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To KC: 
Best friend, husband, father, soldier, 
you are always worth the wait.




She turned to descend the stair, her heart in tumult. Had she better keep her distance and question him, her husband? Should she run up to him, take his hands, kiss him now?

 

... And she, for a long time, sat deathly still in wonderment—for sometimes as she gazed she found him—yes, clearly—like her husband, but sometimes blood and rags were all she saw.

—Penelope upon recognizing Odysseus, The Odyssey




YOU KNOW WHEN THE MEN ARE GONE

In Fort Hood housing, like all army housing, you get used to hearing through the walls. You learn your neighbors’ routines: when and if they gargle and brush their teeth; how often they go to the bathroom or shower; whether they snore or cry themselves to sleep. You learn too much. And you learn to move quietly through your own small domain.

You also know when the men are gone. No more boots stomping above, no more football games turned up too high, and, best of all, no more front doors slamming before dawn as they trudge out for their early formation, sneakers on metal stairs, cars starting, shouts to the windows above to throw down their gloves on cold desert mornings. Babies still cry, telephones ring, Saturday morning cartoons screech, but without the men, there is a sense of muted silence, a sense of muted life.

At least things were muted until a new family moved into apartment 12A. Meg Brady from 11A could hear the rip and tear of boxes, chairs scraping against the floor, cabinets opening and closing, the weighed-down tread of the movers reminiscent of the soldiers far away.

Carla Wolenski from 6B knocked on Meg’s door around noon, slipping into Meg’s living room as soon as she cracked opened the door.

“Natalya Torres is your new neighbor!” Carla whispered, swinging her baby from one hip to the other. When Meg didn’t show the enthusiasm or dread Carla expected, she held her baby close as if shielding it from the ignorance of the world. “You haven’t heard anything about her?”

Meg shook her head. Carla lifted tweezed eyebrows into small parentheses of dismay. She whacked the baby on the back, who promptly burped a milky chunk onto her shoulder. “Trust me, you’ll hear it all soon enough,” Carla said, flicking the spit-up onto Meg’s carpet. When Carla left, Meg followed her out onto the landing, ostensibly to walk her friend back to her own apartment, but she hesitated outside the Torreses’ open door, trying to see inside.
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The next morning, Meg was woken by a thunderous noise. She reared up, breathless, her heart a wild creature in her  chest. Her alarm clock read 5:47 A.M. The noise continued, a mournful, doomed desire, and Meg realized that it was a half howl, half bark, from a dog on the other side of the wall she shared with the Torreses’ master bedroom.

She slapped her headboard, which made the barking louder, as if the dog were jubilant that he had roused her. She heard him jump, his nails scratching, trying to dig through to her, the otherness of new territory and scent.

Unable to fall back asleep with the foraging a few inches from her pillow, Meg crawled out from her sheets, made a pot of coffee, and checked the Internet for news of Iraq. She scanned the stories about roadside bombs and soldiers dead, making sure the First Cavalry Division and her husband’s battalion, 1-7 Cav, were unscathed, at least for today. When the sun rose and the caffeine kicked in, she grabbed her keys and went to the community mailbox on the landing outside, eager for news. She imagined a postcard, like the one Jeremy had sent her a few weeks ago of a flowering Tigris River; she longed for something he had kept in the breast pocket of his uniform, scrawled and hesitated over during a quiet moment while training Iraqi troops. She wanted something she could hold.

A door opened and a black dog bounded out and ran straight at her, a solid bear-rug of muscle. Pizza flyers fluttered to the tile. She closed her eyes and wondered if army doctors would be able to reconstruct her face before Jeremy came home.

“Boris, down!” someone shouted just as Meg felt the nails of the dog hit her stomach, knocking the air and any ability to scream out of her. She heard the rattle of a chain and then the dog’s weight was lifted. Meg took a half-furious, half-relieved-to-be-alive breath, and opened her eyes. The woman at the other end of the leash was tall and blond, wore an odd patchwork coat that reached to her ankles, its metallic thread catching the early light. She tugged the leash savagely for good measure, muttered, “Down!” again as the dog smiled at Meg, his purple tongue lolling happily from his mouth.

“I am apologize,” the woman said, her accent as thick and clunky as the chain around her dog’s neck. “Boris, bad! Very bad.”

Meg felt her cheeks redden as she touched her own shoulder-length brown hair, hoping she’d brushed it before leaving her apartment. She glanced at her sweatpants and slippers. This woman’s beauty was an affront, her yellow hair piled up on top of her head, her long neck, glossy red mouth, and the gold and silver squares of material in her coat. She seemed to have stepped out of a Gustav Klimt painting. Who would wear such a coat, a coat made for cocktails and cool autumn nights, while walking a dog? It was barely eight in the morning and April but already the Texas sun had started to burn over the horizon, that thick and sandy wind of Fort Hood flinging its heat around.

“Please refrain from military police,” the woman continued over the dog’s panting. Meg noticed that the woman’s apartment door was open. Two small children peered out of it, both as blondly anemic as their mother. “Boris always have many complaints. My husband would break his heart if Boris gone. Please, I am apologize very much.”

“It’s all right,” Meg said.

“I am Natalya.” She held her left hand out, her nails filed into perfect ovals.

Meg wiped her palm on her sweatpants, introduced herself, and they shook.

Boris the Impaler tried to jump her again.

“Meg, you must promise refrain from military police, okay?” Natalya asked, not releasing her hand, her forced smile revealing a row of ever-so-slightly-crooked bottom teeth. “Please promise.”

Meg pulled her hand free and glanced back at the children hiding in the shadow of the door. “It’s nice to meet you, too, Natalya,” she said as calmly as possible, her stomach throbbing from Boris’s impact. She left the junk mail on the floor and hurried back to her apartment.
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When the fridge was empty except for two cans of Diet Coke and a depleted bag of baby carrots, Meg drove out to the  Warrior Way Commissary. She hated grocery shopping, she hated cooking without a man to satiate; the only pleasure in her trip was picking out the food she would send Jeremy in a weekly package—beef jerky, Twizzlers and lollipops, hand wipes and magazines, things that could get crushed, exposed to high temperatures, sit in a box for over a month, and still manage to be consumed by home-desperate soldiers.

She walked the meat aisle, passing her husband’s favorites: baby back ribs, pork chops, bacon-wrapped filet mignons. She reached out, touching the cold, bloody meat through the plastic. The raw flesh both horrified and mesmerized, and she wondered if a human being would look the same if packaged by a butcher, the striations of fat, the white bone protruding, the blood thin like water in the folds of the wrap. She wondered if wounds looked like this, purple and livid, but with shrapnel sticking out, dust clinging to the edges, blood in the sand. She quickly put the packaged beef down, telling herself that she would not think such things after Jeremy was home.

But tonight she would get a frozen dinner. A vegetarian one.

As she turned down the next aisle, she noticed a woman rocking her cart back and forth with two children inside. Meg squinted; only one person could have a coat like that.

“Natalya?” she called out.

Natalya stared at her without the faintest recognition, still pushing the cart back and forth as if she were rocking  babies. She looked up at the shelves and said softly, “There is so much, I cannot ever decide.”

Meg glanced at Natalya’s cart. It was full of potatoes and onions and cabbage. “Are these favorites from your home country?” But Natalya did not nod or even seem to understand. Meg played with her wedding ring and spoke slower. “What do you like to cook?”

Natalya picked up a box of Uncle Ben’s rice. “I am not good cook. My mother killed when I was girl. No one teach me.”

Meg swallowed her grin and stood absolutely still, all words erased from her mind. “Rice is easy,” she finally whispered. “And I could teach you how to cook.”

“Yes, rice. With flavor. My English reading is very bad. I do not understand but maybe some have pictures?”

Meg began to look at the boxes of instant rice, handing Spicy Jambalaya and Roasted Chicken to the little boy, who began to shake a box wildly in each fist.

Natalya put one of her long-fingered hands on Meg’s wrist and asked abruptly, “May I borrow money?”

Meg stared. This was taboo. If a wife was in need there were rules; you were supposed to call the rear detachment commander and he could approve an official Army Emergency Relief loan. Or, if you didn’t want your husband or his command to find out, there were the shifty money shops on Rancier Avenue that let you borrow, at interest, until the next paycheck came through.

“Please,” Natalya continued, smiling harder, her lipstick cracking a bit at the sides of her mouth. “Please. Only forty dollars. Very urgency.”

Meg looked around to see if she recognized anyone in the aisle, and then, flustered, reached into her purse, pulling out three twenties.

Natalya counted quickly, her cheeks softening at the extra bill.

“Soon I repay, yes?” she said, and immediately pushed her cart away, the boy still shaking the rice. Meg took a deep breath, watching that coat turn a corner and disappear.
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Meg looked for Natalya at the Family Readiness Group meeting the following week, the omnipotent “FRG” with its updates from the front, dispelling the fear invoked by CNN with facts and names, always offering ambiguous but hopeful news of return. The FRG Meg belonged to represented 1-7 Cav, an infantry battalion that was exclusively made up of men, which meant that the spouses were all wives. When the husbands were away, the women met regularly and were the closest thing Meg had to a family. It was the closest thing any of them had to family, this simulacrum of friendship, women suddenly thrown together in a time of duress, with no one to depend on but each other, all of them bereft and  left behind in this dry expanse of central Texas, walled in by strip malls, chain restaurants, and highways that led to better places. Most of them had gotten used to making a life for themselves without a husband, finding doctors and dentists and playgrounds, filling their cell phone with numbers and their calendars with playdates, and then the husbands would return and the army would toss them all at some other base in the middle of nowhere to begin again.

The wives in Meg’s FRG depended on each other for babysitting, barbecue cookouts, pep talks. They brought casseroles when a woman returned to a husbandless house with a newborn, and they remembered each other’s birthdays when the men overseas did not. They lived close together on base and they minded each other’s business. In a world where it is normal for a thousand men to pack their bags, meet on a parade field, and then disappear for an entire year, the women of deployed soldiers stuck together. Mingling too often with the civilian world, so full of couples, of men nonchalantly paying bills, planning vacations, and picking kids up after ball games, those constant reminders of what life could be, would drive an army spouse crazy.

The FRG leader, Bonnie McCormick, looked every bit the battalion commander’s wife: smooth, shoulder-length hair, very little makeup but a perfectly lipsticked smile, conservative blouse with khaki capris, a body that could keep up with the men during their early morning runs.

“Ladies, it is important that you get this information out to the wives who aren’t here,” Bonnie said, looking around the room. Some wives nodded; most waited to see what was coming next. “You know who they are.” She opened the notebook on her lap and began talking about potential return dates for the men, just two months out, and Meg quickly started writing it all down.

Carla leaned into Meg’s shoulder and asked, “Did you meet Natalya Torres yet?” Meg nodded, keeping her eyes on Bonnie McCormick. Carla, raising her whispered voice ever so slightly so the wives around them could listen in, continued. “Well, I finally saw her in the laundry room and told her about this meeting but she just shrugged. Her husband’s been gone ten months and she hasn’t been to one meeting yet.” Meg felt something hit her in the neck and looked at Carla’s drooling baby, who was waving around a one-pound dumbbell.

“Isn’t Mimi strong?” Carla asked, immediately thrusting the baby at Meg. “Whenever I try to take it away she screams bloody murder.” Meg would have liked to say, “Please get that Churchill-headed creature away from me,” but of course she just took Mimi and jiggled her and made the noises adults make when babies drool all over them. The wives were always throwing their offspring at her as if they thought that the more she got spit up on, the more she’d want one of her own.

“So Sandy from 5C? Her husband used to work with  Natalya’s in the Green Zone?” Carla spoke with the wonder of an archaeologist newly returned from discovering the eighth ancient wonder of the world. “She told me all sorts of wild things.” Meg let Mimi’s wet and sticky hand tug on her ear and she gave up trying to take notes. Listening to Carla, she learned that Natalya was Serbian, that she met her husband five years ago when he was stationed in Kosovo and she was cutting hair at his base. He’d been married at the time but quickly divorced the wife who waited patiently for him at home. He brought his new, non-English-speaking bride back to the States when his tour was up.

Bonnie sent a steely glance at the whispering women and they immediately stopped, Meg’s cheeks burning as if a priest had caught her giggling during Mass. She didn’t reveal that Natalya’s mother had been killed when she was young, nor did she mention that she had loaned Natalya money. Keeping secrets made her feel as if she was betraying the wives and she felt sweaty and flushed in the room of women. But Carla, not noticing Meg’s discomfort, kept talking, her unearthed treasures would not be silenced. As soon as Bonnie started discussing the different places they could reserve for a welcome home party, Carla told Meg about Natalya’s twins, Peter and Lara, three and a half years old. They didn’t speak any English, Peter still wore a diaper, and the woman who lived directly above them said sometimes they cried the entire night through. Another wife Meg had never spoken to before  tapped her on the shoulder and added that Natalya had already used the “My husband would break his heart if Boris gone” and “Please promise refrain from military police” lines on every single inhabitant in the three-floor apartment building. But for all of their complaining about Boris’s apocalyptic bark, none of the wives had contacted the MPs. None of them were willing to make that call, although the reason was not Natalya, nor her twins. No, they would not be responsible for the grief her husband would feel when he came back, having survived the year in Iraq, to a home without a dog. They could not play a role in his disappointment and so they went without sleep, cursed under their breath, banged the ceiling or floor with brooms, and smacked their palms against frail drywall.
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Each day it seemed as if Meg could hear Natalya more and more clearly.

The layout of their apartments mirrored each other exactly, so if Meg was reading in the guest bedroom, she could hear Natalya singing lullabies to her children in their room, usually one that sounded like “London Bridge,” but not in English, and all day long Meg’s head played the endless refrain, London Bridge is falling down, falling down, falling down, London Bridge is falling down, my fair lady! Or, watching TV, she’d hear  the murmur of English language tapes from Natalya’s living room, the voices like a slow mockery of the dialogue of Meg’s Discovery Channel. In bed at night the springs of Natalya’s mattress would whine as she tossed and turned. Meg heard so much she began to imagine what Natalya might be cooking, the clothes she chose from her closet, which magazines she flipped through while her microwave popcorn popped. The children rarely made any noise, and when they did it was their singsong gibberish. Meg imagined them listening at their wall, mimicking her motions and laughing at her, and she would jump back and turn up the radio or open the fridge noisily so they wouldn’t think she was eavesdropping.

Once or twice a week, Natalya got a call at exactly eleven P.M. These were different from the random calls she got from her husband, when she spoke her slow English, punctuated with “What?” or “Hello? Hello? Are you there?” During her eleven-o’clock calls, she spoke Serbian very loudly, as if on long distance, and she always talked for a full hour. Meg started to look forward to these calls, letting the words lull her to sleep, a welcome distraction. The words were impenetrable and yet so close. She was sure Natalya was revealing her deepest secrets.

Sometimes, after the late-night calls, Natalya wept in her bed, muffling her sobs in a pillow. These noises pried themselves into Meg’s dreams and she woke from images of an ice-clogged Danube, sluggish and gray, longing for sun. She  wondered if Natalya cried for her husband the way Meg cried for Jeremy, or if she cried for something, or someone, else.
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Meg worked at the Craft Realm in downtown Killeen, though she had absolutely no experience with crafts. She did have a B.A. in art history, which seemed to charm the manager. And she liked framing, the silence of it, the exact lines, the unforgiving quality of glass and wood and matting. If the knife slipped, the matting was ruined, and that made every success feel especially deserved. It was absorbing work that helped the days go by while she waited for staticky phone calls, infrequent e-mails, or letters. I miss our life together, her husband would write over and over again, and it made Meg think that there were three lives between them: the life he was leading in Iraq, the life she was living alone without him, and the dim fantastical life of them together, a mythical past and future that suddenly had no present.

As she handled baby pictures, high school diplomas, Thomas Kinkade prints, she imagined framing her husband’s letters. They were coated with fine dust and words full of desire, as if Jeremy and she were courting again, unused to each other, needing those teenage assurances, hearts doodled on the corners of the page, whispers of undying love. She wanted to trap their moments away from each other under  glass and wood, as if in this way the distance could be measured and controlled.
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There is a sign at the main gate entrance: WELCOME TO THE GREAT PLACE, FORT HOOD. Its greatness stretches for 340 square miles, from the populated main cantonment of Fort Hood, with its war-themed roads of Battalion Avenue, Hell-on-Wheels, Tank Destroyer, to its vast stretches of pitted firing ranges, the targets wavering with heat in the distance, soldiers slumped beneath the insufficient shade of tent netting, sipping from hot canteens. These ranges are notorious for being halted by cattle. Gates surround Hood, manned by men and women with firearms who check all vehicles and turn away anyone who does not have the proper identification, but Texas law will not banish the cows of neighboring farms from roaming the firing ranges, and soldiers wait hours and hours for the muscled, long-horned beasts to make their way out of the sights of the guns.

Fort Hood, like most army bases, has stern-faced offices with tiny windows, square apartment buildings and barracks with their crooked air conditioners and metal stairways, everything industrial in the ugliest way, with few architectural flourishes or decoration. Different bases might have different building materials, red brick versus gray concrete, depending  on the wartime era of their construction, but it’s always clear that no matter how much money Congress allotted for the army budget, most of it went into the fighting machines rather than the buildings.

The armories, chow halls, bowling alleys, PXs, dental clinics, libraries, day cares, and schools of Hood are mostly one-story, rectangular creatures of yellowish concrete, and so the taller, glassier buildings, III Corps Headquarters or Darnall Hospital, seem like futuristic and triangular Godzillas standing off at each other. The grass is patchy with tangled cypresses leaching the last of the water from the thirsting earth; the motor pools are picketed by barbed wire; the Burger King and gas station huddle together as the only dabs of color for as far as the eye can see. But when the soldiers deployed, when the eighteen thousand soldiers of the First Cavalry Division went to Iraq, the base shifted from a world dominated by camouflage uniforms to one of brightly colored baby carriages and diaper bags, Mommy & Me meetings at the First Cavalry Museum, women on pastel picnic blankets lounging on the parade field and sharing cinnamon rolls. Though a division of soldiers was far away, the retreat still sounded at five o’clock each evening, blared through speakers across the entire base, and the women stopped their moving cars and got out, stood in the streets with their hands over their hearts, facing the flag just as their husbands would have done, until the bugle’s song was over.

Wives with lawns quickly learned to mow them or hire the neighbor’s teenage son lest they get a military police citation for letting the grass grow too long. The spouses admired each other’s flower beds, the unit crest banners they hung over their name-tagged doors, the small American flags that they pressed into the edges of the driveways, the yellow ribbons they tied around the trees out front. They shopped together, shared leftovers, watched each other’s kids so they could go to the gym. They attended church and Bible study, baked brownies and mailed them to soldiers, washed cars to raise money for school supplies for Afghani and Iraqi children.

The women tried to reach out to Natalya, they really did. They invited her to play groups and luncheons and teas, they offered to babysit her children so she could have a break. And all along they were afraid of her. They knew she could happen to any of them. She could be the girl cutting their husbands’ hair right now in Baghdad, shipped in from some economically devastated country, young and lovely and for goodness’ sake a woman in that place of men. Who wouldn’t fall in love with such a girl when he was so far from home and so close to death? A woman’s soft hands along the short ridge of his hair, on his sunburned neck, holding the mirror up for him to see his reflection next to hers.

But Natalya never accepted any of their invitations. With Boris tugging her wildly, she walked around Hood in that coat you could spot a mile away, her earrings glinting, her  lips perfectly painted, making all the other wives assess their figures in the mirror or tug at their shirts self-consciously, touching their hair, rubbing powder into their sweat-shiny faces, knowing it was no use.

This is what they all knew and whispered about Natalya: She didn’t bake or make posters, and she never offered to wash a car. She didn’t take her children to any of the parks on post. She shopped at the commissary and filled her cart with odd foods, always cabbages and onions and potatoes, sometimes a gallon of chocolate milk or ice cream, but never anything nutritious enough to feed a pair of three-year-olds. She went out a few nights a week, dressed to cause a scandal: high heels, plenty of rouge, earrings long enough to touch her collarbones. She went out alone, and if the wives met her on the stairs and tried to ask where she was headed at ten o’clock at night, she would smile as if she didn’t understand the question and continue tottering down to the parking lot below. No one ever saw a babysitter enter her apartment, even though plenty of wives had volunteered, eager to get a look at the interior of her home and refrigerator. They had all seen Natalya lock the door behind her when she went out, and they all imagined those children inside with the television on, alone, the apartment’s sharp corners waiting for their soft heads. But no one ever called Family Services. Instead they thought of her husband coming home to discover both children gone.
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Meg was spending more and more time alone. She would rush back to the apartment building when her shift finished at Craft Realm, run up the stairs, lock the door behind her. She would take a deep breath, move through her rooms as quietly as possible, and listen.

She listened to Natalya in her kitchen, smelled cabbage simmering through the walls, and heard the scrape of spoon against plate as she fed her children, knife clumsily chopping against a wood board, Boris lapping from his water bowl. Later, she listened for the chime of Natalya’s keys, the whine of Boris signaling good-bye, the protest of children who didn’t want to go to bed, sharp heels pinging on the steel steps outside. She knew Natalya would be gone for hours. Then Meg would try even harder to hear through those walls, to listen for a child’s scream, to be ready to finally call the MPs if need be. More and more often she tried to stay awake with a book until Natalya came home. She listened for the same click of heels, the keys against the front door, the muted thud of shoes kicked off. She always returned very late, usually around two A.M., and Boris yelped with joy that she’d come back to him.

Meg didn’t tell Carla about her eavesdropping, though Carla was always asking Meg if she had learned anything new about Natalya. Nor did Meg admit that she was relieved to  stay awake listening for her neighbor’s children, happy to worry about something other than her husband, or that she fell asleep as soon as Boris finished barking and slept soundly until her alarm went off. Then she was off to work, grateful to have so little time for her own silent thoughts.
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One night there was a knock on Meg’s door. Natalya stood outside, moving from foot to foot as if her high heels hurt her.

For a moment Meg thought Natalya was going to ask her to go out with her, that they would go to some underground Serbian bar and drink vodka martinis while strange men watched them from the shadows.

Instead Natalya handed Meg three crumpled twenty-dollar bills.

Meg took the money and hesitated, waiting, but Natalya just stared as if she wanted a receipt. She was wearing an orange lipstick that made her cheeks gray. Meg smiled through her disappointment and said softly, “You know, I could watch your children for you. I only work days, and could watch them at night, that way they wouldn’t be alone. In case something happened.”

The skin of Natalya’s pale neck turned red, but Meg couldn’t tell if it was from anger or embarrassment.

“A woman must go out sometimes, yes?” Natalya asked  softly. “Husbands do not understand. The babies sleep, nothing will happen. It is common in my country—we do not worry so much.”

Meg folded the money into a back pocket. “Still. I could watch them.”

“Perhaps,” Natalya said, lifting her shoulders slightly in annoyed acquiescence. Before Meg could nod in reply, Natalya turned away.
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Before Jeremy left, he and Meg had talked about having children. She smiled and blinked and told him, Soon, and then ran into the bathroom and checked that she’d taken her birth control pill that day.

She was twenty-eight, it was time to think about procreation, and yet Jeremy’s long absences were hard enough to bear without children. She just managed to get through each day, brush her teeth, go to work, feed her body, sleep. If it was almost impossible for her to live half a life without the man who was supposed to share all of it, how could she be both father and mother for some unfinished and needy little being?

There were days when she imagined going to California, a place of escape with its beaches and wineries, mountains and fog. She could get a job in an art gallery in one of those dreamy, gentle-named coastal towns: Monterey, Carmel-by-the-Sea, Big  Sur. She’d start over, find a man who was always there, who could take normal vacations, have weekends off, call in sick, accompany her to her cousin’s wedding, her uncle’s wake. She wanted to worry about ordinary things like whether her husband forgot his lunch or got a bonus, not that he might get shot or that he’d be crossing a street in Baghdad and never get to the other side.

She carried her worry night and day. It pulled at her legs and shoulders and tear ducts, always there and ready to consume her, because how could anyone think rationally about a spouse in a war zone? And when Jeremy, late at night those few weeks before he left, had cupped her body against his, kissing her belly and longing to fill it up with his child, she’d thought only of the worry already growing there. She wondered if her belly could carry a life as well, if there was space for both and if the worry would form a stone pillow for her baby’s head. Would it leach into the baby’s bones and blood and tiny cells? Now she thought of Natalya and those eerie-eyed twins, whispering a Serbian pidgin in a language only they could understand. Perhaps Natalya nursed a ghostly worry, too. Perhaps her twins remembered another in their mother’s womb, three of them waiting to be born.
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Meg dreamed of ghost alarm clocks ringing, her husband slipping free of the blanket and letting cold air whisper over her  legs, then his kiss by her ear turned into a loud bark. She sat up in her bed and glanced at her clock: 1:23 A.M. Her vigilance had failed her, she had dozed off. She went to get a glass of water and to listen all the better, for she had happened upon a spot in the kitchen wall the size of a fist that another long-ago tenant must have punched and then plastered badly. When Meg put her ear against that papery area, she swore she could hear Natalya breathe.

She quickly stepped backward. A man’s voice was audible, just a few inches away, speaking low, as if he had been told to whisper, as if he knew Meg’s ear was pressed close. Knives scraped against plates and liquid was poured into glasses. There was a long silence and then Natalya started to speak, almost whimpering. Meg knew there had been no late-night phone calls for two weeks now, and she wondered if this man had been the voice on the phone that moved Natalya to tears. Had he grown tired of the miles between them and appeared at her doorstep after dark, demanding that she let him in?

Footsteps were leaving the kitchen and Natalya’s front door opened. Meg looked around her own apartment quickly, grabbed her garbage, and dragged it into the hall, hoping to catch a glimpse of the stranger, but she only saw Natalya in her doorway, her hand pressed to her throat, her face devoid of makeup, as pale as the fluorescent light overhead.

Their eyes met and Meg looked away. Natalya went inside, leaving Meg standing there with her trash.
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The man returned, always in the middle of the night. Meg heard food being prepared and drinks poured, but never the noises of consumption. And never—though Meg expected to hear the suspicious sounds of squeaking springs—did they enter Natalya’s bedroom.

Still Meg did not confide in the other wives. She imagined asking Bonnie McCormick for advice, pulling her aside and spilling such news into her powerful ear. But she didn’t. And she didn’t get enough sleep. Natalya was going out more and returning later and Meg fought to stay awake, waiting for Boris’s bark, sleeping for a few hours before work. A customer returned a framing job she had done, claiming it was crooked, and her manager, clearly no longer impressed with Meg’s degree, said under his breath, “This isn’t modern art.” And once when she was on the phone with Jeremy, the precious satellite connection full of echoes and clicks, she asked him to hold on while she put her ear to the wall to ascertain if Natalya was still reading her children a bedtime story.
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Three days before the men were due back, the wives held a final get-together at Carla’s. Each had made six batches of cookies to distribute into care packages for the single-soldier  rooms, and almost every wife who lived in post housing was there, perched uncomfortably on one of Carla’s overstuffed couches.

“Does anyone know if Natalya is coming?” Carla asked sweetly as soon as Bonnie McCormick entered her living room.

“Natalya Torres, Staff Sergeant Torres’s wife?” Bonnie placed her extra-high stack of coconut cookies in the center of Carla’s dinner table.

“She lives just down the hall, in 12A,” Carla continued, unable to hide her glee. Bonnie stared at the gathered women, waiting for someone to say something, but they all glanced away; none of them had expected Natalya to show and they were scared of Bonnie’s straight-toothed smile.

“Well, I’ll just run down and knock on her door. Maybe she forgot.” Bonnie jingled her bracelets and walked out.

The wives exhaled and then broke into whispers. “Did anyone tell Natalya?” “Yes, I told her when I saw her in the post office last week. She just asked me not to call the MPs on Boris.” “I saw her yesterday and she said she was busy but would try to come.” “I saw her this morning with that god-awful dog and she let him pee all over the walkway out front—”

Bonnie returned with a plastic plate of cookies in her hand and they all rose in unison. She placed the cookies next to her own on the crowded table and smiled dubiously, not as  proud as they expected, which made them gather closer and stare. The cookies were black. Not brown like chocolate or even dark chocolate that was burned. Black like the coal in a naughty child’s Christmas stocking.

Bonnie tore open the cellophane and took one, holding it up to the light, her indomitable smile pushed into a frown. “She said these are a Serbian favorite.”

They all waited as Bonnie put the cookie under her nose and smelled it, her eyes fluttering in surprise.

Carla took one of the cookies as well, putting it between her teeth with a resounding chomp. Then spit it out into her palm. “It tastes like cabbage,” she said.

Bonnie placed her cookie off to the side of the table. “Perhaps Natalya doesn’t realize cookies are desserts. Perhaps in Serbia they are meant to be savory?”

“Cabbage!” Carla looked as if she was about to cry, as if someone had tricked her into eating Boris’s feces. “We can’t put these in the care packages! What if a soldier reaches for one of these”—she threw the cookie on the floor hard where it cracked into tiny scattering pieces—“and thinks all of the cookies are bad?”

Bonnie rubbed at her nose as if she could not get the smell of it out of her nostrils. “Some men might like them. Meg, you have the list, are there any single solders with Serbian or Russian last names?”

Meg shook her head without even looking.

“She made us dog biscuits,” Carla whispered. Bonnie picked up Natalya’s plastic plate and shoved the whole thing into the garbage, and began neatly dividing up the other cookies.

Stunned, the wives joined her, carefully placing assortments of cookies into cheerful buckets, the cookies they had labored over, hoping to arrive with the prettiest shape, the most scrumptious combination, hoping to outdo everyone else with chocolate chips and sprinkles and drizzles of peanut butter and caramel. They did not ooh and aah at each other’s works of art the way they usually did. They worked silently, biting their lips, and thought about Natalya.

When Meg returned to her apartment that night, she saw a man silhouetted in front of Natalya’s door for a moment, the bright light of the hallway flashing across his sturdy frame. The thickness of his neck frightened Meg, and when she was inside she took down a biography of Chagall, and listened.

She should have tried harder to teach Natalya to cook, she thought. She should have tried.

There were no sounds of strife from next door, just the opening and closing of bureau drawers. At dawn, just before Meg fell asleep, she heard a woman’s murmur, thick with tears or laughter, and then, for the first time, the bed creaked on its springs twice as if two bodies slid beneath the sheets, but no noises of lovemaking followed. The next morning Meg woke to absolute peace: Boris must have overslept.
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The night before their husbands’ arrival, Natalya knocked on Meg’s door.

“Please watch children,” she said, one long-fingered hand on each child’s head. Their matching green eyes peered up.

Meg had been cleaning her apartment and she glanced into her living room, at the pile of unfolded laundry waiting on her couch and the vacuum sitting in the middle of the living room, half of the carpet neatly lined from its sucking groove. It was eight o’clock and Meg was about to say that she couldn’t possibly babysit tonight of all nights, she had so much to do before Jeremy returned. But she hesitated, noticing that Natalya wasn’t wearing a short skirt and heels, rather a white T-shirt, dark jeans, and flats under her long Klimt coat. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail and her face was scrubbed clean and pink. For the first time Meg noticed the acne scars on her cheeks and suddenly she understood they had all been wrong. Natalya had been too tall and thin in high school, with bad skin and ill-fitting clothes; other students made fun of her. Natalya had no idea how beautiful she was, which was why she wore that long jacket and rarely left the house without her too-bright lipstick and too-long earrings.

“Of course I will,” Meg answered. Natalya nodded, as if it had never occurred to her that Meg would say no, and turned back to her apartment. Meg got her keys, closed her door, and followed.  “They must sleep at nine. Boris already been outside. That is all, yes?”

Meg stepped into the apartment. She was immediately disappointed. No red velvet hung from the walls and no vodka bottles lined the windowsill and shelves; nor did she see sinister posters of Tito or Milosevic. It looked like any of the wives’ apartments: light wood table and chairs, fat paperback novels on the bookshelves, a soldier’s military awards on the wall, a few primary-colored children’s toys scattered on the floor. There was no hint that Natalya was anything but American except for a stack of fashion magazines on the coffee table with Cyrillic writing on the covers, as if she had wiped every shred of her past life away, everything but this one last comfort of elusive beauty.

Natalya got down on her knees and spoke Serbian to her children.

“They will be good,” she said when she stood. She turned to Meg. It was hard to take her stare, as if all of the makeup and jewelry in the past had been a filter and now Meg was looking directly at the sun.

“Thank you,” Natalya said, her accent making the words sound impossibly grave.

“When will you be home?” Meg asked. The troops were arriving at the First Cavalry parade ground the following day at ten and she wanted to be rested and ready.

“Soon.” Natalya kissed each child on the mouth, patted  Boris’s square head, picked up her small beaded purse, and walked out, leaving her noisy keys behind.

[image: 016]

Her children were every bit as good as she had promised they would be, playing quietly with a set of wooden blocks, then going to bed as soon as Meg led them to their room.

Of course Meg crept all around the apartment, especially in Natalya’s bedroom. The bed was perfectly made, the walls a somber green, the bedspread a shocking white. There were no family photos on the walls or bureaus, none of Natalya holding twin infants at a hospital, no wedding photos, and no scenes of Serbia. A luminous icon of Jesus, His beard as black as His wet eyes, hung directly over the bed. Meg thought of Natalya in this dark-walled room and understood why she would resist bringing her nightly visitor here. But he had been here the night before, hadn’t he? He had finally wormed his way into Natalya’s bed. Meg peered at the pale comforter, looking for something sordid, the lacy edge of see-through panties perhaps, and she wondered why Natalya could not have waited just a little bit longer for her husband to come home. Then Meg went out to the living room, turned on the TV, and thought of Natalya’s husband, how, like all the others, he was sitting on a plane right now, so excited to return to the States, to his home, to his family. The wives had  ensured that his dog and his children had not been taken from him, but Meg knew that his wife had. She knew he would not be returning to a happy home.

Leaning back into the pillows, Meg kicked off her shoes. Soon she wouldn’t need to worry about Natalya. Tomorrow Jeremy would be home. That interminable waiting, waiting, waiting for her life to continue—such a long, gray nothingness between departure and return, huge chunks of existence she filled up and pushed through as if it were a task rather than a stretch of her young life—would be over. There was such unreality to the waiting, such limbo; sometimes she didn’t even know what she was waiting for. So much wasted time. Time was the enemy, waking her up alone at night and ticking so slowly, each minute mocking her. But now it was over. Jeremy would be back tomorrow and her life would resume and she would no longer care what Natalya did within these walls.
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Boris woke her as usual. But this time it was his snout pressing up against her shoulder rather than his bark. It took Meg a moment to realize where she was, that she was stretched out uncomfortably on Natalya’s couch. She sat up so quickly that she nearly fell off the cushions, her elbow knocking over the foreign fashion magazines on the table, splaying bare arms, thighs, and lipsticked mouths across the carpet.

Daylight filtered in through the shaded window, Boris was trying to lick her face, and Natalya had never come home.

Meg rose, pushing the dog away, feeling her stomach shift with uneasiness. It was seven in the morning; she told herself that there was still time for Natalya to walk in, for the day to right itself. She creaked open the door to the twins’ room. Peter had crawled out of his bed and into his sister’s, their small bodies pressed together as if still curved in a womb. Meg closed the door, got Boris’s leash from the hook by the door, and took him outside.

He pulled her up and down Battalion Avenue, trying to run into traffic, looking back at her as if he were having an amazing amount of fun. Then he squatted on the perfectly manicured lawn of the Relocation Center and would not move no matter how much she tugged his leash or begged. She hadn’t brought a plastic bag to pick up after him, so she covered his mess with leaves, not making eye contact with an old woman who watched from a park bench.

She returned to the apartment, quickly slipping inside. The twins were both sitting up, blinking. They didn’t seem surprised to see Meg rather than their mother, and they didn’t cry.

Meg changed Peter’s diaper, his green eyes watching her stoically as she covered him with baby powder from his thighs to his ribs. Then Lara led Meg by the hand to the bathroom and pointed at the toilet, and did not let go until Meg clapped  her hands in praise at the contents. It was eight o’clock in the morning and Natalya had not returned.
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Meg held a child on each hip as she made her way to the First Cavalry parade grounds, the greenest stretch of grass on all of Fort Hood. Carla spotted her and rose from her seat high up in the bleachers, almost dropping Mimi in shock. Meg nodded at her friend and squeezed onto a bench in the front, sitting next to a man who wore a baseball cap stitched with Veteran of Foreign Wars. He leaned over and gave Lara and Peter small American flags to wave, and Peter immediately shook his flag as if he were trying to separate the stick from the cloth. The Horse Calvary Detachment was beginning its show, soldiers dressed in Custer-era uniforms riding in perfect figure eights across the parade field, their sabers and spurs glinting in the harsh Texas sun. Behind them, a long line of blue buses pulled up on Battalion Avenue.

“Here they come,” the vet said, pointing at the buses. “Bet you are excited to see their daddy.”

Meg nodded. She had no idea what their father would say, or what she would answer. The sleek horses on the field lined up at one end. A howitzer cannon erupted and the horses charged across, their riders shooting their rifles into the air. The crowd surged to its feet, stamping, clapping, and  shouting, and Peter screamed at the uproar, dropping his flag. “Mama,” he sobbed, putting his hands to his ears.

“Shhh,” Meg whispered, trying to bounce the children. Behind the smoke of the cannon and guns, the soldiers were beginning to exit their buses and line up in formation, their feet slightly apart, their backs so straight, their eyes scanning the crowd for a face that loved them. Meg searched the miraculously appearing men for her husband. “Shhh.” Then Lara started to cry, too.

“London Bridge is falling down,” Meg began to sing, “falling down, falling down. London Bridge is falling down, my fair lady!”

Lara glanced up at Meg’s face, recognizing the song. Meg knew there were other stanzas about gold and silver, about locking people up, the destruction and rebuilding of the bridge over and over again, but wasn’t it still standing today? It had been toppled by fires and wars, and each time it was resurrected with sturdier stuff. Then Lara began to join in, letting loose a jumble of mysterious syllables, and Peter, his eyelashes clotted with tears, started to softly mumble along.

Meg, repeating the little she knew of the song over and over again, turned toward the men. She had no idea what their father looked like; would he spot his children, who had grown and changed during the year he’d been deployed? Would he recognize them sitting on a stranger’s lap? He would be looking for his wife, for her clear blond hair, her patchwork coat, her thin hands. Meg thought of Natalya raising these children  alone, Boris bolting and barking and scratching on the door all day, how the twelve months must have been so long in a place where she couldn’t even read the directions for instant rice. And so Natalya had gone searching for a man to get her out of the uncertainty of it all, perhaps the way she had searched for a man to get her out of Kosovo. Searched for someone who would always be there, who could take care of her and hold her when she cried at night for the lives she left behind. Natalya had escaped one war and found herself caught in the wake of another; perhaps she realized she could survive without her children but she couldn’t take the waiting anymore.

And then Meg saw Jeremy cross through the smoke.

She put the children on the grass, holding their tiny palms, their fingers tight on her knuckles.

Jeremy lined up with all the other soldiers and he immediately found his wife, his eyes locking onto hers. He didn’t even glance at the children, just stared at Meg as if she were the anchor that held his life. And Meg did not hesitate. She stood and took a step toward him, knowing suddenly and without a doubt that he was, and always would be, worth the wait.
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