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In the gray light of the kitchen, Ellen sets the table for supper, keeping the chipped plate back for herself before lowering the rest in turn. The plates are pink with yellow flowers twisting around the edges, and they glow between the pale frosted glasses, the stainless steel knives and forks, the plastic pitcher of milk. In the center of the table, the roast platter steams between the bowl of wrinkled peas, the loaf of sliced bread. Ellen wipes a water stain from the cupped palm of a spoon. Soon all the bright plates and glasses and flatware will be soiled, and she finds herself imagining how it must be to wait for that first hot splash of meat, the cold dribble of milk.


Time to eat, she calls down the narrow hallway to the living room, where the children and her husband and his parents are all watching TV. She gets the cloth napkins from the drawer and folds them into tall, peaked hats, something her mother always did when she wanted the table to look nice. The napkins are also pink, and they match the plates and the tablecloth, and come very close to matching the curtains, which are drawn tightly closed. The yard beyond stretches plain and white into the next yard and the next, the single scrawny pine along the lot line stiff with ice. When Ellen walks home from work late in the afternoon, that tree reminds her of an animal, the way it stands without the slightest movement, corralled by the neat rows of houses lining the block.


The children straggle in and sit twisting in their chairs, raising the cloth napkin hats to their heads, giggling at their game. James and his parents shake out the hats, and James smooths his across his lap, his shoulders firm against the back of his chair. Ellen sets a saucer of margarine beside him, and abruptly the color seems too bright, like cheddar cheese or sweet acorn squash. She fights a vague queasy feeling; when Jamess father begins Grace, she closes her eyes, speaking each word clearly in her mind, trying to concentrate. Its one of the first prayers she ever learned, chanting along with her mother and sisters in the cozy heat of their farmhouse kitchen, the family cats brushing their ankles like silk. She remembers the rich odors of mustripen and sausage and thick bread pudding, the eager edge of hunger a deepening crease that ran from her chest to her stomach.


Bless us O Lord. These thy gifts.


By the time she has finished praying, the serving bowls have already begun their slow start and stop around the table. The children look at her curiously; she quickly takes a piece of bread. James ladles peas onto his plate with a clatter that lets her know she has embarrassed him in front of his parents, in his parents home. They eat without speaking, and its hard to swallow without the gravy of conversation, the childrens playful bickering, Jamess questions about her day, her own questions and his responses, the hollow overlappings of their words.


She watches his jaw as he chews his roast, the roast she has prepared for him, dry, the way he likes it. The motion of his jaw is steady and unconcerned; his lips are pinched tight over his teeth. She thinks, I have kissed those lips, I have pushed my tongue against those teeth, and this thought fascinates and repels her. Amy asks for milk and Ellen fills her glass. Herberts napkin slides to the floor and she tells him to pick it up. But her eyes are fixed to Jamess jaw, and she thinks about how strange it is that one small thing like a jaw or a look or a brush of a hand can become so much larger than it actually is, so large that it closes itself around you and squeezes until it is hard to find air.


It is November, and she can hear the wind moving over the walls of the house, stroking the windows, trying to coax its way past the curtains to blow the flowers from the napkins and plates, to muss the perfect leaves of the plastic plants that hang side by side above the sink. The house is filled with knickknackschina angels, statues of saints, small glass animals with beady eyesand each of them has to be dusted and the surface beneath polished with lemon oil, and then each has to be set back down precisely as it was before, the beady eyes staring in the same direction, the dust settling about it in the same design. The copper duck and goose Jell-O molds have hung for so long above the stove that the paint behind them has kept its color, and when Ellen takes them down for polishing, a perfect bright shape of a duck or goose remains. A place for everything; everything in its place. The house is as rigid, as precise as a church, and there was nothing to disturb its ways until three months ago, when Ellen and James and the children moved in because they had no place and nowhere else to go.


James had been laid off just as the lilacs in the yard of their rented house bloomed, open-eyed and fragrant, trusting the Illinois winter had passed. The next day, an ice storm trapped the world in crystal. The school where Ellen taught closed for the day, and she spent the morning playing cards with Amy and Herberttheir school had closed as welland mourning the lilacs, and the budding trees, and most of all the colorful heads of the tulips, which were frozen to the ground. James watched TV on the couch, bundled in a quilt, his body tucked close against itself as if he wanted to disappear. Talk to me, Ellen said, but he listened to her the way youd listen to a faucet drip, not assigning any particular meaning to the sound.


He refused to look for work. He read the paper in the morning and napped in the afternoon. She came home with the children one evening to find him pawing through a shoe box of old photographs. Most were of his older brother, Mitch, who had died in 1957, fifteen years before.


If we lived closer to home, James said, I could tend to Mitchies grave. Pa doesnt care about things like that, and Mother isnt able to do it anymore.


Ellen could see Amy and Herbert tasting the word grave with their tongues. She tried not to notice that James was still in his bathrobe. Bits of egg were caught on one sleeve; dandruff lightened his eyebrows. This is our home, she began, but James shook his head as if he were clearing away a brief spell of dizziness, shaking free of an unpleasant thought. Yet he had been the one to choose the house, just before Amy was born: a bungalow with two bedrooms, a porch, and a sunny, modern kitchen. The first night after theyd moved in, a thunderstorm startled them out of their sleep and it was James who raced through the rooms closing windows, already protective of the woodwork, the carpet, the neatly painted walls that cradled the beginning of their lives together. Since then, they had brought two children into this house, penciling lines on the kitchen wall to mark each year of their growth. James had repapered the bathroom; Ellen had sewn curtains for the living room windows. The furniture was arranged to cover the marks on the carpet from the time Amy broke open a pen. The ivy hanging in the kitchen window had woven itself into the blinds. The house had become a diary of their lives, and Ellen could not imagine leaving it.


But they couldnt live on her salary alone, and when the bulk of their savings was gone it was the excuse that James was looking for. They would live with his parents, he said, to save money. They would get back on their feet. After all, where else could they go? And as each day passed and he did not look for work and the money dwindled and disappeared, Ellen could feel his excitement building until, at the end of the summer, they left Illinois, the rented house, the stunted lilacs. They moved back to Hollys Field, Wisconsin, the town where they had both grown up and their parents had grown up too.


Jamess parents are not oldFritz is just sixty, Mary-Margaret is sixty-fourbut the house is thick with the smell of old age, of pale gray skin and Ben-Gay and many dry roasts and silent suppers. My whole life I worked hard, Fritz likes to say, now all I want is some peace. Ellen watches him take yet another slice of bread; he sweeps it across his plate, and the bread picks up the juices and the colors and the shattered bits of food until he raises it, dripping, to his mouth. He chews ferociously, but without pleasure. Meals, like everything else in life, are just another task to complete. Everyone must wait quietly until his food is eaten and his plate wiped clean with bread. Children should be seen and not heard, he says, when Amy and Herbert complain. Then he leads after-dinner Grace, even the children staring briefly at their hands, even Jamess restlessness steadied by the drone of his fathers voice.


Salt, Mary-Margaret says, peering around the table. Ellen finds it behind the milk jug and passes it down, but Mary-Margaret doesnt want it for herself; she sets it in front of James and smiles, proud to have anticipated his needs. James is his mothers boy again; under her care, he sleeps less, he has even managed to put on weight. In Illinois, hed sit down to dinner, apologize, push his plate aside. Now his throat bulges as he swallows another chunk of meat, jaws grinding steadily.


The first time Ellen sat at this table she was twenty years old, bright-cheeked after a spring afternoon spent walking along the lakefront with James, planning their upcoming wedding. It was 1959, and she was eager to make a good impression. She didnt know then that Mary-Margaret disliked her, that she was considered Jimmys mistake. They had dinner: dry pot roast, canned peas, and, for dessert, blue-frosted angel food cake, which Mary-Margaret pinched into cubes and ate with her fingers like bread. Mary-Margaret asked James, How long does she intend to go to school? Aint high school good enough? and Ellen said, Im going to be a primary school teacher, and for that I need a college degree. Mary-Margaret asked James, Do her parents speak High or Low German? and Ellen said, My mother speaks Luxembourg and German. Low German, Mary-Margaret said, and her father, too. Hes dead but I remember him coming into the church in a stocking cap! Then she and Fritz spoke in German about Ellens father while Ellen chewed on a mouthful of that dry roast, trying to swallow it down. Thirteen years later the roast has not changed, but now Mary-Margaret wont tolerate guests, family or otherwise. Even Ellens mother and sisters may not visit because of Mary-Margarets poor nerves.


And now Mary-Margaret dresses only in pink. Pink stretch pants and pink polyester blouses, pink hose, pink shoes. She puts on her long pink rayon nighties and pink chenille robes by four in the afternoon, because she has to be careful of her heart. Then she goes into the living room and plays the piano until supper. The big color television is in the living room also; Fritz turns the TV volume louder and she strikes the piano keys harder, pounding out hymns and singing along in a cracked, dry voice until Fritz says, Whats that? Did somebody bring in a cat? Then he shakes with the sort of laughter that is angry, bitter, taunting, not amused. A cat wouldve made me a better wife. Their arguments fill the house like an odor, clinging to the sofa and seeping between the bedsheets, lingering in Ellens hair.


Each night, before she goes to bed, Mary-Margaret calls Ellen into the bathroom to rub Ben-Gay on her shoulders and to watch her take her pills so she wont forget and take the same ones twice. Biting her cheek, Ellen obeys; to refuse means Jamess cold back stretched like a wall down the middle of the bed. Shes old, shes unwell. You couldnt do her that one favor? The bathroom is also pink; the shelves are lined with powders, oils, creams, perfumes. Some of the bottles are so old Ellen wonders if they are valuable. Certainly they are beautiful. Many are in the shape of the Virgin, but there are also birds and buildings and flowers, and high up on the top shelf is an empty bottle shaped like a ballerina, dressed in a full-skirted pink gauze dress. Beside it stands a tiny upright piano, still filled with perfume, which Amy particularly loves. Would you ask her if I could hold it? she asked Ellen once. You have to ask her that yourself, Ellen told her, although they both knew what the answer would be. Mary-Margaret doesnt care for little girls; it is boys who mean the future, the family blood, the family name. Ellen rubs Mary-Margarets pale gray shoulders and her fingers sink into the softness past skin, past thin span of muscle, until they jar against bone. Taped to the mirror is a prayer card, a picture of Christ on the cross. His eyes are closed, His lips half-parted. The caption reads, Lord, Help Me to Accept What I Cannot Change, and Ellen finds herself reading these words, without meaning to, over and over.



Nights, she goes in to James smelling like his mother, like the house, like the dry pot roast from the kitchen. She strips down to her panties which are not pink but white; cotton panties, practical panties, with blood stains at the crotch, perhaps, or the elastic sagging at the waist. James wears boxer shorts with flies that are stained the pale yellow of daisies, and he watches the portable black-and-white television on the low table at the foot of the bed. Television, like prayer, is soothing to James, and he watches until he falls asleep. It is Ellen who jolts awake later on and gets up to turn it off, filled with a loneliness as dense as clay inside her. Some nights she doesnt wake up until after the programming has ended. The shrill held note of the dead airtime is twisted through her dreams, which are of police sirens and fire alarms and running and climbing and seeking escape.


James finishes his roast, and Mary-Margaret is quick to pass the serving dish. You should have more, she says to him, pleased as if she has cooked it. But Ellen cooks the meals and cleans the house, as part of their payment for shelter, for warmth, for dry pot roast and peas. Mary-Margaret makes out the shopping list; on weekends Ellen shops and on weeknights after work she cooks the meals the way Mary-Margaret tells her to. And now Mary-Margaret offers to James what Ellen has made, the roast that she has prepared.


This is good, he says.


He does not say it to Ellen. He takes the center of the roast, his favorite part; the children beg for the round bone but Fritz tells them to be quiet. Three months ago James would have given them the bone, he might even have smiled and teased them; now he is at home with his parents and their rules, and himself and his rules, which have all become the same.


Here, Mary-Margaret says to Herbert. Here is a nice bone for you.



The bone is a long straight bone, not the kind of bone he wants.


Daddy, Herbert says. But James cant look at a straight bone and see why it isnt as good as a round one, why the marrow in a round bone will be sweeter because of the feel of its shape upon the tongue. In fact James does not eat his marrow; he has remembered over the last three months that bones are to be left on the plate in neat piles, and that chewing on them is disgusting. Herbert gets his love of marrow from Ellen, from her Low German blood, from her country ways.


If you had a bone, you would give it to me, Herbert says against Ellens ear, and abruptly he is happy. He drinks his milk and neatly wipes his face with the back of his hand.


Use your napkin, James says. His hair sticks up at the top of his head; crumbs are scattered on his chin. He has finally found a job, but it is at the same place he worked after high school, selling farm machinery for Travis Manufacturer. He travels out of state and is gone for weeks at a time. When he comes home his eyes move over Ellen and the children without stopping. She shows him ads for apartments, and though he makes deposits at the bank each month, he says Money, money in a way that she knows means there will never be enough.


Can I be excused? Herbert asks Ellen.


Theres Grace still, Mary-Margaret says.


Children should be seen and not heard, says Fritz.


Ellen says to Herbert, Theres Grace.


And she helps him to lay his knife, fork, and spoon at four oclock on his plate. She helps him to fold his napkin neatly. But she is lost in her husbands jaw, the dry meat churning behind his lips, that one small thing so much larger than it is and her own self getting smaller and more far away. She takes a deep breath, expels it, moves her food around on her plate. She feels the children watching, and she smiles at them until the anxious looks that have sharpened their faces fade.


You dont eat your food? Mary-Margaret scolds. Fussy, fussy!


Im just not hungry, Ellen says. The queasiness in her stomach spreads to her chest, a sudden dizzy warmth. But she spears the first lump of meat with her fork, places it in her mouth, tries not to think about its slow descent into her body.










2







After the dishes are washed and put away, Ellen bundles up in Jamess coat, because it is warmer than her own, and goes into the living room, where he and Fritz and Mary-Margaret are watching TV. Its a comfortable room with moss-colored carpet, Fritzs La-Z-Boy, Mary-Margarets embroidered parlor chair, and a long rectangular picture of the Last Supper, done in somber golds and greens. Beside the TV, Mary-Margarets piano shines with lemon oil. Amy and Herbert are sitting on the floor, pretending to do their homework with their books spread out in front of them. But their eyes are wide and glassy. They are staring at the screen. They look down quickly when Ellen appears, shapeless as a boulder, the coat sleeves so long that just her fingertips show.


Im going for a walk, she says.


Why? Herbert says.


I need the exercise, she says, although that is not the only reason. She kisses him, and then Amy. Their skin feels warm against her lips. If Im not back by eight-thirty, put yourselves to bed.


But youll be back by eight-thirty, wont you? Herbert says.



Ill try. She leans over to kiss James good-bye and accidentally blocks the screen. He looks at her irritably, then controls himself.


Have a nice walk, he says, and he lets himself be kissed. Amy looks from Ellen to Mary-Margaret, then back at Ellen. She is built like her grandmother, tall and thin, with long willowy arms and legs she hasnt grown into yet. Over the summer, she shot up three inches; her face lengthened; her freckles lightened to match the color of her skin. Now her braid reaches down to where her waist dips inward, the first suggestion of a womans graceful shape. Her eyes are Jamess dark, worried eyes.


What? Ellen says. She is sweating in the heavy coat, edging toward the door.


Amy tosses her head and her long braid swings. Herbert gets scared when youre gone.


Mamas boy, Mary-Margaret says. Hasenfuss.


Ill be back soon, Ellen says to Amy. They both ignore Mary-Margaret, who speaks in rapid German to Fritz, beginning a long complaint that needs no translation.


Ellen almost trips on the threshold in her hurry to get outside. The cold air tastes sweet; she closes the door and breathes deeply, chasing the sour smell of the house from her lungs. These after-dinner walks are the only time she can take for herself, but even so, as she walks down the steep, narrow driveway, she feels terrible, as though shes stealing. By walking, shes not making sure the kids finish their homework; by walking, shes not available to James if he needs her. And she has papers to grade, one stack of them on the dresser at home, another waiting on her desk at school. Her classroom has three tall windows, each with a chip of stained glass crowning the top. She loves to work there in the late afternoons, composing lesson plans as the sun drizzles gold between the hanging plants, the last echoey voices of the children fading toward home. But grading papers depresses her: this far into the year, she doesnt need to see them to know what grade each student will receive. It seems so unfair, so hopeless. Sometimes she buys brightly colored stars and pastes them on each of the papers just because youre all nice people. But the kids dont buy it: nice doesnt get you anywhere, nice doesnt count. Looks count, and the right kind of clothes counts. Two plus two equals four counts.


From the street the house looks peaceful: 512 Vinegar Hill, a pale brick ranch set too close to the street. The lamp in the living room window glows red; an eye peering back at her, curious but calm. The heads of Fritz and Mary-Margaret are just visible, and they could be the heads of any older couple, sitting side by side. They could be very much in love. They could be talking instead of watching TV, discussing Nixons re-election, the situation in Vietnam, the weather, the supper they have eaten.


That was a good roast, the man might say. Delicious.


Oh no, it was much too dry.


No, really, it was good.


Or maybe the woman wouldnt answer the man. Maybe she would smile, just a bit, just enough for him to see that she was pleased. There would be history in that smile, and he might reach out to touch her hand, to twist the gold band on her finger, and the feeling between them would be so strong that a stranger walking by would notice the pale brick house set too close to the street and, inside it, the backs of two gray heads, and perhaps would imagine the womans smile.


But there is nothing between Fritz and Mary-Margaret that might cause a stranger to notice, to slow and watch and wonder without really knowing why. At night they sleep in narrow twin beds as neatly as dolls, flat on their backs, chins raised in the air. Often, before they go to sleep, their voices rise and fall in the singsong way of a prayer. Fritz knows something terrible about Mary-Margaret that he ultimately threatens to reveal, and this threat ends the fight instantly, with Mary-Margaret saying No, no. There are secrets everywhere in this house. Ellen walks around them, passes through them, sensing things without understanding what they mean.


She heads toward the downtown past other ranch-style houses, each centered primly on its rectangular lot. The doors and windows, the chimneys and driveways are all rectangular too, and the quiet streets cut larger rectangles that cover the town like the neat lines on a piece of graph paper. The most easterly line is formed by Lake Michigan; the coast curves gently until it reaches the downtown, where it juts inland to form the harbor. Perched on the bluff, Saint Michaels Church overlooks it allthe harbor, the downtown shops and businesses, the rows of rectangular houses that sprawl to the west for a quarter of a milethe clock in the steeple like a huge, patient eye.


As a child, Ellen was afraid of that clock, that steeple, the gaunt cross at its peak. Strings of smoke from the electric company rippled behind it like the shadows of large birds, and she was always relieved to go inside, to sit between her mother and her sisters in their usual pew down front. The altar shone like a holiday table, decorated with flowers and white linen; the air was scented with incense, shoe polish, the sweet odor of womens perfume. Often shed sleep with her head on her mothers purse, lulled by the murmur of the congregations responses and the slow, steady thrum of the hymns. The church was no less familiar than any room in the house where she, like all of her sisters, had been born, fifteen miles north of Hollys Field. They came to Saint Michaels for Mass on Sundays, for Wednesday night Devotions whenever they could, for plays and recitals and long days of school, for holiday celebrations. Every Christmas Eve, their mother drove them up and down the streets of Hollys Field to see the Christmas lights, ending the tour at Saint Michaels parking lotthe grand finalewhere a twenty-foot wreath opened the darkness like an astonished red mouth. This was a treat they waited for all year, talked about for weeks afterward. And yet, Ellen always felt a sweet, secret relief at folding back into the blackness of the countryside, heading for home, the quietly lit farmhouses spread out from one another as if theyd fallen to earth, a shower of meteorites, each still faintly burning.


Now, though its less than a week since Thanksgiving, Hollys Field is already strung with decorations. Plastic Santa Clauses wave from front lawns; nativity scenes glow between the bushes. Looking back, Ellen notices that only the house at 512 is dim, giving off the frail light of an ordinary table lamp. Fritz refuses to pay for the extra electricity; he doesnt want the bother of putting up a Christmas tree. Other years, visiting for a few days at Christmas, Ellen didnt mind. After all, there were lights and decorations and a fresh-cut tree at her mothers house for the children to enjoy. But this year it was different because 512 Vinegar Hill was home.


Lights? Fritz said to James, when Ellen mentioned it at the table one evening. Is this where your money goes, Jimmy? Lights!


Its my money too, Ellen said. I work too, but Fritz ignored her.


Gals, they are quick with our wallets, he said, and he thumped the table next to James, laughing. Ellen looked at her plate because she was afraid that, if she looked up, she would see James laughing too. Then she got up and began to clear the table, lifting the fried potatoes away just as Fritz reached out to take some more. He stared at her. His eyes were bright and small. Pigs eyes. You expect me to be afraid of you? she thought. The potato dish burned in her palms.


When shed first seen the scars on Jamess back, she hadnt known what they were. She traced one with her finger as he sat on the bed. It was several days after their wedding, and the first time she had seen his upper body in the light. She took her finger away when she realized he could not feel it.


Pa was good with his belt, James said, and it was several years before Ellen saw him without his T-shirt again.


Now she stood in front of Fritz, hating him as James would not. Weak old man, she thought, dizzy with contempt.


James wiped his mouth on his napkin. Pas not finished, he said quietly.


Were on a budget, remember? Ellen said, and she put the potatoes on the counter.


You know Im right. Fight him. Dont fight me.


But James got up and brought the potatoes back to the table, back to his father. Then he sat down and all of them, even the children, continued the meal without her.


Later, as they got into bed, James said, We never had Christmas lights.


What do you mean? Ellen said. We had lights last year, and the year before that, in the crab apple tree outside the


Then she realized the we was them.


I am your family, she said.


She could feel the weight of his body in the bed, and she wanted to stretch out her leg, kick that weight far away. I am your family, she said again, so angry she did not know what else to say. She snapped off the lights and rolled to the far edge of the bed, imagining long dialogues that left James overwhelmed by her devastating arguments, her cool distance, her glib responses to his apologies. She woke to the alarm in the morning feeling as though she hadnt slept. Still, she knew that she had; James was pressed against her, an arm flung over her stomach. She tried to get up but the arm tightened, and they cuddled up then the way they had on weekend mornings in Illinois, dozing and waking, discussing the weeks small misunderstandings, laughing over meaningless things. If we just had some time to ourselves, she thinks, we could talk to each other the way we used to. Maybe about nothing in particular at first, but even that would be a start.


Turning on to Main Street, she wants so much to have a good Christmas, a Christmas that will be the way they remember themselves, she and James, when they look back and remember the children as children, and themselves as young; when they sit in a lighted window at night with only the backs of their gray heads showing while strangers pass by and wonder who they are and who they were. So far, there have been few memories they can actually share. When Amy was born, James was in Ann Arbor. When Bert was born, he was north of La Crosse. Christmases and Easters, birthdays and anniversaries, James is usually on the road. Ellen never used to mind. Hed call from motel rooms, from gas stations and restaurants. Whats new? he would say, and shed bring him up to date. But lately shes realized that he doesnt listen, or if he does, he quickly forgets. It is a lonely thing, remembering for someone else, and shes grown to envy her sisters, whose husbands come home every night for supper and sit down in the same places, their own places, at their tables to eat.


Ellens father died when she was five, and for several years his place at the table was left respectfully empty. But the table was small and soon Heidis elbow jutted where his cup once stood; Gert switched her chair with his to accommodate her new, wide hips. One night, Ellen realized she couldnt tell where Daddy used to sit. Everyone except Miriam, who had married, was spread evenly around the table; Mom, Gert, Ketty, Heidi, Julia, and herself. Without the space there, she could not remember what her father looked like, and she cried while Mom tried to console her; her sisters, all much older, said she was too young to remember him anyway. Ellen thinks now that she should be used to absence, that Jamess long trips shouldnt bother her because at least she knows he will come home. But his place at the table disappears as soon as hes gone, casually, as if hed never really existed.


This year he missed Thanksgiving; he was somewhere in South Dakota. Ellen left Fritz and Mary-Margaret watching the Macys parade on TV, and drove the children to her mothers for Thanksgiving dinner. The barns and the house were strung with lights; a blinking gold turkey sat on top of the purple martin house in the courtyard. Ellens sisters were already in the house with their husbands and most of their children and grandchildren. Miriam beckoned to Ellen from the kitchen radiator; Ellen sat beside her on the warm metal bars. A tangle of children fought over dominoes at their feet as Moms dog barked and spun in circles like a bobbin.


How are you, Sputzie? Miriam said, using Ellens old nickname. Her gray hair was tucked up in a bun at the back of her head, and she wore the hearing aid her husband and grown-up children had chipped in for.


Okay, Ellen said. It always took her a while to shake off the quiet of Mary-Margarets house, to reorient herself to the commotion of her family. Her voice felt cramped and thin beside the voices of her sisters, and she wondered if, once, she had talked in the same expressive way, her hands slicing the air as she spoke instead of pinning her arms to her sides. Julia came over with her baby and kissed Ellen wetly on the cheek. Ellen and Miriam made room for her, and they laughed at the tight fit, remembering how, once, there had been room for all six of them to sit on the radiator together.


So hows life with the in-laws? Julia asked.


Its awful, Ellen began, relieved to be asked, but Miriam started to laugh.


I remember when me and Henry were living with his folks, she said. It was after George and Petey were born. We all stayed together in the guest room; me and Henry got the top of the bed, and George and Petey got the bottom. Henrys ma had cancer, and everywhere I turned, there was somebody giving me orders.


She spoke as if she were telling a funny story, something she had overheard or was making up on the spot. This really happened to you, Ellen wanted to say. How did you feel? How did you cope? But she did not ask; it would be wrong to encourage Miriam to complain, un-Christian, perhaps unwomanly. Even Ketty, whose husband drinks, never complains about her marriage. Remember that you love him, was the advice she had given Ellen when she married James. Sometimes youll forget, but you do.


Thirteen years ago, Ellen thought marriage meant love. Now she believes that marriage means need, and when the need isnt there, what comes next? On her wedding day, she had looked across the street from the church to the cemetery and imagined all the women who had come before her, who had married and borne children and died. Some day, she thought, that same peace will be mine. But perhaps what she saw was not peace, but silence. Perhaps those women entered the ground because they were tired and had nowhere else to go. Peace and exhaustion would look the same from where she had stood at age twenty, at the top of the church steps, high above the cold ground.


At the crosswalk, she stops and waits for a slow line of cars to pass. The downtown is larger than it was years ago when she and James drove around on restless spring nights, turning right, then right, then right again, making bigger and bigger squares, Chinese boxes swallowing the space where theyd just been. Snow begins to fall, smoothing away the cracks and wrinkles of the sidewalks and streets, re-creating a world without sharp edges, without color, without sound. Ellen crosses to the other side and finds a perfect trail of footprints from a womans neat boot. She places her own feet carefully, following in the footsteps of this stranger so that she herself leaves no tracks, no trace, no sign that she has ever been here.





Anything might happen to her, Mary-Margaret says, and though Amy feels her stomach tighten, she keeps her expression the same.


When nobody looks away from the TV, Mary-Margaret says, You know, she walks down by the lake. Thats where they found that girl. I told you about that, Jimmy, and I told her about it too. That girl, shed been strangled with her own hair, and it was weeks before they found her. For all you know, there might be more girls going to be killed, and then Ellen, she dont listen, she goes walking down there at night without a brain in her head when theres men out there who would wrap a sweet girls braid around her throat. She strokes her own throat, her fingers pushing deep beneath the pink collar.


Moms hair isnt long enough, Amy says, making her voice deliberately calm. Moms hair is shorter than Dads. How are they going to strangle her with that?


You just listen to her, Mary-Margaret says. Jimmy, you just listen to your daughter.


James glances at Amy but he doesnt say anything. Amy does not expect him to.


Out walking in the dark where anything might grab her. She dont think, she dont use her head. And that girl, she didnt have a stitch of clothes on either. Schrecklich. It was weeks before they found her.


Is Mom okay? Herbert says. He sucks his thumb; saliva leaks down the side of his hand.


Dont listen to her, Amy tells him. She wants to scare you, thats all.


Jimmy, just listen to your daughter.



She wants to scare you.


Enough, Fritz says. You kids dont want to watch the TV, you go in the other room.


Walking down there in the dark. Theres dogs down there too, dogs gone wild. They say them dogs will attack anything, half of them sick with the rabies, and then Ellen goes down there without a brain in her head.


Herbert starts crying; Amy shoves him hard.


Shes teasing you, she says, though she isnt always absolutely sure. She knows that bad things can happen to anyone at any time, but wouldnt they happen easier in the dark when you cant see them coming? Dad, tell him, Amy says.


James does not say anything.


So thoughtless of her to go out in the dark. Anything might happen, but she cant think of her children, no, not her husband either. She goes down to the lake front without a brain in her head and they dont find whats left of her for weeks.


Herbert screams.


Jesus Christ, Fritz says. You kids get in the other room!


Shes teasing you, Herbert, shes being mean.


Jimmy! Mary-Margaret says.


James looks at Mary-Margaret uncomfortably. Mother, he believes everything you say.


Well, so do I, Mary-Margaret says. All that damp night air. Shell come down with pneumonia, you wait and see. For all we know shes lying there dead right now.


Herbert screams again, and Fritz gets up. Enough! he says, and he grabs Herbert roughly. But suddenly Mary-Margaret is there; she pulls Herbert away from Fritz and leads him back to her chair. Her voice is smooth, coaxing.


Hell be quiet now, wont you, Bertie? Youll sit on Grandmas lap and be Grandmas little boy. Grandma will take care of you.



Jesus H. Christ, Fritz says, but he slumps back into his chair.


Herbert, youre so stupid, Amy says. Sometimes she hates her brother.


Jimmy, listen to your daughter!


Quiet! Fritz bellows, and they all are silent, staring at the TV.





The downtown is crisp with light from the window decorations and the street lamps hung with wreaths. Ellen walks past the grocery store, the bank, the Fashion Depot, and several tiny gift shops selling Hollys Field souvenirs. Each summer, people swarm up from Chicago to stay at the Fishermans Inn, to eat at the Fish Wish or the Seafood International, to hike the stone walkway out to the lighthouse and take pictures of the view. Ellen stops at the towns only stoplight and waits for the WALK signal to flash. The fine for jaywalking is two hundred dollars. Only tourists learn the hard way.


High on the hill, the steeple of Saint Michaels is outlined in lights: an arm reaching toward God. Every Wednesday morning, Ellen walks her students from the school to the church for Mass. The inside is just as beautiful to Ellen now as it was when she was a child, with its carved wooden pews and reaching windows shining with stained glass. She marvels at how easy it is to believe in God when you sit in a church like St. Michaels, breathing the smell of incense and wood, and the light warped a lovely color. Her sisters attend whenever they can; Ellen nods to them across the pews, and she smiles at her nieces and nephews, who are sitting with their own grades. Sometimes, she sees Amy and Herbert too, and then she feels that everything is as it should be. These are my children, I am their mother. But the feeling doesnt last.


She folds up the collar on Jamess coat; she is walking hard now, swinging her arms. It feels good to move her body, to break into a sweat and flush with bright heat, her heart a steady song inside her. She spent most of her childhood working outdoors with her sisters, pulling thistles in the fields, shoveling stalls in the cow barn, carrying heavy pails of milk. Even now, her shoulders are rounded from the weight of those pails; her legs and upper arms brim with muscle. As she turns toward the lake, gusts of wind pinch her cheeks and she squints to see the moon rippling between the clouds, following beside her like a curious eye. The lake is rough, so she chooses the higher path that winds its way past the courthouse, past the band shell, past the water treatment plant, until it reaches the upper bluff park.


Many years ago, a woman was found dead somewhere along this trail. Shed been killed by her husband, strangled with her own braided hair. People have seen her ghost here, but Ellen is not afraid. If she appears, Ellen will show her the outcropping of rock that looks like a cow, and the shadowy sumac with its soft, deer fur, and the moons odd dance through the clouds. She will remind her how there are so many things on the earth that are beautiful and good. Even a ghost must remember some happiness. Even in the midst of that terrible marriage, there must have been moments when she slipped away and swam naked in a nearby creek or walked along the lakefront picking up stones. The ghost will remember those quiet times; shell lead Ellen up the path, saying, This is where the wild strawberries grow thickest; this is where I came to braid my hair.


But the ghost does not appear; soon Ellen has reached the upper bluff park. The trail ends beneath a clump of pines that overlooks Hollys Field. Ellen feels the way she thinks God must feel, powerful and strong. The town below seems like a toy town: there is the fire department with its large, circular drive; there is the police station, the church, the tavern, the grocery store, and the mill. Tiny cars line the streets, tucked nose to tail, and the green paper trees are capped in white. The rows of houses twinkle with lights; each of them looks the same. If she reaches down and swings open the hinged walls, there will be the mothers and fathers, the brothers and sisters, the cats and dogs, all with red-paint smiles. Ellen can almost believe this, standing beneath the pines.





When she gets home, it is after nine. The house is dark; she lets herself in with Jamess key from his coat pocket. The stale smell of the house swallows her in. She turns on the lights, hangs up her coat, takes off her shoes, all by rote. A toy house, she thinks, with toy children and toy mothers and fathers. She feels deliciously calm, self-centered. Her glasses fog and she takes them off, wipes them with a corner of her shirt. Without them, the room is softly blurred. She puts them back on and shapes snap into focus: couch, chair, coffee table, television, the Last Supper framed in mock gold. Jesus is stretching a hand out to Judas, who has already turned away. Ellen has often wondered what it was that Judas intended to buy with the thirty pieces of silver. Thirty pieces of silver must have been a lot of money. You could go away on thirty pieces of silver, far away, and never come back.


But there is nowhere Ellen wants to go. James and the children are here; her mother and sisters are close by, and even though she doesnt get to visit them often, she likes knowing that they are near. As soon as she and James have their own apartment, things will get better between them. And theyll have visitors: Ellens sisters, old friends she lost track of when she moved to Illinois, new friends she and James will make together, friends of the children. She looks around the living room, realizing it wont be difficult to move: nothing here belongs to either of them. Before they left Illinois, theyd had a huge rummage sale. After theyd sold what they could not fit in the car or send by mail, they found themselves with seven hundred dollars.



Think what we could do with this money, James had said their last night in the house. They had sold their wedding bed and were lying on a pallet of blankets with the children. We could take a trip. To Florida maybe. No snow; they say its cheap to live. We could get jobs


They say they need teachers in the South, Ellen said eagerly.


James looked at her and laughed. You sound like youre serious, he said.


Arent you?


James stopped laughing. Of course Im not serious, he said. What could you possibly be thinking of?


She parts the curtains and cups her hand to the window, trying to replace the snowy pines with palm trees and hibiscus. She cannot imagine the neighbors Santa glowing in the warm, moist Florida night, the children growing up with tanned skin and soft southern drawls. Saint Michaels chimes ten oclock; she smooths the curtains closed and goes down the hall to make sure the children are sleeping. Inside their room, the air is sour. Herbert is curled up in Amys bed. When he hears Ellen, he sits bolt upright and turns on the small lamp beside the bed.


I thought you were dead, he says. His eyes are wide and terrible.


I told you she wasnt, Amy says. Her face is in her pillow; she doesnt move.


Ellen picks Herbert up and carries him to his own bed. What made you think I was dead? she says.


You went out in the dark.


Theres nothing in the dark that isnt there in the light. Theres nothing to be afraid of. She kisses him, tucks the blankets around his shoulders. See? She points to the lamp shade, which is decorated with angels. Your guardian angel is watching over you, just like my guardian angel watches over me. Your guardian angel will follow you into your dreams and make them beautiful. Her voice is low and soft, a lullaby. Already his eyes are closing.


What is he so afraid of? she whispers to Amy. Amy still hasnt moved; now she rolls over and stares at Ellen angrily. This child is no toy.


Im not afraid, Amy says.


Of what? Ellen says. How can I know if you wont tell me?


Amy closes her eyes and does not say anything. She pulls away when Ellen kisses her good night. It is probably nothing. It is probably everything. It has been a difficult year for them all. Ellen watches her as she pretends to sleep, clutching her long braid in her fists.
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