t even seen the guy, haven’t talked to him for more than five minutes. It’s a little premature of me to conceive of this as an affair, even a gestating affair. How am I going to keep my hands hidden, though? I need at least one hand to drink my coffee. I could drink coffee only with my right hand, I suppose. But I might also want to gesture, perhaps to emphasize a point: the bathroom is over there. It will look strange and suspicious if I spend the next hour, thirty minutes, two hours?—how long do two people spend together when they’re on a date that is not a date and one of them is married?—sitting on my hands.

My entire body is clammy and sweaty; I feel like I’ve had six cups of coffee, but I’ve barely even had two sips of one. Maybe I should just put my ring into my pocket for a while. I know that I would rather tell him, would rather speak the words than let this silly symbol clue him in before I’m ready. I glance up as the door swishes open, and my heart jumps up into my throat, but it’s a woman wearing a coat that looks like a cape and pushing a baby carriage. It’s 9:50, prime women-in-capes-pushing-baby-carriages time.

Is it going to be all about rationalization from here? Am I preparing to think my way clear to doing something heinous? I decided yesterday: absolutely not. But now, today, as the doors swoosh open every few moments and I surreptitiously look up from my book every time, turning back to it and reading and rereading the same paragraph, as I watch a steady stream of coffee drinkers and scone eaters walk up to the counter and unzip their children’s jackets and find their tables and sip their coffees and nibble on their scones and chat with their friends as if this were any ordinary morning, I’m not so sure.

But if I tell David I’m married, what will he say? Will he be shocked, indignant? Or will he whisper, I don’t care, in a voice so sexy and soft that I’ll have to move my face mere inches from his just to hear? Or will he nod, unfazed, never having considered me anything more than a potential colleague, a possible friend?

I could barely look at Kevin this morning. He didn’t notice, just went about his business, muttering to himself about the hot water situation in the shower. The faucet with an H produces cold water, and the one with a C provides hot, a glitch that never would have happened if Kevin had written the pipe-installing instructions, and one that periodically sends him into fits of frustration. I spent forty-five minutes in the bathroom, as opposed to my usual five, applying a light coat of mascara and then wiping it off and then reapplying it, and then wiping it off again until there were dark, raccoony circles under my eyes and I had to wash my face and start all over.

Sometimes I think that Kevin and I just wander around the rooms of our apartment. There is something unfixed about our marriage. We’re like two planets come loose from their magnetic pull. Is this it? Is this what the rest of my life will feel like?

Well, this is true: I wouldn’t mind making a new friend. I’d like to have a buddy in the journalism world, someone to talk to about the frustrations and pleasures of writing. Can’t I just be here, do that? Can’t I just connect with David Keller on that level, maybe start up a friendship, possibly even somewhat of a charged friendship, but leave it at that? My mom used to tell me that if I liked a boy, I should just march right up to him and say, “Whaddya say we start up a friendship?” Of course, I scoffed at that, and anyway I always favored the flirt-so-subtly-that-it-was-unrecognizableas-flirting-and-then-pine-in-vain approach, the nurse-a-festering-obsessive-crush approach, but now, why not? I’m not some kind of hyena, lacking control of my instincts, unable to resist the lure of another pheromone-emitting hyena, for God’s sake! I can allow myself to establish a relationship that may even contain some physical attraction, that may not include, for example, long discussions about my marriage, without letting that relationship spiral out of control. Yes, I can! I’m too conscious of my motivations to embark on an affair. In my life, one thing never just leads to another. But a friendship? A friendship I could do. A friendship might even be easy.

About two miles from my parents’ house, just off I-43, there is a place called Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese. In a sea of strip malls, it stands bravely alone and unchanging, set back from the road, protected by the moat of its oversized parking lot. When I was growing up, we would drive past Jupiter’s Palace, sometimes as often as two or three times a week—on the way to the grocery store or to Heather’s violin lesson or to the ice cream parlor nearby. It’s still a regular part of my geography: every time I visit my parents or go to the dentist or do an errand in their part of town, I see it. But I’ve never been inside. As a child, on every car ride, I would stop bickering with Heather as we’d approach Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese, and I’d watch its spires and colorful flags loom closer, tiny in the distance and growing larger, until we’d zoom past, and I’d crane my neck as the turrets and minarets receded in the distance. Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese! I pictured a fairy tale world full of dazzling, dairy-rich interplanetary surprises: a fabulous fortress of cheese, soft mozzarella stars gently twinkling in the sky and—naturally—a green cheese moon shining. I imagined a Brie princess trapped in one of the towers, while all sorts of complicated magical passageways paved with dangerous Swiss, or maybe more solid Gouda, led to her prison. And a cheddar king ruled over his fantastic galactic domain with a string-cheese scepter. I was a strange girl with an active internal life and many imaginary friends with whom I conversed under my breath and exchanged complicated jokes.

We never stopped at Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese. We could have, easily; my parents would have been happy to indulge me in this, as they did in every other way. But as a child, it never occurred to me to ask. It was as if I knew, on some level, that Jupiter’s Palace wasn’t real, and not just the universe of otherworldly cheese, but the part I could see, with my own eyes. How could anything so wonderful be true? And then, as I got older, I developed a nostalgia for it, even though it continued to exist, even as we continued to drive past it on our journeys. I realized that Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese would probably turn out to be a tacky little store, a flimsy prefab hut full of displays of cheese molds in the shape of castles and, well, I couldn’t bring myself to conjure what other fantasy-killing products would be plied there. Martian Muenster? An assortment of cosmic jams and jellies? These days, I pass by it with a pleasant longing: I both want to, and never want to, step inside. Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese has become for me the one fantasy I can harbor boldly because it will never bludgeon me with its lumpy reality. Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese is all the things that will never disappoint me, all the things I will never do.

But what if I do, someday, venture inside? Who knows what will greet me? It may turn out to be everything I dreamed of. That’s the thing. The shiny mystery of it.

David Keller walks through the door and unwraps his long scarf from his neck. He’s tall. His longish dark hair flops just a little bit in his eyes. He looks like someone I’ve known forever. I close my eyes for a second. My hands are in my lap. I slip my wedding ring into my pocket, and then I wave.

“Hi!” he says, before he’s even made it all the way over to me, and a wide smile colonizes his face. Something inside me gives way—like a mudslide, like when you are very happy, or about to throw up.

“Hi!” I say back. I feel goofy, overcome. He stands near me, pulls out a chair and drapes his blue wool jacket over it. He smells like outside, like air, like wind. I have never, ever felt like this before: I’m collapsing in on myself. I’m the universe, expanding, contracting. I see him in front of me, and at the same time I see myself in his arms, feel his rough cheek on my neck. God, I want him inside me; I want to be inside him. I want to wear him. What is this?

He sits down, then bounces right back up, nervously. “I’m going to get a cup of coffee. Can I get you one?” he asks. I smile, tilt my head toward the cup in front of me. “Oh, right, you have one. I’ll be right back.”

I have always fallen for guys the way smart girls do, the way not-beautiful girls do, with my brain. My first boyfriend was a revelation. We met at the end of high school, at the Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Debating finals. His team was in favor of the death penalty, ours was against it. When we talked on the phone, late at night, after our parents were asleep, we whispered about our SAT scores and the AP classes we were taking. In college, the first boy I loved sat next to me in Pre-Eighteenth Century Lit, and he asked me out after reading my essay on the Wife of Bath (the First Feminist!). A year later, I met boyfriend number three, the one before Kevin, at a political rally. Mark and I leafleted against our local Republican councilman together and argued politics before, after, and sometimes during sex on the single futon on the floor of his bedroom at the co-op. And Kevin, well, Kevin. This is different from that, different from love, of course, but different, too, from the brainy entanglements of my past.

David sits down across from me. He takes a sip of his coffee, puts his cup down, and meets my eyes. We look at each other for a long second. As my brain seizes up, I realize that I should have prepared something to say.

“I’m really glad you e-mailed,” he says.

I have a husband. “Thanks,” I say. “Me, too.” Now that that’s finished, we stare at each other in silence again. I look down at my hands, my pale, naked hands. I have a flash of Meg in the hospital waiting room, the way she looked drowned, wrung out. I called her yesterday and left a message. Nobody answered, but I’m sure they were home.

After a few moments, David finally breathes life into the dead air between us. “So, what kind of writing do you do?” I want to lick him.

“Well,” I say, wondering what will come out of my mouth, “I write about relationships, I guess, and I happen to have just finished a short piece for Me, the magazine Me, not myself me, on hats…but really what I try to do, when I can, when I have some free rein, is show evidence that the world is as weird as I think it is.” I’m a tiny, strange bird, chirping nonsensically at the sky. For some reason I hear myself continuing to talk. “I wrote a review a few months ago of this new book that argues that your astrological sign determines your interior decorating style.” I stop, abruptly, mortified at the stupidity of it all.

David laughs, but gently, I think. “I’m a Taurus,” he says. “What does that say about my living room?”

That I am suddenly imagining us on your plush sofa, you on top of me. “You’re into natural materials and natural colors, like sky blue, and textured fabrics. You’re tactile.” I feel myself blush immediately. Tactile! I might as well just have asked him to run his hand up my thigh!

He smiles. “It’s true, actually. I am kind of tactile! But, you know, my decorating style is more old stuff left behind by former roommates than anything else. Well,” he continues, “if I’d ever given a second’s thought to it, I guess I would be into textured fabrics.”

“I think it’s really great that you can talk about interior decorating without feeling that your manliness is compromised,” I say, and wait three long, horrible seconds before he laughs.

“Yes, I’m very secure that way. I could go on for hours about flower arranging, too.”

“Not many guys can say that.”

“What’s your sign? What’re your interior decorating inclinations?”

“I’m a Leo, and actually this really fits. We’re supposed to be all about bright colors and creative decorating.” I have a vision of Kevin’s and my bedroom, of the abstract print I bought at the museum last year, all splashy purples and greens. Hanging above our bed, our bed that is covered with a sunny yellow quilt. “It’s true,” I mumble. “I really go for bright colors.”

“I had an aunt who was an astrologer,” David says. “I used to spend summers with her. Until she started baking birthday cakes for her plants. But, before that, she was really into all of it, astrology and tarot, and she made it seem very legitimate. Almost scientific, in a weird way. Or, prescientific, but somehow valid.”

“That’s funny. I have an aunt who always says, ‘I don’t believe in astrology, but I’m a Sagittarius, and we’re very skeptical.’”

David looks at me and laughs again and all of a sudden I know, if I had any doubts before: the deal is sealed. He’s gazing at me like I’m the cleverest person he’s ever met, like I’m a jewel he’s discovered buried in the sand. I see it in his eyes, and it turns me into liquid. Whatever this is, I’m going to have to face it.

“How did you get into this racket?” I ask him, a traffic cop of conversation. Yield! Avoid intimacy!

“My degree was in journalism. After college, while my friends were becoming Internet zillionaires, I decided to go the really lucrative route and write a novel,” he says, still not dropping his eyes from mine. “It was a comedy about three unlucky mercenary soldiers in Central America. I wrote a hundred-fifty pages of it before I realized I knew nothing about mercenary soldiers or Central America. Although I had been to El Salvador for a week in high school. But…oh, and I called it, Soldiers of Misfortune. I could actually see it on the New York Times best-seller list. That was how I’d lull myself to sleep at night, visualizing it. Number one, three weeks running. Sometimes it was number two, if I didn’t want to seem greedy. Anyway, I was having these vivid fantasies about my success, but I was living on ramen noodles. I woke up one morning and realized it was time to call it quits.”

“And then what?” I ask, enthralled. David’s career search mirrors mine, and makes me feel legitimate. In spite of himself, the example set by Kevin—disciplined, rigorous, career-oriented Kevin—has always made it seem like you either have what it takes or you don’t. No in-betweens.

“I got a job at a suburban paper in Chicago. I was living in the city, and it was a ninety-minute commute. And I sat through more school board meetings in three years than most school board members did. But then this came along five years ago, so I moved here.”

“Do you ever wish you’d stuck it out with the novel?”

“Sure. Sort of.” He sips his coffee, which must be cold by now; mine is. It doesn’t seem like he cares. “I wish I’d been able to persist and write a good novel. Soldiers of Misfortune wasn’t. But, I figure, I’m young. There’s still time.”

If you walked into White’s Bookstore/Café on this particular chilly Friday morning and you saw us, David Keller and me, sitting at the table in the corner near the window, both of us occasionally sipping from big green mugs, talking, laughing, our bodies leaning forward, dark heads close together, you would see a small solar system, closed, impenetrable; you would see two people on a date—possibly, you would muse, a first date; undoubtedly, you would think, an excellent date. Unless you knew me, of course. Then you’d think, What’s Emily doing with that guy who’s not her husband?

We talk for two hours that feel like ten minutes. We divulge silly, intimate things to each other. David blushingly admits that his favorite thing to do is to watch Woody Allen marathons and pick out all the references to Bergman. He tells me that he’s been researching Irish history, planning to take a walking tour of the country someday. I confess that I’m a closet fan of cheesy science-fiction novels, explaining in detail the plot of my favorite one, about two modern-day sleuths who time-travel to ancient Peru. We tell each other our life stories, magnified and heightened for maximum punch—I fell off the jungle gym when I was seven and broke both wrists! My sister convinced me that she and our parents found me in a junkyard one day when they were getting rid of their old refrigerator! I can practically feel sparks shooting off me and landing in his lap. And then, without warning, David glances at his watch and actually jumps.

“Oh, no! Emily, I was supposed to be back in the office an hour ago. I have to go!”

“I’m sorry,” I say, wondering if he blames me, if he’s going to go all Type A and anxious and fly out of here.

Instead he rolls his eyes and smiles and says, calmly, “Do you think my boss will believe me if I tell him I was interviewing a confidential source?”

“I don’t know. What kind of story are you working on?”

“A history of the Nirvana Chocolate Company.”

“Any chocolate-related scandals that would require top-secret interviews?”

“There was the hot fudge debacle of 1957.”

“Really?”

“No….” He shifts in his chair. I’ve managed to pass two hours without mentioning Kevin. I edited him right out of my life story. I never lied, never said I was single, but I sure as hell sinned by omission. “But, look,” David continues. “Before we go, I should tell you something.”

Shit. He has a girlfriend. A serious girlfriend. He’s married! He’s not even wearing his wedding ring! I can’t believe this! I’m crushed. I concentrate on keeping my face impassive. He looks embarrassed. Well, he ought to, the jerk!

“I hope you don’t think this is weird, but I Googled you.” He blushes and looks down for a second. “I checked out some of your work. I read an article you did last year on Internet dating, and something a couple of years ago on holiday guilt. I talked about it with the editor-in-chief, and I think you should be The Weekly’s relationship expert. You know, an article every week on the ways people meet and date in Milwaukee….” He scratches his stubbly chin and pauses. “I think you’d be terrific for the paper.”

I’m overwhelmed with something like relief (which almost manages to squelch the absurdity of David’s idea). It’s accompanied by a rush of excitement: he Googled me! And he likes my work! Followed on its heels by something very much like guilt. Here’s my chance. It has to be done. A sudden, surprising tidal wave of love for Kevin washes over me. I feel him in my head, which is where he lives when we’re not together. Everything I have thought, for the past nine years, I have sifted and sorted and filed away in the Tell Kevin Later folder. “I’m no relationship expert,” I say.

“No?”

“I mean, I’m…” Tell him. “I’m just no expert.”

“Will you think about it? I think we’d be lucky to have you.”

Oh, God. “Okay. I will think about it.”

“Can I see you again?” he asks softly, as we both stand up to go.

“Yes,” I say, hot with shame and self-loathing. Yes.

 

I’VE DONE NOTHING WRONG. WHAT HAVE I DONE WRONG? Nothing.

What’s more, I’m looking forward to seeing my husband. I am guilt-free (for the most part) and I’ve done nothing wrong! And I’m looking forward to having dinner with my husband, Kevin, and telling my husband, Kevin, about my day, including my appointment with this editor, and my new assignment. Relationship expert! I am looking forward to discussing it all with Kevin. Because I have free will, and I will keep not doing anything wrong. It’s not that I regret seeing David Keller, or even liking David Keller, which, let’s face it, I do; I can’t help it. It’s more like, I’m a juggler. These balls I am juggling are in the air, flying in fast circles above me, but I catch them and toss them; I am in complete control.

Only, when Kevin finally comes home, just as dusk is casting a dim, gray blue light through the rooms of our apartment, he forgets to ask me about my day. He’s distracted, throws off his jacket and plops down on the chair in my study where I’ve been trying to proofread a manuscript on male-pattern baldness in chimpanzees.

“Interest rates are going up,” he announces with a look of scolding disappointment, as if he’s just found out that Alan Green-span secretly calls me for advice. I raise my eyebrows at him. “Housing prices are on the rise, and interest rates are going up, and I was just doing some calculations, and if we want to Buy…” (these days Kevin says the word “buy” with a portent, a heft that clearly means he’s not talking about shoes) “…if we want to Buy in Deer Park or Lakewood, our salaries would have to increase by twelve percent this year, and I don’t know about yours, but mine’s not about to. Emily,” he says in a panic, barely stopping for breath, “that means, a house we can afford today will be beyond our means six months from now! If we don’t get on the ball here, we’re going to be priced right out of our first-choice suburbs!”

“The polar ice caps are melting faster than scientists had predicted,” I say, stacking my chimpanzee pages on the edge of my desk.

“Emily.”

A few months ago, when Kevin first announced that make-wife-move-to-the-suburbs was the newest addition to his to-do list—the suburbs are the best place to raise a family, of course—I listened quietly, without much reaction, and then later picked a random fight with him. “You always make our weekend plans without consulting me. It’s disrespectful!” I shouted, blindsiding Kevin as he was pouring himself a glass of milk. “It’s piggish! Also,” I added, in full shriek, “you ate the last orange! You could have at least told me you were going to eat the last orange! YOU KNOW HOW I LOVE ORANGES!” It took me two days (and one sheepish apology) to finally conclude, with a satisfying jolt of insight, that not only was I not ready to have a baby, but that I didn’t want to move out of our little apartment in the city, either—our bustling corner of the city where the sidewalks are crowded with people, and the movie theater, the bookstore, and our favorite restaurants are all within a few blocks. Phew, I thought. Good thing I’ve figured this out before it’s too late. I’ll just go explain it to Kevin.

But my revelation was a mosquito in his ear; he flicked it away. Since then, Kevin has pressed on in his quest for suburban migration, alternating between ignoring me and thinking he can change my mind by sheer persistence. He receives weekly listings from a real estate agent and leaves them in the bathroom and on the kitchen table where I’m sure to see them, and he schedules regular viewings for us. “This one,” he says every time we pull into another freshly paved circular driveway in Valley Glen or Glen Valley, “this one, you’re going to fall in love with.” And I go with him on these odysseys, most of the time—reluctantly, but still, I go. Because how do you tell your husband that the prospect of moving to the suburbs with him sounds like slow death? How do you tell your husband, who wants to take the next steps with you in your life together, to stop stepping?

So now I just look at him as he waxes poetic about thirty-year mortgages, I watch as his lips move, notice that his lovely green eyes seem to darken as his excitement grows. I watch as he gestures and it strikes me, suddenly, how chunky his hands are. How thick his fingers. Like sausages, really. Like beef jerky. How is it that I’ve never noticed this before, the pink Slim Jimness of my husband’s hands?

“I just really think we should get moving on this,” he says, waving his meaty fingers. “Get on the ball. Stop dawdling.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I guess we better get on the ball.”

He nods, satisfied by my apparent acquiescence. He leans forward, rests his elbows on his knees, and then he just sits there, gazing slightly past me at the wall behind my head; I look down at my feet, at the off-white carpeting that needs to be vacuumed. For a minute we’re just sitting, silent, frozen, a portrait. Then suddenly Kevin says, “Hey! I’m starving. Have you given any thought to dinner tonight?”

So I will keep my secret about David Keller, for now, and I will keep my thoughts to myself, and, without the need for discussion, we will order a mushroom and green-olive pizza from Alfredo’s, the way we always do.

 

MEG LOOKS EDGY, HER FEATURES SHARP. IT’S ONLY BEEN A week, but she is a few pounds thinner, and I think, when I take my first look at her, that five pounds of happiness have been drained from her. She’s wearing nice charcoal gray pants, work pants—except that her work pants used to be paint-splattered jeans—and a lavender cashmere sweater set, which is very strange, since she told me on the phone that she’s barely left her house in a week and doesn’t have any plans to go anywhere. It’s like I’ve walked into Meg’s bizarro-world, where she’s an office manager at a medium-sized accounting firm instead of a grade-school art teacher on sabbatical. She’s wearing makeup, too, which is another flashing neon sign that things are not right. She seems somehow fragile but hard, breakable, like glass. It’s the first time I’ve seen her since her miscarriage, and, although she is my best friend and we’ve supported each other through romances and breakups and various disappointments from minor to major, we’ve never seen each other through grief. Therefore, I’ve baked chocolate chip cookies and brought them over to her house. I invited myself over this morning, after I finally realized that she wasn’t about to initiate a visit, that we weren’t just going to pick up our semiweekly breakfast dates quite yet. Which is actually okay by me. I’m not ready for my suddenly disparate, suddenly self-conscious worlds to collide.

“How are you?” I ask, handing her the paper plate of cookies and bending to untie my shoes in the doorway. I picked out my approach on the drive over, like I was shopping for accessories: solicitous and tender, but also cheerful, at least until it became apparent that another mood was required. I thought I ought to be prepared, since I am out of my league here.

“I’m okay,” Meg answers, rushing the words together so they sound like one, “Muhkay.” Their house smells, as usual, like cinnamon gum, although neither Meg nor Steve chews it. She bustles about, sets the cookies on the coffee table, takes my coat, tosses it over a chair, picks the cookies up, carries them into the kitchen. I follow in the wake of all of her swift, unnecessary movement. “Want something to drink?” she says, turning. “Tea? Or I could make sandwiches….”

“Let’s just sit down and eat cookies,” I suggest, and pull out one of the solid kitchen-table chairs. “Pass them here.”

“Thanks for bringing them,” she says, her voice flat, unrecognizable.

I figure I should just wait for some kind of cue from her. “How’s Steve doing?”

“Okay.” She begins to nibble on a cookie, so clearly uninterested in it, so obviously eating it for my benefit, my heart breaks a little.

But I can’t wait. “And you? How are you, honestly?”

Meg narrows her eyes and gazes into the space beyond me, past the kitchen doorway, at something that isn’t there. Against her newly pale face, her lips are red as blood. “Honestly?” she asks. “Half the time I’m all right and the other half I’m so mad I want to scream and break things and—really, Emmy, I see something solid and I want to destroy it. I had no idea I could be this angry. I’m exhausted, just from holding it in. Pretending to Steve that I’m sad but recuperating, like a normal person would be. Pretending I’m going to be okay…” She turns back to me with a little start, as if she’s surprised to see me. “But I don’t think I am going to be okay,” she says. “I know that women have miscarriages all the time, and then they go on to have healthy babies. And I was only eight weeks pregnant. Barely even pregnant. I was hardly even used to the idea. But you know what?”

She stops talking, but I’m not sure why. Is she waiting for me to guess what “what” is? I shake my head.

“I don’t believe it’s ever going to happen for us again,” she says. “I don’t know why, but I think that this baby was our one chance, and now it’s gone. It sounds stupid. But I know it.” Before I can argue with her, she’s off and running. “You know what else? What the hell am I supposed to be doing with myself now? I’m on this break from my job, and it was like, being pregnant was my job. Retro, huh?” She exhales, a gravelly whoosh of air. “But now what the hell am I supposed to do?” This would be the time I would expect my best friend to be crying. But she just looks at me, her lips pressed together, her eyes steely. She smooths down the front of her sweater with trembly hands.

“Meg, oh, I don’t know what to say to you,” I admit, pretense gone. “I don’t know how to make you feel better. That’s all I want to do.”

“How can you?” she asks. “This kind of thing definitely qualifies as a girl’s own private hell.”

“Well, do you know anything else concrete about the miscarriage?” The word unexpectedly embarrasses me, like “vagina.” “Did they say why this might have happened, or what might come next?”

She sets the practically untouched cookie down on her napkin. “The doctor said that these things sometimes just happen. It probably doesn’t mean anything, especially so early. It’s not uncommon and it’s likely that I’ll carry my next pregnancy to term. That’s what they say, blah, blah, blah.” She sighs.

We sit in silence for a while, awkward silence, I think, but maybe Meg is so deep in her sadness that she doesn’t feel the discomfort. To compensate, I eat three cookies. “Want to go for a walk?” I ask, brushing crumbs off the table and into my hand.

Meg and Steve live across the street from an elementary school, and, naturally, just as we step outside, thirty five-year-olds emerge en masse from the building for recess, a carnival of brightly colored, puffy parkas and monkey-house screeches. I look over at my friend, who is watching the chaos intently.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says, turning back to me. “I never imagined it as a five-year-old. As a baby, yes, and even sometimes as a toddler, but I never envisioned an older child.”

“Well, still and all, let’s move away from here,” I suggest, crunching through a pile of brown and red and yellow leaves.

“I haven’t been out much since it happened,” she continues, as if I hadn’t spoken, and from deep inside this other place she seems to inhabit, “but every time I do go somewhere, all I see are pregnant women and little babies in strollers. You just start to think of yourself as someone who’s about to enter a new phase of your life, and then all of a sudden you’re not.” Meg chops her hand through the air, a gesture of finality. She’s moving just the tiniest bit faster than I am; she probably doesn’t even notice it. I take a quick extra half step, adjust my speed to hers.

We walk along in silence for a while longer. The day is brilliant blue and warm for October in Wisconsin. We’re both wearing coats, but we hardly need them. I want to make a comment about global warming, which is one of my favorite subjects, but I decide not to. All around us birds are chirping wildly. I’ve never understood why people say that birds sing; to me it always sounds like they’re fighting. Which it turns out, of course, they are.

Meg slows down as we reach the end of her block, and her speed becomes more companionable. “God, I’ve been so wrapped up in myself…”

I cut her off. “Of course not.”

“…I haven’t even asked you about yourself. What’s been going on with you?”

“Hmm. Not much. A little work, this and that.” A few more steps. Our coats flap behind us. A slow, dulled-by-autumn bee buzzes around us and then careens away; it will be dead in a week, I bet. I make a split-second decision. And then just like that, there it is, my little private gem, the jewel I’ve been hoarding, exposed: “There is something.”

For the first time, Meg brightens. “What?”

“Well,” I say slowly. Now that I’m about to tell this story, I don’t know how to arrange the details. Not that I’ve done anything wrong…Still, isn’t a thing like this all in the telling? Especially given Meg’s strange tendency to leap to judgment about this issue. “Um, remember that guy we met at the coffee shop, the editor at The Weekly?”

“Yessss.”

“He e-mailed me. I mean, actually I e-mailed him. Because I decided that I might want to do some work for him. Things have been a little light on that front lately. We met for coffee yesterday.”

Meg laughs. “You did what?”

Encouraged by her laughter, I continue, “Yeah, we did. He asked me to meet him. We had a great time together. He wants me to be the paper’s ‘relationship expert.’ I’m going to have a regular gig with the paper. And it turns out he’s very cool; he’s a very interesting person,” I say, a little breathless. “He likes to travel. And he’s smart. He knows a lot about movies. Films. He gave me all these suggestions of old obscure ones, a couple of Hitchcocks I’ve never even heard of, and Bergman, I can’t believe I’m thirty and I’ve never seen a Bergman movie! Have you?” I hear how I must sound to Meg, but I can’t stop myself. “I have to tell you something,” I say, turning to look at her. “I have a little crush on this guy.” And Mount Everest is a little hill. “Not that I would ever do anything about that,” I insist; the strength of my assertion makes me believe it. Of course I wouldn’t.

“Wow,” Meg says, visibly perked up, a facsimile of her old self for the first time today. “Crazy. What else did you talk about? Was it mostly professional? Did he blush?”

“Oh, yeah. The whole time.”

“Emily!” Meg stops, grabs my elbow. “Did you tell him you’re married?”

I try to keep walking, to pull Meg along, but she’s holding tightly to my arm. “Well, it…well, I was going to, but…no. I didn’t.” Meg is standing stock-still, about to say something, but I’m determined to plow through, to make her understand. “Look, here’s the thing. You know this has never happened to me before. I like him. We could be friends. But I like him. I felt this attraction to him that was…intense. Do you think we could be friends?” I feel a knot inside me coming loose. Meg, my friend, will help me sort this out.

Meg pauses, considers my question. “Do you remember Peter Johannsen?” She says it with a lilting Norwegian accent, Pay-ter Yo-han-sen? Before Steve, Meg’s last serious boyfriend was Craig, a sweet, curly-haired social worker who played the trumpet and adored her. He used to write songs for her. He’d give her a printout of his poetic lyrics and play the tunes on his trumpet, being obviously unable to sing and blow the horn simultaneously. Although apparently once he did try. After about six months, Meg started complaining to me that she was bored. Craig was sweet and loving, but things had grown predictable. She knew precisely what he’d order at the two restaurants he felt comfortable frequenting, exactly how he’d respond to every movie they saw. All his songs started to sound the same, she said, and romance seemed to be more or less incompatible with the brass instruments. Then eighth-grade social studies teacher Peter Johannsen entered the scene, a brawny Scandinavian from Minnesota with a surprisingly biting sense of humor. They met in the teacher’s lounge and started hanging out, going out for beers after school on Fridays, meeting for walks on Sunday mornings. Meg insisted that they were friends. Until they slept together. Craig’s heart was broken, Peter Johannsen turned out to be a commitment-phobic, anal-retentive control freak, and Meg was alone. For about ten minutes. But still. It was an ugly time. She learned her lesson.

“Ja,” I say.

“I don’t know, Em. I suppose it’s possible.” She turns to face me. “But I love Kevin. I love you guys. If I thought you were about to squander your happiness with him for something so…superficial, for a thrill, I’d tell you never to let another e-mail from this guy darken your in-box again. If you think you can handle it, then, yeah, I suppose you can have a friendship with what’s-his-name. And, you know, word to the wise. I’ll regret what I did with Yo-han-sen for the rest of my life!” She says the last part with such unexpected emphasis that a little spray of spit escapes from her mouth.

“But, first of all, we were twenty-five when that happened. And second of all, that was you, not me,” I remind her, discreetly wiping my cheek where the splash landed.

“I’m just saying.”

“I know, but, do you think men and women can’t be friends?”

“Sally, you know that’s not what I mean,” she says. “I’m just saying, watch yourself. Don’t get carried away by excitement. And don’t think that an affair is going to be the answer to some kind of creeping marital malaise.”

“Well, Harry, don’t you think married people develop crushes on other people all the time?”

“I’m sure they do,” she says. “The question is, what are you going to do about it?” She’s picked up her pace again during the course of this discussion. I’m practically jogging to keep up with her. I don’t answer her question. I wonder if Meg’s hormones are out of whack, postmiscarriage. Why else would she be so adamant? I can handle this. I’m resolved.

         

Being married is like reading the same novel over and over again. You might discover new subtleties of language on the twenty-millionth read-through, a metaphor or two you’d missed before, but the plot is always the same. Kevin is in a bad mood, and there’s nothing I can do about it: chapter six.

We’re driving home from Madison, where we spent the day visiting old friends of ours, Michelle and Tina. Michelle is a law professor and Tina stays home with their six-year-old son, Zack. Tina gave birth to Zack, but his actual conception is a mystery to us, and Michelle and Tina refuse to tell. One of Michelle’s male relatives? Sperm bank? Friend? We’ll never know, although we’ve tried for years to trick them into divulging. “Which family member does Zack most resemble?” I’ll ask, or Kevin will casually mention an article about sperm-donor babies who grow up and locate their biological fathers. They just roll their eyes at each other, then at us. Zack calls Tina “Mommy,” and Michelle “Momichelle.”

We walked around town, the five of us, made our way slowly up and down State Street, poked in and out of various stores full of various colorful trinkets, stopped for lunch at an Indian restaurant, ate orange chocolate chip ice cream at the Memorial Union…all in all, a lovely day. Except that, while we were all eating our dosas, while I was regaling Zack with fascinating details from my latest freelance editing assignment, a children’s book called Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about Hamsters, Tina said something to Kevin. Kevin was telling her about his job, about the latest set of instructional pamphlets he was working on, and Tina said, “That sounds so dull! How can you stand it?” And then she threw her head back and laughed like a hyena and changed the subject. It was rude, but Tina’s like that—blunt and jovial, and she takes it as well as she dishes it out. And Kevin does have the tendency to go on about his work, oblivious to his audience’s eye-popping boredom. But he’s a fragile beast, which Tina knows: they’ve been friends since college. They even dated for a while, until they both realized that Tina was more interested in their young female English professor than she was in him.

I heard the exchange between them at lunch, saw the knife inflict the mortal wound, but I was very busy discussing hamsters; Zack is particularly interested in animal-related details these days, and tends to blurt out a thing like, “A hippo can snap a person in two with its powerful jaws!,” so I had a captive audience. I was in the middle of explaining to an enthralled Zack that a hamster can carry, in its cheeks, half its body weight in food. I had stuffed my own cheeks full of bread as a visual aid. I couldn’t rescue Kevin. And the damage had been done. He retreated into his shell. He kept up appearances for the rest of the afternoon, but I knew how hurt he was; our couple-radar can be quite nicely calibrated. I knew he was sulking, a fact that settled uncomfortably into a corner of my brain for the rest of the day, like a popcorn kernel lodged in a molar.

So by the time we’ve said good-bye and climbed into our car, headed for I-94 and the ninety-minute drive home, I want to gently ease him out of his mood, but I also want to shake him: he’s hypersensitive, an exposed nerve. I wish he would just lighten up.

“You’ve been upset since lunch,” I announce as we turn onto the highway. My voice accidentally sounds a little bit sharp.

“I have not been,” he says, hands gripped tightly on the steering wheel, eyes straight ahead.

“I know you,” I sigh, “and I can tell when you’re upset.” I stare at his profile as he drives, his straight nose, his pale cheek, pale eyelashes, his delicate, almost girlish mouth set in a tight line. Sometimes when he’s asleep at night I look at him, and I see the same expression on his face, the same tight-lipped, worried grimace: the midnight scowler. “So why don’t you just tell me what happened. It was what Tina said at lunch, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to talk about it. It was no big deal.”

“I know that; that’s what I think. But it clearly bothered you, so why don’t you please talk to me about it?”

He turns on the radio, tunes in a classical station. “I just need a few minutes of quiet. I’ll get over it on my own. I know it was no big deal,” he repeats. “Tina can be really harsh. It bugged me.”

God, he’s such a baby. But I begin to soften. It’s not his fault. It’s just who he is. “Sweetie, I—”

“—Emily, WOULD YOU PLEASE STOP TALKING? Just leave me ALONE for a few minutes!”

Oh, boy. The car fills up with classical music. Jerk. Asshole. Prick. Jerk asshole prick. My God, am I going to cry? My face feels tingly and my eyes are suddenly pressurized from inside their sockets. But I won’t do it. I won’t cry and let him apologize and make it all right. I swallow hard, twice. Asshole jerk prick, the nerve of him to yell at me when I was trying to comfort him. I close my eyes, lean back against the headrest, tug at the seatbelt that has suddenly become uncomfortable across my chest. And then the strangest thing happens: the face of David Keller flashes before my closed, not-crying eyes. David Keller’s face calms me down.

“Christ. I’m sorry,” Kevin says.

“Whatever!” I can be very mature.

“I am sorry!”

He doesn’t actually sound sorry. “Now we both need a few minutes of quiet,” I say, in what I hope is a flinty tone.

I wonder what this music is. I like classical, even have a few CDs at home, but mostly I can’t tell the difference between a moonlight sonata and an unfinished symphony. I grab hold of the idea of David Keller, the object of my crush, the man I barely know. He feels like an option. He feels like a clear light shining through the cloud of my anger at Kevin. My anger, my disappointment in…in…our relationship, our life, my disappointment in myself.

You say, Yes, yes, yes, and This, then this, then this, and you find yourself: thirty, frustrated, adrift, and married to a teeth-grindingly tiresome man who suddenly wants to handcuff himself to you with both progeny and real estate. Why didn’t I do things better, more deliberately, more carefully? Why didn’t I think things through more thoroughly? Why am I not where I want to be? Do I even know what that place looks like? I think about seeing David Keller again.

Ten minutes later, Kevin reaches over and strokes my head. Yes, yes, yes. Okay. I let him.

 

I WILL SAY THIS: I’M PROBABLY DOING SOMETHING WRONG NOW. Although, not very wrong. Not wrong like shaking a baby wrong, or cheating on your taxes wrong, or even really betraying Kevin wrong. But I can face the fact that taking a walk with David Keller is more wrong than right. I’m aware of the messy morality of all of this, which, I happen to think, kind of redeems me. Today I’m going to go for a walk with David Keller, which is not the most right thing I’ve ever done, but I’m going to tell him that I’m married, which will fix everything. Well, it won’t fix everything: it won’t fix me. But it will repair the situation I’ve gotten myself into.

There was an e-mail waiting for me when Kevin and I got home from Madison. I knew there would be.

         


I meant to ask for your phone number, Emily. But I suppose e-mail is a reasonable form of communication for people like us. If I have any hope of impressing you, it’s probably by writing rather than talking, anyway.

Can we get together again? Would you like to go for a walk with me one day this week?

(I’m trying to play it cool here…but I have to admit, I’d really love to see you soon.)

—David


         

If I hadn’t already been over the edge, the words inside those parentheses would have done me in.

         

We meet at the War Memorial on Lake Michigan. He’s waiting for me on one of the uncomfortable brown benches, huddled against the autumn chill. As soon as I spot him, I’m yanked from side to side like a marionette, flipped upside down and then right side up, so fast that the human eye can’t see it. But I feel it happen.

I told Kevin this morning that I was going to meet a friend for lunch. I decided that this one lie would be discrete, roped off from the rest of my life like a room in a museum. It was a necessity before I put everything right. I decided that it was no big deal, almost harmless.

Anyway, I seem to be developing the odd ability to compartmentalize my life. So while I’m at it, I’ll box up this stomachache I’ve been carrying around, send it away, or at least ignore it. It has nothing to do with me right now.

David stands as I approach and holds up his hand in greeting. I have a brief, blinding vision of him grabbing me by my coat collar and pulling me toward him, kissing me wildly. I have to snap out of it, focus, drag my wobbly self back to this planet. “Hey!” I say, walking toward him.

“I have the day off,” he says. “I brought chocolate.”

I can tell that he’s flustered. His non sequiturs are an advertisement for it. He pulls out a bar of fancy European chocolate from his coat pocket, holds it flat in his open palm.

“I took a risk,” he says, “that you’d be a dark chocolate woman.”

“I am,” I say, smiling, still facing him, ten inches from him. I take a tiny step closer.

“I was going to buy two kinds, but I had a hunch.”

“Impressive.” I don’t know what else to say. I have turned into a Neanderthal. Ugh. Grunt. Take me back to your cave. He begins unwrapping the bar, breaks off two squares. It’s one of those chilly autumn days where the sun is so bright you can see every detail on a person, where every pore on your face is visible. I’m glad I bleached my mustache a few days ago. I’m glad I used the lint brush on my coat. David’s hair, which I would have described as dark brown, turns out to have many reddish strands in it. His lips are dry, but not chapped. The chocolate bar’s foil wrapping reflects the sun. Everything is heightened, magnified. He takes a deep breath.

“It’s really great out today,” he says, looking around, squinting. I nod. We are, in fact, strangers to each other. Well, good, I guess; this makes my task easier. I pop a square of chocolate into my mouth, let it melt there.

“Want to walk?” he asks, turning back to me, still squinting against the sun. There are a few lines at the corners of his eyes. He looks a little bit older than I’d first thought he was. Thirtyish? I wonder.

I nod again. Nobody is around. It’s colder than it seemed when I left the apartment this morning. I adjust my scarf as we begin to walk. It’s almost noon. The day is surreal, and I am not myself.

We walk in silence for a while, awkward, friendly.

“So, what did you do this weekend?” David asks.

“I—I went to Madison on Sunday to visit some friends. You?”

“Oh, same thing I always do. Rented movies, read, hung out with work buddies, did my laundry. Pretty wild.” We’re walking in rhythm, arms swinging lightly next to each other. “I went to a fish fry on Friday night,” he continues. “In my five years here, I’d never done it, and I figured I couldn’t call myself a Milwaukeean—not that I necessarily want to call myself a Milwaukeean—until I experienced an authentic fish fry.”

“And?”

“It was definitely fried fish,” he says. “It was pretty gross, actually. I shouldn’t take ‘All you can eat’ as a challenge.”

I laugh. The wind is coming in from the lake. A few clouds blow quickly across the sky. There is an empty park to our left, the choppy water to our right. The word “clandestine” pops into my head, stays there.

“How was Madison?” he asks.

“We just walked around. And ate.” I think about “we.” “Seems like there used to be more to do there, when I was in college. There was always a protest or a boycott or a sit-in, and it was all brand-new and it felt really crucial.” I think about the kiss-in—it was almost ten years ago—and look away from David, toward the lake. “Now the students look like toddlers to me, and State Street feels like a moving walkway between fast-food joints and chain shoe stores.”

“Emily!” David says, surprised. “So cynical for someone so young!”

“Is it?” I ask. I hadn’t meant it to be. I like how he says my name.

“No, I know what you mean. For me it’s not so much that things mattered more ten years ago, but more like I thought I could actually have an effect….” His sentence drifts off.

I nod. “That’s it exactly!” I give a little embarrassed laugh. I feel overexposed. I’m letting him see too much of me. I’m flashing my emotional underwear. But I keep going. “I used to think getting involved in politics, protesting, working on campaigns…I used to think it all made a difference. I don’t know about that anymore.” Our hands are so close, almost brushing, hanging there at the end of our arms, bony pendulums. I swallow, take a breath. “But even talking about it feels indulgent. Existential angst is so 1990s!”

I look up at him, nervous; I wait for him to shrug, nod, tell me I’m a genius, tell me I’m an idiot.

And then he takes my hand. He takes my hand in his, laces his fingers through mine. He holds on firmly, but not too tightly. His palm is warm, his fingers smooth against mine.

Is this separate from my life? Can I wrap it up in a package? Is this person me? We keep moving. I don’t let go.

We walk, holding hands. My legs are gummy. What if I see someone I know? But there’s no one around. David tells me a story about the newspaper, about how his colleagues revolted against the editor in chief two years ago and ousted the guy, about his conflicted loyalties, because this man was a horrible editor, but also his friend. Every molecule in my body has been rearranged. My heart has surreptitiously migrated to my right hand.

I tell him about my job at Male Reproduction, about my bosses and how I organize my schedule so that I only have to work with the nice one. I tell him more about my family, my sister in Minneapolis, my mom and dad here in Milwaukee. This is the hand I promised to Kevin, the heart.

“I rented the movie you were telling me about,” I say as we pass a cluster of deserted stone benches and almost-bare trees. “Wild Strawberries.” What I don’t say is, “And I felt like I was inside your head, I wanted to become an expert on Ingmar Bergman just to know you better, and if you had told me that dung beetles were your passion, I would develop a voracious interest in disgusting bugs.”

David gives my hand a little squeeze. “Did you? What did you think?” He’s pleased, flattered. We talk about old movies for a while. I know nothing about the subject, but David acts like my every question is a perfect diamond; he holds each one up to the sun, examines its brilliance.

We make our way slowly down the path, reach the place where it forks off, and turn around. Our conversation has settled into a quiet rhythm, less forced than before we touched. Now that we’re connected physically, we let silent currents flow comfortably between us. I’m aware of the sound of the water splashing up against the side of the concrete barrier, of the clean, almost imperceptible scent of the wind.

By the time we’re back at the War Memorial, I know three things: that I would like to stay here with David Keller all day; that it’s time to go, because you should always leave a party while everyone’s still having fun; that he will kiss me. What I don’t know is whether I will kiss him.

He pulls me toward a bench, the same one that he sat on earlier as he waited for me. We sit close, lean against each other, the padding of coats between us. The temperature has dropped, even in the hour or so that we’ve been out here, and my eyes are teary and wet from the wind. I wipe them with the back of my hand, clear my throat, turn my whole body to face him. His cheeks are red. “I should probably go,” I say.

He mirrors my movement, rotates himself toward me. “Okay,” he says softly. He leans nearer to me, slowly.

Is this what it feels like, just before a first kiss? I can’t remember. It’s not like riding a bike. I’m tense, perched on the edge of a cliff, terrified. I never thought I’d have another first kiss. I thought that my first kiss with Kevin, nine years ago, would be my last first kiss. That was the agreement, anyway. My teeth are chattering a little bit. My body’s trembling from the inside out. I want this. I don’t want this.

David is so close to me now I can see the shadow across his jawline, the slight circles under his eyes. His face is beautiful, dark and strong. His nose is a little bit crooked. I glance down. His hands are resting on his thighs. What a strange thing, a body, with its dangling limbs, its movable parts.

“Hey,” he says, his voice low, this last second before a kiss. I can feel his breath on my face. It smells sweet, a faint remnant of chocolate. I look into his eyes.

And then my body takes over, acts of its own volition, ignores the hope in my heart, or maybe listens carefully to it; I don’t know. I jump up as if I’ve been shocked, in the split second before it’s too late. While my brain valiantly tries to register what I’ve just done, and not done, I find that I am standing, looking down at David. I feel outsized, gigantic.

“Oh! Okay, well.” My ridiculous voice is thin and shaky. “I really should go. Bye!” I turn and leave in a sudden swoop, before David has the chance to digest this, before he can call me back. I’m walking fast and I don’t turn around, but I imagine him there, baffled, still leaning forward, mouth slightly open in confusion. I’m halfway up the hill. I can see my little red Toyota, a long half block away. I hate myself. I’ve never felt quite like this. I am a hideous, pungent concoction of guilt, shame, embarrassment, and desire. I’m hot with it, this terrible new potion coursing through my veins. Betrayal changes a person physically. This is a different me, racing to my car, heading toward home. I have held the hand of, almost kissed, lusted after a man who is not Kevin. Not to mention, I’ve lied to David and to Kevin both. What I have done has transformed me, like alchemy, only backward: whatever there was in me that was precious metal is now nothing but common elements, gravel, straw.

 

“I NEED A FAVOR,” MEG SAYS. IT ’S THURSDAY NIGHT, and Steve has late office hours, so we’re sprawled out on their enormous overstuffed sofa, passing cartons of Chinese food back and forth, watching TV. I haven’t told Meg about the other day.

“Name it,” I say, my mouth full of tofu and pea pods. This is the first time I’ve been hungry in two days.

She chews, swallows. “I want to go back to work. I want to sub. But…” She pauses. “Actually, this is a big favor. But I don’t know how else—I really—”

“It’s okay,” I say. “Whatever you need me to do.”

“I need you to come with me. Just for a day or two. It sounds nuts, I know, even to me, but I need to get out of the house, I want to work, but I’m not ready to do it on my own, to be in front of a classroom by myself. I’ve already gotten permission from Judy.” Meg is friends with the principal of her school. “And I’ll pay you!” she says, perking up.

“I wouldn’t take money from you.”

“Of course you would. You’d be my aide, and it wouldn’t be easy, so of course you’d take money.” She holds out her hand and I pass her the container of cashew chicken. “It’s not even going to be art classes, necessarily. I said I’d be available to substitute for anyone, any grade. It could be third-grade math or fifth-grade history. But, the thing is, I need you.”

“When?” I ask. I’m not chomping at the bit to spend a few days with Meg helping her teach subtraction to fidgeting eight-year-olds, or scraping washable paint out from under my fingernails at the end of the day, but I’ll do it. I’d do it even if I didn’t feel secretly guilty for karmically causing her miscarriage.

“Anytime starting next week?”

“Okay. It’ll be fun!” I say feebly.

         

I considered telling Kevin. I thought about coming clean. The term is apt: after my walk with David, I felt as if my body were covered in a grimy coat of sawdust, a light ash created by the friction of attraction sawing back and forth against guilt. I came home. Kevin was at work. I closed the door to my study and thought about confessing, washing away my sins. I began sorting through the books and papers strewn all over my desk: year-old fashion and health magazines that I thought I might want to write for; catalogues; receipts; scribbled, unintelligible notes to myself (what did “tragic beans, not hateful” mean?); junk mail I’d never bothered opening.

But then I thought, Why hurt Kevin? I made a “discard” pile on the floor and started randomly flinging things into it, creating chaos: at least the old, messy arrangement had made sense. Why cause him pain, when I’m the one who screwed up, I’m the one who should face the consequences, not Kevin? I stopped looking at what I was throwing out. Anything more than six months old was history. I stacked up enough papers and magazines to fill two brown paper bags. The top of my desk was visible. I began to gather up the mess; the room started to look neater, more organized. I knew I wouldn’t tell him. This was my fault, not his. Kevin was innocent.

Innocent and intolerable. Everything he does: not just how he’s been ceaselessly pressuring me lately, but the way he chews his food with an excess of lip-smacking; how he hogs the bed, inching over to me, pawing at me in the night; his habit of rubbing his hands together like a lecherous old man when he’s nervous or excited. Even the color of his eyelashes irritates me, so pale they’re almost invisible. Everything about him sets my teeth on edge. Passionless, uptight, blond-eyelashed Kevin—he’s the anti-David.

On Friday night, we go over to my parents’ house for dinner. Kevin and I drive silently through the city and then out of it, into the suburbs that open up before us. On a crisp, darkening night like this, it always strikes me that Milwaukee’s suburbs were farmland just a few years ago, the subdivisions were cornfields, cows grazed in pastures that are now libraries and gas stations…and that what seems enduring may be momentary, fragile, and subject to change. As we approach Jupiter’s Palace of Cheese, its lights glowing orange in the autumn dusk, I want to casually reach over and rest my hand on Kevin’s shoulder; I want to say to him, “Let’s stop here. Why don’t we go in and have a look around, maybe pick something up for my parents?,” as if this is something we do all the time, a part of our comfortable routine. It would be a relief, to do this with Kevin. It would put the planets back in line. But the words get stuck in my throat, and Kevin’s eyes are resolutely on the road ahead, and so we keep driving.

We pull into the driveway of the house I grew up in, a 1950s ranch with beige painted trim. It’s a small, flat house with a carport, a sunken living room, a rec room, an electric can opener—all the space-age accoutrements. The three outside lights over the garage, the carport, and the front door all blaze, marking our trail and making this the brightest spot on the block.

“Is there a connection between ranch-style houses and ranch-style salad dressing?” I ask Kevin as we walk up the path. He looks at me, raises one eyebrow, an expression I’ve seen him practice in front of the mirror.

My mother stands waiting for us at the door, wearing a flowered apron over her clothes, although I doubt she did anything more culinarily taxing than heating up frozen stuffed chicken breasts. She is like an older, shorter, bustier, eyeshadowed me. Her frizzy hair is pinned back with little spangly barrettes that look like ones I wore when I was ten, and probably are. She wears lots of jewelry—big gold button earrings, bracelets, sparkly rings—at all times. She favors loose, tunic-style, silky blouses with sequins on them. “Erica Marchese had twins,” she says by way of greeting, giving first me, then Kevin a perfumey kiss on the cheek. “She named them Chloe and Zoe, however.” I went to grade school with Erica Marchese, although I haven’t seen her in about twenty years. But my mother keeps her finger on the pulse of her thriving, procreating suburban community.

“Chloe and Zoe, huh?” I say, humoring her, even though I don’t care. Bright light and the murmur of voices fill the front hallway and spread throughout the entire house. My parents have a habit of leaving electrical appliances on—televisions, radios, lamps. It always seems like there’s more going on here than there actually is.

“I bought you some underwear, sweetie,” my mom stage-whispers to me. “And some darling earrings. They’re on your bed. See if you like them.”

I take Kevin’s heavy leather coat and carry it along with mine into my old bedroom, which has been preserved as a shrine to me. If I ever wanted to move back in, if I ever wanted to move back to 1992, there’s a room in Bay Point, Wisconsin, six-and-a-half miles north of downtown Milwaukee, waiting to oblige me. My one trophy, which I received for being an integral part of the 1990 Bay Point High School debating team, holds pride of place on my yellow bureau. The pink polka-dotted bedspread I picked out to match the light purple carpeting still covers my little twin bed. I enjoyed pastels in the late ’80s. The color scheme in here is accidental Easter egg. Every time I walk through the door of this room, I am overcome with the feeling of both safety and suffocation.

“Hiya, sweetheart,” my dad says, emerging from the wood-paneled den, where he’s likely been watching public television and/or reading about the history of aspirin or of tree-trimming or of Woodrow Wilson’s presidency for the past four or five hours. He stands in the doorway to my room, scratching his bald head. He’s wearing one of Heather’s old sweatshirts, which pulls tightly across his belly, and a pair of light brown polyester slacks that were perhaps in fashion circa 1973. Black dress socks complete the picture. My dad, a retired high school social studies teacher, spends his time reading educational nonfiction or watching PBS. He’s a gentle man who seems to inhabit a different planet from the rest of us, near to ours but not quite intersecting, one where the pursuit of facts and knowledge provides infinitely more sustenance than food and oxygen. He blinks a lot, as if natural light surprises him. He has the habit of wandering off in the middle of a conversation to look up a word in the dictionary or to page through an encyclopedia in search of a historical reference. Naturally, he and Kevin get along famously.

Kevin is in the kitchen, helping my mother set the table. I don’t know this for sure, but since things unfold in the same manner every time we’re here, I’d bet on it. I hear the clink of silverware and glasses, the low sound of Kevin’s voice pitched against my mom’s high titter. I wish I could close my bedroom door and read a book for the rest of the night instead of eating dinner with my parents and Kevin. Containing my turmoil has been exhausting. I feel like I’ve been holding a lid over a boiling pot for three days. I just want to lie down.

“Hi, Dad.” I walk over and hug him.

“Very interesting show on channel thirty-six about the brain,” he says, as if we were in the middle of a conversation and had been interrupted just a few minutes ago. “For one thing, the human head weighs between ten and twelve pounds. I had no idea.” He blinks, smiles at me as if he’s giving me a gift. “I’ll tell your mother the next time she says I need to lose weight,” he whispers conspiratorially. “I’m not ten pounds overweight. It’s just my head!”

I don’t quite understand my dad, most of the time.

“Come,” he says, taking my arm. “To the mess hall!”

“Oh, hello, Leonard,” my mom says showily as we walk into the kitchen. “Nice to see you.” She hates that my father prefers to spend his free time alone. She’s a butterfly, colorfully flitting from lunch date to social engagement to shopping trip with friends, requiring only companionship; he’s a strange, myopic, solitary bookworm. They’re polar opposites, Barbara and Len Ross, and it amazes me not that they’re still married, but that they ever fell in love in the first place. Watching their psychological contortions and battles embarrasses me, feels like spying on them as they tussle in bed. I wish they would keep it to themselves.

“Kevin, my good man,” my dad says, ignoring my mom, possibly not noticing her tone. He and Kevin shake hands mock-formally, as they’ve been doing for nine years.

“Sir!” Kevin says. The table is set properly, the precooked chicken breasts are cooling—they’ll be cold when we eat them—while my mom fiddles with a fruit salad made solely of brownish sliced apples and canned mandarin oranges. “How’s everything going?” Kevin asks.

“Everything is going swimmingly,” my father says. “Just swimmingly.” This is the same script we always follow. I could film it, and then next time just send the video.

I ask my mom if there’s anything I can do to help her, a calculated strategy Heather and I perfected when we were teenagers to coincide with the moment when she’s just finished and doesn’t need help.

“Are there napkins on the table? Glasses?” There are. “Then everybody, just sit down,” she commands. We do.

My mom pays no attention to my dad or to Kevin, whose sin is that he really likes my dad, and turns to me. “Did I tell you about Stephanie Wagner’s baby shower?” She nibbles on an apple slice, wipes her mouth daintily. “Well,” she begins, already deliciously outraged, before I have the chance to respond. “Mrs. Wagner, who really had nothing to do with the planning of this shower—it was given by Mrs. Sheffield and Mrs. Gold—decided that she wanted to help. But you know what that means for Mrs. Wagner. She just wanted to get her fingers into the pie.” These are women I’ve known my whole life, but in the lingua franca of these suburban ladies, referring to them by their first names would be sacrilegious. My mother continues with a story having something to do with place settings, where one of the main characters is the Jordan almonds. Somebody is adamantly insisting on, or flat-out rejecting, these party nuts. I don’t know. I stopped listening somewhere around the words “baby shower.” And my mother, perceptive though she is, is just a sucker for a captive audience, so I nod and nod, and occasionally gasp, which keeps her happy.

My dad and Kevin are chatting amiably about the central nervous system. My dad seems to be explaining something complicated to Kevin about the myelin sheath, and is using mandarin oranges to illustrate his point, moving them around on his plate.

The conversation remains segregated throughout the meal. I catch Kevin glancing over at me a few times, but I can’t read his expression. During dinner, my mother regales me with her ideas for redecorating the kitchen (it’s all about granite countertops), and I offer my opinions, a bit wantonly: I give myself over to it and suddenly, for the moment, I really do care, passionately, whether she ends up with light wood for the cabinets or dark. (“Blond wood, Mom, would bring so much natural light into the room!”) My father asks Kevin about his work, Kevin questions my dad about his latest intellectual interest. A few minutes later, my dad asks Kevin’s opinion on a problem they’ve been having with the leaky garage roof, although Kevin has as much experience with leaky roofs as I do (it’s flat; it leaks!). I watch as Kevin chews solemnly, nodding to my father, reflecting on this situation. I take a bite of baked potato that tastes like cotton and wash it down with a long gulp of water. There is so much good in Kevin. How did I ever find a man so unflinching in his devotion to me, whose steady commitment extends all the way to my squabbling parents and their flat, waterlogged garage roof? If Kevin and I broke up, if I left the kind man sitting next to my father, I would never have this again. I would have meals with my parents, of course, but without Kevin, I believe I would never again sit at this dinner table in the same easy comfort of our similar domesticities, the four of us accomplices in the shared, unspoken knowledge that Kevin and I are replicating my parents, that we are justifying their choices, that we are their legacy.

It’s somewhere between the baked potatoes and the store-bought lemon chiffon cake that I realize the obvious: I don’t have a choice to make. I’ve already made it. Kevin is my choice. True, I picked him long before I knew David, but so what? When we got married, we said to each other: nobody else, no matter what. I promised. I’m not in high school. I don’t need to be so torn up about this. And if being with Kevin feels at the moment more like a life sentence than a lifetime of happiness, well, that’s just my burden. I love him, and I’m duty-bound to him. Babies and houses are my future, I suppose. Why should I be any different from everybody else? This is the way grown-ups negotiate their marriages, I finally understand. They bear up under the weight of them.

Kevin and my dad are talking about Freud now, the logical extension, I guess, of their in-depth dinnertime analysis of the brain. My mom is watching them, not participating. She doesn’t look peeved, though, just distant, more like she’s watching a circus, a freak show she couldn’t possibly join, but one she holds tickets to and doesn’t seem to mind viewing.

Kevin says, “Freud was the first person to recognize the effect paranoia has on our daily lives.”

“A man walks into a psychiatrist’s office,” my dad responds, waving his fork for emphasis, “and says, ‘Doctor, people keep ignoring me.’ The doctor says, ‘Next!’”

We laugh, because we’ve all heard him tell this joke a million times, and also because in a weird way it’s still funny. Now is the chance for somebody to change the subject, to bring everyone back together. I notice the way my mom is looking at my dad, her head tilted, one hand wrapped loosely around her lipstick-smudged water glass. At first I think that it’s just run-of-the-mill annoyance that’s causing her mouth to curve into a tiny, enigmatic smile. But I see that it’s something else. Her stubborn irritation with him is certainly real, but right now it’s background noise, just the daily murmur and thrum of the crowd. Ringing through it like a clear bell, at least for the moment, is fondness. Definite fondness. Or something like it.

 

DICK IS IN MY OFFICE AGAIN WHEN I WALK THROUGH THE DOOR on Monday morning. On the way over, I prepared myself to sit down and immediately send the e-mail I’ve been writing in my head all weekend, but I see Dick and I’m grateful for the postponement.

“Hi!” I say, taking off my coat. The fluorescent light above my head is flickering slightly, which means I’ll have a throbbing headache by the end of the day. I’ll call the maintenance people, who will tell me they’ll fix it but won’t. Dick is sitting in a rolling chair in the middle of the room next to a huge stack of manuscripts. Are those slippers he’s wearing?

“What is your opinion of ethics?” he asks loudly, looking up from a piece of paper in his lap. I freeze, my coat shrugged halfway off my shoulders. Ethics? Why is he asking me about ethics? What has he heard? Jesus, does he know? Did he see me with David at the lake?

“What?” It comes out of my mouth as a squeak.

“Ethics, ethics.” He plants his suspiciously corduroy-shod feet flatly on the carpeting and rolls his chair around to face me. “It’s the age of Dolly the sheep. Stem cell research. George W. Bush. We’re behind the curve. I think the journal needs a few essays on bioethics. Some op-ed pieces.” He emphasizes the syllables “op” and “ed” so that they sound vaguely Swedish.

Bioethics. I exhale, peel off my gloves, stuff them into my pockets. “I think that’s a fantastic idea.”

Dick is thumbing through a list of our referees, the scientists and doctors who review article submissions for us. “Ah, ah…” He concentrates; his eyebrows converge. “Emily,” he says, finally remembering my name. I’ve been noticing that his expressions have begun to resemble Ronald Reagan’s at the end of his presidency, and this worries me. “May I ask you to organize a rather large number of manuscripts for me today?” He sweeps his hand over the stack at his feet like he’s performing a magic trick. Poof. Dick has the tendency to foist an unwieldy administrative task on me when the mood strikes him, not minding or noticing that I have a certain system, a certain organized number of jobs to do at any given time, measured out to keep the office running smoothly. Fussy librarian is not really the kind of person I consider myself to be, but I can’t stand the break in my routine. So I guess I am. “I seem to have let things run a bit amok,” he continues. “I’d like you to divide these articles into groups. Rejected and pending. I’d also like you to fashion a folder for each of them and clear out the extraneous paperwork. Would you be so kind?”

I see my day at Male Reproduction unfolding before me: a mountain of typed labels, scattered papers, and folders heaped under the gently strobing fluorescent light. I smile, nod, sigh. He means well. He means well. “Sure, Dick.”

I spend the next eight hours categorizing my boss’s files, unable to get to my computer and write to David. Heather once told me that the highest level of productivity a company can expect from its employees is fifty percent. At this rate, I’m now due a full day of paid vacation (which I will probably take the next time Dick goes out of town, in the form of one of my patented work slowdowns, involving but not limited to calling Meg, sending personal e-mails, and relentlessly snacking on Junior Mints).

Dick decides to work in my office. As I sit cross-legged on the floor surrounded by the detritus of the journal, he rolls up to my desk and proceeds to make dozens of calls to scientists, asking them to write about bioethics. “Genome mapping,” I hear him say. “Genetic counseling.” From my uncomfortable perch in the middle of the room, I make up my own topics to amuse myself. “Three gnomes napping.” “Frenetic bouncing.” I debate sharing my excellent ideas for the name of the section, “Send in the Clones,” or maybe “Sperm und Drang.” I decide to keep quiet. In between serious conversations with scientists, Dick chats genially to me about his family, his NIH grant application, his favorite kind of pie (rhubarb!), so that I can never enter the zone where I might at least be able to enjoy concentrating on a menial job and getting it done. My day inches along. I spend a full hour typing “Submission” onto folder labels. I spend another forty-five minutes typing “Reject” onto another set of labels. Under these circumstances, how can a girl not feel slightly nudged by the universe? As soon as Dick leaves, I will write the e-mail.

Finally, at five thirty, just when I’d normally be packing up and happily contemplating dinner, Dick calls it a day, tells me I’m swell, pulls on his green-felt beret, and leaves, first attempting to use the supply-closet door before making his way to the actual exit. I worry, sometimes, that the next time I come in to work I’ll find him still obliviously wandering the corridors of Pfein Hall.

I wonder if there’s a reason that most of the men in my life are such emotionally incomprehensible beings who live so much more distinctly in their heads than in the material world. Dick, who may, in fact, be deteriorating, painting the brushstrokes of his life, long lost to its subtle details, its fine lines and specific shadings. My sweet father, his interior life a mystery, his off-kilter conversations mostly obscure factual references and strange jokes so confusing that they manage to round the bend and arrive on the other side of funny. And Kevin, stiff and controlled and certain that if he just pretends for long enough that I don’t have feelings, eventually I won’t.

My head is pounding now, since my eyes have, as predicted, failed to keep the pace of the flickering fluorescent light. The sky is dark and it suddenly feels much later than it is. My fingers, finally poised on the keyboard, look cinematic and slightly fake, just a shade wrong, too white, too thin, too large, like when you know that the hands playing the piano in the movie don’t actually belong to the actor.

         


Dear David,

I’m sorry you haven’t heard from me in a while. I owe you an explanation for running off the way I did. I had an amazing time with you the other day. I’ve been having an amazing time getting to know you, which is why this is so hard to write. I don’t know how I managed to screw up so badly, but I need to tell you that I’m married.

This is probably not what you were expecting. I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am for not mentioning it sooner. I should never have let our friendship progress the way it did without telling you.

I don’t know; I might have imagined that something was developing between us. I’m second-guessing everything right now. Either way, I should have said something. I think I let things go too far. I’m so sorry if I gave you the wrong idea. I just enjoyed our time together—too much.

I hope you can forgive me.

—Emily



P.S. If you have no idea what I’m talking about, please just delete this e-mail and pretend I never sent it.




I hit “send.” With my hand—mine again—I turn off my computer and head home.

         

Two weeks tick by. I feel dull and dense, like my body mass has changed. I feel as if I’ve moved to an outlying suburb of my life. Soddenville. Over to the left is a new golf course, Listless Vista. On the right is a housing development, Low-Level Despair Estates.

I’m awake for hours in the middle of the night, and then I sleep till ten in the morning. I spend one entire day inventing time-consuming chores for myself that require no actual expenditure of energy: I call the toll-free number listed on a can of sparkling water to report that every can in the case we just bought is flat. This water does not sparkle! I dig around and find the phone number of the organization that removes your name from credit card company solicitation lists. I call the accounting department at my dentist’s office to question a bill that I suspect is probably right but might not be. I walk ten blocks to the grocery store to buy macadamia nuts. I consider making up a complaint about the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel’s shameful coverage of something or other and writing an irate letter to the editor.

I had wheels. And now they’re gone. And although I can still walk, although my wheels were not required for basic maneuvers, I was just getting to know them, starting to enjoy them. I was just beginning to feel wild and free and speedy.

I wonder what David is thinking. He must hate me. I guess I’ll never hear from him again. It shouldn’t bother me; after all, I wrote the e-mail. I put a stop to the whole dodgy mess. Still, at the oddest moments, while I’m driving somewhere, or in the middle of dinner, or during a stupefying telephone conversation with a scientist, I’ll start imagining him, thinking about his face as he read my message, imagining his reaction. I picture him pushing his chair back from his computer, raking his hand through his hair. I see him slumping onto his sofa in, what? confusion? anger? sadness? complete apathy? As long as it’s my fantasy, I usually imagine that he’s devastated, that he longs for me, that he forgives me and wants me. Sometimes, while I’m at it, I continue imagining him. He’s combing his hair. He’s eating a sandwich. I can’t help it. I tried to purge him from my mind. I did the best I could. It hasn’t worked yet. But I’m sure it will eventually.

Kevin doesn’t seem to notice any of it—not my lethargy, not my distractedness, not my sudden propensity for strange and useless household tasks. Or if he does, he’s too wrapped up in the daily muddle of his own life to ask me about it. Worst of all, I don’t even feel less guilty. I still feel as if I cheated on Kevin. One emotional entanglement has reconfigured us. The tectonic plates of our relationship have shifted. Will this get better, too, eventually?

On Tuesday, Meg calls and asks me if I’m free “all day Thursday.” As it happens, I am. I get excited because I think she’s going to suggest a day trip to Chicago, or a long hike in the state park. Then she tells me that we’re scheduled to head a classroom full of writhing five-year-olds. Thirty of them. For the entire day.

“Do you know the apples and bananas song?” she asks. “‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ in Spanish?” She’s serious.

“Uh, no, Meg,” I answer, in a subtle tone that I hope will indicate: Meg, why on earth would I know those songs?

“I’ll try to print out the lyrics to a few of the kindergarten standards before Thursday,” she says, all business. “Can you be at the school by seven forty-five?”

         

The playground in front of Day Avenue Primary School is a surprisingly calm place at a quarter to eight. Eerily calm. It rained last night, and this morning everything shines. The sidewalks sparkle, the bright playground equipment gleams, and even the few fat, bobbing pigeons on the wet grass are shimmery and iridescent.

Well, this won’t be so bad. I see myself crouched next to a sweet five-year-old who is sitting at her miniature desk, feet swinging, intently trying to write her name. I’m gently guiding her, encouraging her as she forms adorably large, crooked letters: E-M-M-A. (Meg says all the girls are Emma and Olivia and all the boys are Max, like characters from a novel cowritten by Jane Austen and Isaac Bashevis Singer.) Good job, honey! Oh, heavens, you needn’t thank me. That’s what I’m here for. I will be Miss Emily, the kind, beautiful teacher’s assistant, and when they go home, they’ll rave about me to their ragged, overworked mommies. Miss Emily taught me to count to ten in French! Miss Emily told me she liked my dress! Maybe they’ll remember me forever. Between scrubbing the bathroom floor and driving the kids to soccer practice, their mommies will resent me.

Gingerly, I ease my too-wide self down onto a canvas swing and wait for Meg.

Just then, the four horsemen of the apocalypse descend: four yellow buses pull up. What emerges from their gaping maws can only be the end of the world. Masses, hordes of screeching, yelping demons pour out of the buses, pushing and shoving each other and running maniacally. They just whirl around, careening off each other, pointy little teeth bared, expressions of pure hedonistic joy on their faces. Wild animals! Hell monsters! It looks like some of them are headed for the playground equipment. I feel myself cower, shrink a little on my swing.

Meg comes up beside me, puts her hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she says cheerfully. “They’re not all ours.”

I stand. I hadn’t seen her approaching. “When did you get here?”

“I’ve been here since seven. I wanted to prepare the room and get my head together. Let’s go inside now. We have fifteen minutes before the playground monitor will corral the kids and send them in.” I notice a harassed-looking middle-aged lady off to the side. She has a beehive hairdo and is wearing a dress the color of toast. There’s a whistle around her neck. She scans the crowd, making sure the prematurely huge ten-year-olds don’t crush the few minuscule four-year-olds before eight in the morning.

I follow Meg in the main door, and she guides me down the echoey hallway to the kindergarten wing. Our sneakers make loud slapping sounds on the industrial tiled floors. I’ve been here before, visiting Meg, but the identical-looking corridors are always a maze to me. Bright, splotchy paintings on construction paper decorate the walls above the little blue and red lockers. Posters exhorting kids to READ and to SAY NO TO DRUGS cover the remaining wall space. The image of a five-year-old politely refusing a tiny joint pops into my head, and I promptly chase it away. This is not the kind of thing that occurs to Miss Emily!

Meg greets a few of her fellow teachers as we pass. They’re a chalk-dusted, sensibly dressed bunch of women. They look harried, but several of them stop to hug her, welcome her back, whisper that they hope she’s doing okay, that they’ve been thinking about her. It’s obvious that these women form a close group and that they adore Meg. Who wouldn’t? For a second, I’m jealous. Meg introduces me quickly to her colleagues. “My best friend and teacher’s aide for the day!” she says. I squash my jealousy like a bug.

We enter Mrs. Rosen’s room, a landscape of orange all-purpose carpeting, bright pillows, and multicolored miniature plastic chairs lined up against a long U-shaped table. Meg is whistling a repetitive ditty that seems to consist of just six notes.

“It’s nice to see you in good spirits,” I offer tentatively.

“I feel great!” Meg says. “This was such a good idea. Em,” she adds, “you know how much I appreciate this.”

“Shut up!” I say.

She punches me lightly in the arm; I punch her back. We pretend to be guys. “You shut up.”

“What’s on today’s agenda?” I ask. “Mergers? Acquisitions? Hostile takeovers?”

“The lesson plan involves show-and-tell and a recap of the days of the week, followed by a three-martini lunch and an investigation by the SEC.” She motions me over to the closet at the back of the room and opens the door. “Art supplies,” she says, with a Vanna White swoop of her arm. “Oh, and they’ll be working in their journals today, too.”

“They keep journals?” I ask. “Can they write?”

“Not really. They draw pictures and scratch out a few words.”

“What else?”

“Follow my lead,” she says. “Activities last about twenty minutes each. Welcome to short-attention-span theater. A lot of what we do is wander around and give them encouragement, help them clean up. It’ll be obvious.”

The first students of the day charge into the room, two little girls with pink backpacks and identical haircuts—stick-straight short hair and bangs. Bangs! Maybe I should get bangs. They spot Meg and run up to her, stop just short of crashing into her legs. They haven’t learned the concept of personal space yet. “Hi, Miss Schaeffer!” Meg was their art teacher last year, when they were four, and I can see that they love the shock of seeing her now. I remember what it felt like the time my mom and I ran into my third-grade teacher at the grocery store (Did she buy frozen entrées like we did? An exotic kind of soda?), or even when I saw my high school Spanish teacher at the mall, holding hands with a handsome man—the sudden surprise of realizing that they had lives, possibly even complicated lives.

“Hi, Phoebe! Hi, Jessica!” She crouches down to their height and grabs them both in a hug. I can’t believe she remembers their names.

“Why aren’t you our art teacher anymore?” Jessicaphoebe asks.

“I’m substituting this year,” Meg says. “Mrs. Rosen isn’t here today, so I get to spend the whole day with you!” Meg is so good at this. If it were me, I probably would have overdisclosed to the little urchins. Well, children, the thing is, I couldn’t get pregnant because of all the stress last year, so I took some time off and got knocked up, but then I miscarried, which was really sad, so now I’m just easing my way back into things. Any advice? I don’t really know how to deal with kids. Meg is in her element. It occurs to me that I don’t really have an element. I would like to tell this to Meg, and then we would make a few jokes about chromium and magnesium—no, that’s my element. Well, I’ll take zinc then; you always get chromium—but she’s busy.

“And guess what?” Meg continues, motioning me over. “You get to have two substitute teachers today!” She seems to be operating under the principle that if you pretend something is a treat for a five-year-old, it becomes one. Guess what? You get to have a rubella vaccination today! “This is Miss Ross,” she says. I’m not a “Miss,” but I’m not a “Mrs.,” either, and neither is Meg; we both kept our last names, something we fervently promised to do when we were still in college. Not to mention, Emily Lee sounds like something Porky Pig would say. But “Ms.” sounds accidental, like it lost one of its consonants at the dry cleaner’s. Jessica and Phoebe look at me suspiciously. I stretch what I hope is a benevolent smile across my face.

More little kids arrive, one or two accompanied by their parents, most in distinct little groups. I watch as one girl tries to join a giggling threesome of girls who seem to be having a conversation about shoes. “Hi!” she says eagerly. “Hi!” but they ignore her. Is it because she wears glasses? Just as I’m about to move in and rescue her, she heads over to another couple of kids who immediately include her in their game of Throw the Jacket on the Floor. They’re tiny people, but they already have friends. They’ve formed cliques! They edge each other out, play power games. Observe the North American five-year-old in its native habitat. Watch its sophisticated interactions, its relentless quest for social survival. What a cruel and hearty beast!

“Hang up your jackets and come sit in the circle!” Meg trills. She claps her hands three times.

It occurs to me that I could leave Kevin. Not necessarily so that I could pursue David, because I’ve obviously already screwed that up. But maybe David’s appearance in my life was a sign, a warning—a sexy, muscular, dark-eyed warning—that my marriage is not going to go the distance. I feel a flutter and a queasy thump in my stomach, simultaneously. Kevin and I are so comfortable together in our ruts and grooves, even in our perennial disagreements, I’ve just always considered lusty, irresistible excitement to be the plot of other people’s stories. But maybe I’m going to end up making it mine. Divorce Kevin. Kevin and I are divorced. I’m a divorcée. A gay divorcée. Hello, I’ve been divorced for several years now. Suddenly I picture myself as a blowsy forty-year-old with a pack-a-day habit. I wear blue eye shadow and while away my long, lonely nights on a barstool. Get me another gin and tonic! I don’t care if you think I’m drunk, goddammit!

“Miss Ross! Miss Ross!” Meg has, apparently, been calling me, but I’m not used to responding to that name. She rolls her eyes at me from across the room. “Would you like to join our good morning circle?”

I lope across the room, feeling like I’m Alice and I’ve just taken the one pill that makes me large, and I plunk myself down, cross-legged, between two miniature people. The curly-headed little boy on my left scrunches closer to me, leans against my arm. I’m immediately smitten.

Meg casts a spell over the twenty-five little kids. She leads them in a few songs, and then through show-and-tell, which is (I don’t recall this from my kindergarten days) a competitive guessing game. The show-and-teller gives out three clues, and the rest of the students have to guess the object, which is hidden from view. One girl brought in a Barbie doll. (“It has hair. It is fun to play with. My sister has three.” Nobody figures it out.) And another brought in a ball of purple yarn. (“My cat likes to chase it. My mom made a sweater with it. It is soft.” One kid yells out, “Cheese!” but several others get it right.)

Kindergarten has very little subtext. I find that it’s easy to give myself over to this experience, so immediate, so precisely What It Is. It lives up to a person’s expectations: you come, you play, you learn, you go home and eat SpaghettiOs for lunch. I watch Meg at the helm, and I think, This is her antidote. I think that my friend is healed, or at least healing. And I’m relieved.

We review the days of the week, which they’ve obviously been practicing. My little curly-haired neighbor is called to the front for a lesson.

“What day of the week is it today, Ari?” Meg asks him.

He stands, contemplating. He’s wearing corduroy pants, I notice, and suede loafers, which makes me want to laugh. I wonder if he has a tiny briefcase and tie in his closet at home. He scratches his head, looks up at Meg for some help.

“Th-Th-Th-,” Meg prompts, leaning down toward him, and Ari breaks into a huge grin.

“FRIDAY!” he yells. Meg tells him how close he is, what a wonderful guess he’s made.

The morning passes in this strange, surreal way. These three-and-a-half hours are so jam-packed, it’s like we’re living a full day that’s been physically shrunken to fit their size. Meg reads them two stories. Under her tutelage, they make origami houses and slap colored sticky tape to them for decoration. They break for a snack of granola bars and an unidentifiable orange-ish drink. They scribble in their journals and draw pictures of things that are important to them: one boy draws his dog; one girl draws a loaf of bread. They sing an elaborate song about an old gray cat that creeps, sleeps, and chases mice, method acting all parts. They have playtime. They go outside for recess (which seems redundant to me; what do they need a break from?). Between events, they jump around and pick at each other, grooming, tickling, patting each other, or tugging at one another’s hair. Unless Meg has her hand raised in the universal kindergarten signal for “Listen here, kiddies,” the decibel level always ranges somewhere from carnival to aviary. Meg and I lumber about, pulling children off other children, listening to sentences like “I had pizza last night!” and “I have a brother” and “I’m going to be a veterinarian!” and responding with all-purpose, high-pitched murmurs of approval.

And then the morning is over. As quickly as the tornado blew into the room, it’s gone. The twenty-five little monsters know their routine. The first bell rings, and they immediately begin to put away the blocks, paints, crayons, and books that litter the floor; they pack up their belongings in a relatively orderly manner and, as the second bell tolls, head for the waiting kindergarten bus or their parents in SUVs.

Meg and I converge at the doorway as we see off the last of them. They wave and wave at us, torn between the excitement of leaving and the nostalgia of staying, and my friend Ari turns around at the last minute and wraps his arms around my waist in a fast and surprisingly strong hug. “Bye, Lady!” he shouts, and takes off running down the hall.

Meg blows a strand of hair out of her eyes and wipes her hands on her jeans, then examines her palms and fingers for remnants of glue and chalk. “Let’s go outside,” she says. “We’ll watch them as they leave and listen to the quiet before the next shift arrives.” This being kindergarten, we get to repeat our performance in an hour. She links her arm through mine and leads me out, singing the chain gang song.

Outside, a few other teachers are huddled together in the bright sunshine. One woman in a jean jacket is brazenly smoking at the edge of the grass courtyard. School is still in session, since only the four- and five-year-olds are divided into morning and afternoon groups with this hour in between. Some leftover kids are running around or playing on the playground equipment as their mothers look on. The bus pulls away. One or two fathers walk away from the school with their charges, who look extra-short next to the men. I’m exhausted and exhilarated. It feels good to do work that’s physical; it feels more real than the work I usually do.

Meg and I lean against the side of the building. She shades her eyes with her hand and surveys the area. I’m suddenly starving, and I’m about to suggest we go back in and grab our lunches when she nudges me. “Isn’t that your friend?” She tilts her chin toward a youngish-looking man who’s crouched next to a little girl, tying her shoe. They’re about twenty feet from us, on the sidewalk in front of the school. I squint, try to make him out. Just at that moment he turns toward me, and I see that it’s David. He spots me at the exact same second, so there’s no way for me to run away, which is what I would like to do. Anyway, I’m immobilized. I feel like all the blood has been suctioned from my body; I’m dry and brittle and I might turn to dust and just blow away. At the same time, David looks aghast. I haven’t told Meg about recent events, not about our walk or the almost-kiss or the e-mail. In the split second that I identify David’s particular posture, recognizable even as he’s crouching, the contours of his face, the way his dark hair hangs, in the instant that this combination of attributes once again and in spite of everything makes my stomach lurch, I worry that Meg will wave or call him over. I nudge her back, harder than I’d intended, and mutter under my breath, “Don’t say anything.” Then, my heart thumping and with no alternative, I lift my hand and wave to him.

For a few seconds, he doesn’t respond. He just stares at me with the same awful expression on his face. Then he sets his mouth back into place, stands up, still looking at me, takes the hand of the little girl, waves back with his other hand, and turns and walks away.

Meg doesn’t say anything for a while. We both watch him as he leaves, the little girl half-skipping to keep up with his long gait. From this distance, I can hear a few notes of her high, singsongy voice. He looks down at her and says something in response. I sense, rather than see, Meg look at me and then look back again at David as he and the girl grow smaller in the distance and finally turn left down a side street and disappear from view. I swallow hard. “Well, that was weird,” she says softly.

“Yeah,” I say.

“And, ow,” she adds, rubbing her side where I elbowed her.

“Sorry about that.” I wonder briefly what David was doing with a small child. Then I remember that he mentioned a niece to me on our first date. Our first date.

“So,” Meg says, “are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

I don’t know what to say. Supporting myself against the brick wall, I sink down to the ground and look up at Meg. I feel a creeping dampness from the wet grass, and immediately hoist myself back up again. “Did I just get my jeans wet?” I ask, turning around to show her.

“No, you’re fine. Em?”

I think about David’s face next to mine on the bench by the lake, the way his eyes grew darker, softer, as he was about to kiss me. I think about his face just now, horrified at seeing me, his mouth grim, resolute. Meg will definitely not understand this, and I deeply, passionately don’t want to tell her. I just don’t want to have to defend myself. And anyway, I can’t. “I don’t want to talk about it right now,” I admit. “I do want to tell you, but later. Okay?”

“Sure, I guess,” she says, noncommittal. Is she miffed? This is not usually how we operate, holding back, not talking about what’s on our minds. With the glaring sun directly above us, we stand for a few more minutes in silence. The breeze picks up, and I shiver, pull my light sweater more tightly around me. Finally, Meg says, “Come on, let’s go eat and get ready for the next crew,” and we make our way silently across the grass and back into the school.

         

That night, an e-mail from David comes in:

         


Arrr$%@rggh&#*(%@#@!

I’m sorry that I was awkward this morning. I wasn’t expecting to see you.

I’d be an idiot if I hadn’t realized that something was up the day we didn’t kiss. To tell you the truth, Emily, I wasn’t going to write back to you at all. Then I decided I’d send you a scathing note, so that you’d feel as awful and surprised as I felt when I got your e-mail….

I was working on that reply (and it was going fairly well) until it occurred to me that I could rise above it and just tell you honestly what a crummy feeling this is, and ask you what you were up to, because I thought that you and I were pretty connected. I was starting to feel kind of great about you.

So that’s the one I finally landed on. I’m stung, but I’ll get over it.

—David



P.S. We should probably put that “relationship expert” assignment on hold for a while (unless you want to write it as straight irony). Check back with me in a few months, if you like. In the meantime, feel free to pitch any other ideas to my editor, Matt Fowler.


         

Later, much later, I lie awake in our bed and I watch Kevin sleep, his chest rising and falling, his breathing regular and deep. It’s this rhythm that usually calms me when I can’t sleep, the solid, peaceful hulk of his warm body next to mine; I lay my head on his chest when I’m restless and I’m lulled by his beating heart.

Tonight, of course, it’s my own recalcitrant ticker that keeps me up. I was exhausted when I got home, and I tried to tell Kevin about my day of kindergarten while we sat in front of the TV eating our hastily thrown-together cheese omelets. But the story, so specific in its details while I was living it, became muddled in the telling. My non-interaction with David lay over my thoughts, muffling everything else. I couldn’t remember all the things I’d wanted to relay to Kevin, the smells of paint and Play-Doh that suffused the room, the crazy energy of thirty five-year-olds whirling around like tops, the way they listened with their whole bodies to Meg when she read to them. I tried to talk about the things we’d done, the activities and the lessons, but Kevin was distracted, kept turning his eyes back to the TV, which we had put on “mute.” I knew he wasn’t really listening, and I wasn’t even annoyed; I just gave up. We unmuted the TV, watched reruns, and then, after dinner, we both retreated into our own offices for the rest of the night. I sat staring at my computer for two hours, thinking about David. And then I got his e-mail.

I read it over and over again. I analyzed every paragraph, every sentence. I reacted to it physically: his slightly sour tone made my stomach ache; but his basic goodwill and gentleness, the honesty and humor that still shone through the whole message planted a slow, burning regret in my chest. I wanted to write back to him. I wanted to apologize or explain, but every time I tried to compose a few words, I drew a big fat blank. That’s the thing about telling a man you’ve almost kissed that you happen to be married: there’s not a whole lot left to explain. In the room of my brain reserved for sanity and clarity, and one that is not always open for business, I knew that anything I wrote would just be the start of something, possibly something mature and friendly, or maybe something illicit and irresistible…but whatever I started, it would be wrong. I wanted contact with him. I hit “compose new message,” typed in David’s address. Desire played tug of war with my conscience, and my conscience won. I couldn’t think of any words to write to David. Finally, at ten thirty, I turned off my computer and went to bed.

Now, four hours later, I sneak out from under the covers and tiptoe across the room. At the door, I listen to make sure Kevin is still asleep. As if he’d wake up and surmise my intentions, the intentions I don’t even quite know, and cry out, “Where do you think you’re going, harlot!?” My dramatic sensibilities have obviously been informed by too many episodes of Days of Our Lives, circa 1989. There’s a closeness in here, the faint musk of our breathing bodies, despite the window open a crack to let in the air. I slip out of our room and sneak down the hall into my study, flick on the computer, and watch as the ghostly blue glow emerges on the screen and casts a translucent pall over the room.

It’s two-thirty in the morning, the universal hour of bad judgment.

“Dear David,” I write,

         


I’m glad that you wrote back. I deserved it, the things you said. And maybe you don’t want to hear from me again, but I felt compelled to get in touch one more time.

I already told you how sorry I am for being such an idiot. I also want you to know that I’d never done anything like this before. I’m not like that. It’s embarrassing to admit it, but now that I have nothing to lose, I’ll just go ahead: hanging out with you was like being shown a new color, one I hadn’t known existed before. I looked around and the world was brighter, more vivid, and I just wanted that feeling to last.

My husband is a great person. We’ve been together for nine years. I think lately that we’ve veered away from each other, and I’m not sure we’re ever going to come back together. That’s the truth.

Well, it’s 2:30 in the morning, so I’d better go. I really will understand if I don’t hear from you again. If you do want to write back, maybe we can try to be friends. I know I’d really like that.

I’m going to go back to bed now…thinking of you.

—Emily


         

I send the e-mail. What have I done?
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