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PREFACE
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AN OPEN SECRET
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On a cold, sunny February morning in 1998, with the unusual sight of three rainbows arcing the Midwestern sky, the family and friends of Senator Penny Severns gathered in the opulent chamber of the Illinois Senate to memorialize Penny, their fallen colleague, and to pay tribute to the rich tapestry of her life’s work.


Inside Lincoln’s Statehouse, Senate President James “Pate” Philip banged the oversized wooden gavel three times, calling to order the upper chamber of the Ninetieth General Assembly. Senator Severns’s family, followed by close friends, was escorted to the front of the chamber as senators stood in respect. The chamber, laden with a thousand ethical reckonings, was orderly and still.


The Secretary of the Senate, a personal friend of Penny’s, stood at the dais, a level below the president’s chair, and looked over her half-glasses at the audience. Then-Senator Barack Obama (a seatmate to Senator Severns who’d mentored him when he was a freshman lawmaker), then-Representative Jan Schakowsky (now congresswoman), and others from the House and Senate looked on, grieved and heavy. Senator Severns’s seat was draped in a black cloth, stark against the white calla lilies centered on her antique rolltop desk.


The clerk cleared her throat and, fighting tears, read Resolution 168, outlining the accolades of the rising young star in the Democratic Party whose life was cut short by metastatic breast cancer one month to the day after her forty-sixth birthday.


Every detail of her life was preceded by the Senate tradition and political lingo of a resolution—the word whereas. Those listening were then reminded of the life Senator Severns lived:


“Whereas, at the age of twenty, while still a student, Penny Severns was elected as a delegate to the Democratic National Convention, then the youngest delegate in the Convention’s history. Whereas, she was appointed to a prominent post within the United States Department of State, and as a Special Assistant, traveled to Thailand, Nepal, and India evaluating and auditing countries and addressing poverty for the Agency for International Development (USAID). Whereas, while she worked for the State Department, she was an Agency representative at the Camp David Peace Accords and was in attendance when the historic document was signed. On a trip to Israel with other high-ranking lawmakers, she met Israeli leaders Shimon Perez and Yitzhak Rabin . . .”


The resolution detailed Penny’s political accomplishments, including winning a Decatur City Council seat with the largest number of votes in city history; her victory in the Senate, unseating a popular ten-year Senate Leadership Republican incumbent; her service as the first woman budget negotiator for the Senate Democrats; and her history-making bid as part of the first all-female major-party gubernatorial ticket in American history, when she won the nomination for lieutenant governor of Illinois and the late Dawn Clark Netsch won the gubernatorial nomination.


Her colleagues listened as her academic credentials were recited: a degree in political science and international relations at Southern Illinois University; a fellowship at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government; a Toll Fellowship, for which she was chosen from among the nation’s elite lawmakers to study public policy in an intellectual boot camp in Lexington, Kentucky; and an appointment to the German Marshall Fund to study job creation in Denmark and Germany.


Some colleagues cried as the resolution, beautifully written and tenderly read, regaled Senator Severns’s love of family, music, history, art, nature, and friends. They each had their own memories of their beloved colleague and friend.


Whereas, then came the lie.


The lie that contradicted the rumors, rightly whispered and wrongly denied. The lie had been culled from Penny’s obituary, which I had written just days before in my own hand. The obituary contained a three-word lie; perhaps the most painful words I have ever written. I wrote of Penny Severns, my partner and mate: “She was single.”


Whereas, Senator Penny Severns is survived by her father, Donald Severns Sr., and his wife, Audine Moery; her twin sister, Patty Severns Love, and her husband, Douglas, and their three children, Kristin, Weston, and Graham; her brother Rod Severns and his wife, Jane; her brother Don Severns Jr. and his three children, Jennifer, Emily, and Matt Severns; her nephew, Nick Wilber; and her great nephew, Kyle Wilber. Senator Severns was preceded in death by her mother, Helen Severns, and her sister Marsha Severns Hamilton.


There was no mention of the life that Penny and I had created and lived together. No mention of the marriage proposal she made to me three months into our relationship. No mention that we had forged our marriage with the symbols of ring and bracelet. No mention of our love. No mention of the conversations we had about whether to have children. No mention of the unbelievable extent to which we went to hide our relationship. No mention of our shared finances. No mention of how we dreamed of retiring together. No mention of our life as we struggled with the news of her returning cancer. And no mention of how tenderly we took care of each other or how I tended her as she was dying. There was no mention of me at all, in fact.


The best years of our lives were written in invisible ink.


In the aftermath of Penny’s death, I struggled in every way to make that life visible, to preserve that life, to be recognized in a life that we strove to keep hidden and yet in retrospect was very much an open secret at the most basic levels. Our families addressed holiday cards and birthday invitations to both of us; they insisted we sleep in the same bedroom while staying in their homes, even when there was only a twin bed to share. Penny and I were inseparable at every holiday and family function and bought joint presents for our nieces and nephews. Our relationship seemed common yet was underground knowledge on the political circuit. Political friends had whispered about our relationship and political enemies threatened to use it for political gain. Years after Penny’s death, I learned that our relationship became a bit of a parlor game among reporters: over brandy and cigars they’d ask, “Were Penny and Terry lovers?”


Two years after Penny died, I was still shut off from her family and from any say in the process of death’s aftermath; I was completely consumed with grief and confusion. With no hope that Patty, her twin sister, would ever acknowledge me as even a friend of Penny’s, let alone her spouse, I drove to Patty’s house to talk to her about the love Penny and I shared. I decided to speak the truth with the hope of cutting away the confusion and curing my grief. I wanted to declare aloud what Patty already accepted and honored until Penny’s death: that Penny and I were lovers and considered ourselves married. I hoped we would weep together over the incalculable loss of her twin and of my spouse. I hoped that I would retrieve my possessions and revive the friendship and love Patty and I had shared. I hoped to grieve together with Penny’s identical twin and move with her through death’s dark jungle, easing the pain with the very presence of each other.


Those hopes were met with the reality that I was treated more foe than family, all marks of friendship and love erased. As a last-hope effort of reaching Patty’s consciousness, I said: “What if, God forbid, Doug died, and you were locked out of your house? Or if Doug died and your father-in-law started going through your mail, or made your husband’s funeral arrangements? How would you feel?” I was certain the parallel would resonate.


“Don’t say you were married, Terry,” Patty interrupted, shaking her head emphatically. “You were not married. You were friends. Penny took you under her wing. That is all.”


Under This Beautiful Dome makes visible the hidden life I lived with my spouse, Penny Severns, and lays bare the consequences of living a lie and of denying gays and lesbians marriage equality. For some people, this will be a story of betrayal. For others, it will be a story of great strength or great weakness. For others still, this story will reinforce the doctrine of punishment for moral failings.


For me, though, this story will always remain a love story.


Whereas, now be it resolved . . .




CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


THE CALL
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We cried about the cancer only once.


Penny had finished five months of a chemotherapy-radiation regiment the previous January, and her regular checkups indicated she was doing well. Now, ten months later, a few days before Thanksgiving 1995, blood tests showed something was amiss. We were waiting for her oncologist to call with results of a body scan and more extensive blood work.


The phone rang on that November day with billowing gray clouds hanging low. Standing in the kitchen, Penny and I looked at each other, and nothing short of terror flashed between us. Internally, I froze. This was it. Penny walked into the dining room and picked up the green handset that we kept as a private line in the house. We sat at the walnut table where we always shared dinner, usually New York strip from Peter’s House of Meats in Decatur, or grilled vegetables when we were sticking to Penny’s vegetarian plan. “It’s K. H.,” she mouthed, referring to Dr. Karen Hoelzer.


Penny’s black Mont Blanc pen scribbled the rest of her life in numbers on a white lined index card. I read over her shoulder. C28 (?) high. Cancer returned. Mass in lungs. My stomach lurched as if I’d high-dived off a ledge into an abyss. Sometimes, to this day, I feel like I am still falling.


Penny kept talking and I began pacing, feeling the white Berber rug against the soles of my bare feet. I stood behind her and put my right hand on her left shoulder. I was listening, but I was looking out the sliding glass door at our deck. Leaves from the cottonwoods that we loved so much hid the unstained wooden planks. I thought about the many times we swore we would stain the deck in order to preserve it. I looked at the teak furniture from Smith and Hawken, at the Adirondack chairs that seemed out of place. Their loneliness, their framed emptiness, caught me; I chided myself for thinking of empty chairs and death when I didn’t even know the full news yet. I looked down at Penny as she hung up the phone.


She took a deep breath, eyebrows up, and quickly turned her head as if to say, Oh boy. “Well,” she said, “that wasn’t the news we wanted.”


I nodded. I felt as though I had swallowed a hard biscuit, whole, and it was stuck in my throat. I pursed my lips, holding back every thought and desperate prayer.


“It’s gonna be all right,” I said, sitting down beside her. My voice sounded smooth and tender despite the clawing within my soul as I searched for the fundamentalist faith of my childhood that had provided an answer to every hard question or trial.


“It’s not the news we wanted,” Penny said again. “But we’ll just move forward. We’ll deal with it.”


There was a pause.


“Right?” she asked.


In that pause, an entire unstated conversation passed between us as it had so many times on the campaign trail or at the capitol. It was the same invisible conversation we’d had when I stood in the press box as the Associated Press Statehouse Bureau Chief and she on the Senate floor as the Senate Democrat’s Chief Budget Negotiator. Our eyes had locked on each other, speaking a silent, emotional Morse code. In some ways, our entire life was framed in that pause—an unspoken reality we both understood.


“We’re definitely going to deal with it, P,” I said. “We are going to get through this.”


We both exhaled.


“I better call Pat,” she said, referring to her identical twin.


I sat at the table fingering the green and cream placemats that Penny loved. I’d ruined them after washing them with blue jeans. The cream cotton weave with five green-stitched herbs with their names underneath had blurred. The blue bled into the fringes. I traced my fingers over the basil and the purple-tipped sage, wishing I hadn’t ruined something she liked. She kept talking to her sister, a registered nurse, relaying the news and the numbers.


“We’ll just move forward with this new challenge,” she said near the end of the conversation, displaying the same resolve she’d shown throughout her career as the Senator from Illinois’s Fifty-first Legislative District, as if she were giving a news conference at the capitol.


She hung up the phone, and we looked at each other. Her eyebrows arched up. Another exhale.


“How’s she doing?” I asked. Patty herself was in remission from the same disease that had claimed their youngest sister, Marsha, at thirty-six, and was now chasing Penny.


“She’s all right,” she said, deflated. “I think we all wish this would’ve been different.”


And as all press secretaries and politicians know how to do, we started spinning the news of our private truth into the weave of our public lives. At our table, we talked about whether we needed to say anything to the public, and we concluded that yes, we did need to disclose this news—but not immediately. The political/press realm was familiar, and we eased into that river easily, ignoring the falls that lay ahead. We knew what we needed to do. We knew how to behave.


“I definitely think we need to tell the public eventually,” Penny said. “After the biopsy, when chemo starts again, we’ll hold a news conference and talk about how this is another bump in the road.” Just another bump in the road. That was a phrase she used even up to a few days before her death.


Her voice picked up the steam that it always had when she was thinking about other people. “You know, this really isn’t any different than what thousands of other women go through while balancing jobs and health,” she said, and instinctively I knew that I would write that phrase into the press release. Her voice seemed to inflate again even though I knew she was trying to convince both of us.


She reached across the table, across the bowl of purple and green papier-mâché grapes that we’d purchased in a market in Zihuatanejo, Penny bargaining with the merchant as though an undiscovered Chagall were on the line. She grabbed the Thanksgiving issue of Bon Appétit with its dog-eared pages and started flipping through it. I reached for the Colorado Cache Cookbook and started looking for the apple dip recipe we liked. I stood up and kissed the crown of Penny’s black head, stepped to the stereo under the dining room window, and put on some Van Morrison, Avalon Sunset. I knew she liked Van Morrison. But then I wondered if I should have chosen this album, since Penny often told me that Marsha had liked Van Morrison.


I had a chilling, unwelcome thought: Had Van Morrison become the requiem of the sisters?


I walked through the arch of the dining room past the distressed leather couch that we’d paid more for than I’d paid for my car. I walked into the bedroom. I sat down on the bed’s edge and began to shake so badly that my legs were jumping. I didn’t want Penny to see my fear, but I needed to be near her, so I quickly walked back to the dining room. Penny was again scribbling furiously, this time a Thanksgiving grocery list that I still have.


We knew if she tried to go food shopping these few days before Thanksgiving she’d be mobbed and wouldn’t get through the vegetable section without holding a town meeting.


“I’ll go,” I offered, knowing I would get stopped by people less than she would.


“Nah, let’s go together,” she said. Something in her eyes said she really didn’t want to go at all.


“P, you know that Kroger’s is going to be wall-to-wall people.”


“I know, but I don’t want you to be stuck with it.”


“It’s all right. Besides, you can do the laundry,” I said, holding up the ruined placemat.


We laughed and went to the kitchen.


“Do you think we should cancel Thanksgiving and go up to Patty’s?” I asked. “We could have a quiet Thanksgiving with Patty and the kids, walk around the lake, and we’d skip all this stress of having twenty-six people over.”


She leaned in for a kiss. I felt my heart breaking and wondered if I felt hers breaking too. She laid her head on my shoulder, and we stood there for a moment, her head in my neck, my chin on her head, and my arms wrapped around her.


“Let’s just do it. It’ll be fun.”


I’m not sure where the time went that day. I went to the store, and when I came home, Penny seemed frantic. She walked around the house picking up laundry and putting it down, moving it instead of gathering it. Then she would switch to working in the kitchen, cutting apples and celery with fury. I can still hear the sound of the knife chopping and see the green celery lying against the scratched white cutting board. I brought the brown plastic grocery bags in and set them on the handmade cherry table that we designed together on a piece of scrap paper. Nothing I said or did seemed to slow her pace, so I moved into her rhythm, trying to keep up.


Everything I touched seemed empty. I felt odd, as though I were the one dying and touching things for the last time, but I pushed those leprous thoughts away. I picked up her brown leather bomber jacket from the corner of the couch and hung it in the closet. All I could think was that she was not in the jacket, nor was she in the shoes I picked up in the bedroom closet.


Empty shoes. Empty chairs. Empty jackets.


We just kept moving—she in the kitchen, cutting, me cleaning up. We talked about our mothers. We wondered aloud how Star, my mother, and Helen, Penny’s mother, with seven and six kids respectively, managed to accomplish Thanksgiving preparation while doing laundry and keeping the house clean—all by themselves. We talked about my classes at law school. We talked about our next vacation to Puerto Vallarta. Of course, we talked politics.


The preparations continued after dinner and into the night. Around 2:30 AM, we decided to go to bed. She turned out the lights. I shut the doors to the fireplace. She walked through our master bedroom and into the bathroom. She stood in front of the double sinks while brushing her teeth. Sometimes, moonlight would spill in through the skylight and bathe our shoulders as we sat in the Jacuzzi. But when I walked into the bathroom that night, the only light was from the vanity lights, which Penny hated because she thought they were too bright and harsh. She was brushing her teeth in slow motion, heavy, sawing a log.


She slid out of her jeans and pulled off her shirt, leaving them in a soft pile bedside. The coolness must have given her some energy because she climbed into bed, laughing at how cold it was and telling me to hurry up.


“Sure, you just want me to warm up the bed,” I teased.


“Quick. Hurry!” she said, laughing through the chill. Penny was in the center of the bed and threw the white down comforter back as I stepped from the bathroom. I slid in, laughing too. She pulled the covers up over our heads, and we breathed hot air under the down, trying to warm up. She was lying on her left side, her back to the window. I was lying on my right side, facing her.


“We could just turn up the heat a notch,” she said wryly.


“Oh, is that like, Honey, is that the bathroom light?” I said, referring to a joke from the first house we shared together. I’d be in bed and she’d come to bed leaving the bathroom light on. Lying down and getting comfortable, she’d say, “Honey, is that the bathroom light?” For the first few months, I would say, “Oh, I’ll get it.” Then, finally, it dawned on me that it really wasn’t a question. So I began to reply with a lighthearted sarcasm: “Dear, what light do you think it is? Of course it’s the bathroom light. You just want me to get up and turn it off.” She would close her eyes tightly, and promise that wasn’t the case. I would get up anyway, laughing.


We laughed again, and I rolled over to slip out and turn up the heat. She clutched my arm, and we lay still for a moment as though we’d just heard a plate glass window smash.


At that moment of frozen terror, there were three of us in our bed: Penny, me, and truth, all of us naked.


She started weeping. I did too. Not the slowly building kind of tears, but that immediate wail, that burst, that deep convulsing that comes straight from the bottom of your belly and moves through you, soaking your skin.


“I thought . . .” she choked, haltingly. “I thought I’d have more time.”


“Oh Penny,” I wailed, unable to even hear her words. We were speaking over each other, our words wet with tears, drunk with pain, almost slurring.


“Penny, I—” and the weeping took over again. “I can’t live without you,” I finally choked out.


“I don’t want to live without you,” she said.


Our bodies clutched each other so hard that my ear throbbed from being pressed against hers. Our weeping slowed as though we had just come through the whitewater and were washing ashore, gulping and choking for air. She pulled her head back to look at me. She took my face in her hands and held it there, fiercely. “I love the way you make me feel.”


I kissed her deeply, still crying, still aching, still cursing, still praying. Her cheeks and neck were wet from tears. Our words were now silenced with kisses more ferocious than I had ever experienced. Half words. Half sentences. Mutterings. Pleadings. We made love with urgency and depth, weeping loudly through all of it, and then, finally, surrendered to exhaustion.


When I awoke, Penny was still curled into me, but her head was nearly covered by the comforter, her black hair stark against the white. I rubbed my eyes awake and lay there, trying to be still. I looked at the blond rocking chair in the left corner of our bedroom with an array of Hermes and Anne Taylor scarves thrown over the spindles. A red wool tam caught my eye, and my memory flashed to the first time I ever laid eyes on the woman now lying in bed next to me.




CHAPTER TWO
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THE REPORTER AND THE SENATOR
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I was on deadline, and I was hungry.


The first woman appointed AP Statehouse Bureau Chief in Illinois, I had been on the job about a month and was editing a story by one of my reporters. His reporting was superior, but his writing was terrible. Editing his work felt as easy as sucking gravel through a broken straw. I was irritated that he wrote 900 words of copy for a story that should have been 350 at most.


I had eaten breakfast but had skipped lunch because the Legislature was in session, which meant the House and the Senate had a full day of committee hearings and legislative debate on the floor. I was still learning the players and the politics of a state with a storied history of graft and corruption at all levels of government.


It was about four in the afternoon that Tuesday, April 27, 1993. I had a few stories of my own to write, plus, as bureau chief, I had to finish editing the staff stories before sending them to the “desk”—a collection of editors—in Chicago.


In addition to fielding calls from the desk, I also needed to reduce all of our print stories into broadcast copy for the radio and television stations that AP, the world’s largest newsgathering operation, served. I knew I wouldn’t leave the office until well after eight at the earliest. A Snickers and a Diet Coke seemed in order. I walked out of the newsroom, which was strewn with cups of stale coffee and stacks of day-old news.


I walked up the marbled steps of the crowded capitol rotunda to the snack machines. At the top of the stairs, amid what looked like a clothing rack from Brooks Brothers, my eye caught a splash of red. A woman with a shock of black hair wearing a red suit stood next to the round brass rail. She held an overstuffed, scratched leather briefcase in her left hand and was slapping a pinstriped shoulder with her right. A jolt of electricity passed through me. I froze on the steps, staring. I felt stupid actually, standing still amid the chaos of a session day—a day where reporters scramble for lawmakers, lobbyists scramble for staffers, and the public scrambles out of the way.


But still, I stood on those steps and stared. She passed in front of me on the landing, walked down the hallway, pulled open a mammoth, unmarked oak door, and walked into a room I did not know. Dazed and mesmerized, I walked up the landing, made a right past the wall of phones, pumped quarters into the vending machine, and watched a Diet Coke roll out.


“She’s probably a lobbyist I’ll never see again,” I said to myself, walking back to the newsroom with a new energy in my step.


I returned to the acrid story on my computer screen, but I couldn’t concentrate. It was one of those rare occasions that I had the tiny capitol newsroom to myself because my staff was out gathering news, so I picked up the phone and called Anne Matthews Conners, an old reporting buddy who was working for Rockefeller University in New York City.


“You’re not going to believe this,” I said to Anne. “I don’t believe this. I just fell in love.”


“With who?” she asked excitedly.


“I don’t know,” I said.


“What? Well, what’s her name?”


“I don’t know.”


Anne chortled. “Terry,” she said, not unkindly, “why don’t you call me back when you have more details.”


You have to love reporters. If you don’t have the facts, it’s not a story. I laughed and hung up the phone. This was silly. In three minutes, I’d fallen for somebody I knew nothing about. I didn’t know who she was, whether she was married or single, gay or straight, where she lived, what she did for a living, or, at the most basic level, whether she was mean or nice. Nothing. It didn’t make sense for me to be so captivated. Yet this unknown woman held my attention. I could not, and still can’t, explain it, but when I saw her, I felt something inside of me shift.


Several days later, sucking more gravel through that same editing straw, I yanked the Illinois Blue Book of state officials off the dusty newsroom shelf to double-check the political party affiliation of a person we were writing about.


I flipped open the book and checked the index. On the opposite page, the woman who had been standing at the brass rail was staring back at me. I couldn’t believe it. There she was, just as I remembered her. My eyes scanned to the left of the picture, through the committees, the chairmanships, her education.


“Who cares about committees,” I muttered impatiently as my finger traced the words. “Just tell me who she is.” Somehow I’d missed her name in big, bold letters.


Senator, Fifty-first District, Penny L. Severns, D—Decatur.


I laughed out loud, prompting one of my colleagues to ask me what was so funny.


“Nothing,” I said, chuckling. “I just saw something.”


“In the Blue Book?” he said dryly. “Must be somebody’s mug.”


“Yeah,” I said. “Somebody’s mug.”


I was incredulous. A Senator. Damn. Not good.


I grabbed an X-Acto knife that was squatting in my cup of pens and sliced the page holding her picture. I popped her into a Federal Express envelope and jetted the Penny L. Severns page to my pal in New York with a note.


“Anne, get this,” I scribbled. “She’s a senator. Yes, I know. The very body of people I irk in ink for a living.”


Anne called me the next day and skipped the salutations. “Lay low, Terry,” she ordered flatly, in infamous advice we still laugh about. “She’s a senator. You’re a reporter,” she declared, reminding me of the crass bit of caution a Philadelphia newspaper editor once gave my classmates and me when we were journalism students: “You’re reporters. I don’t care if you screw the elephants, so long as you don’t cover the circus.”


“And you,” Anne lectured on, “are the first woman bureau chief there. You gotta lay low. There’s too much riding on this.”


I’m sure that friends, employers, and even some enemies could provide a long list of my personal or professional characteristics. “Laying low” generally isn’t one of them.


And lay low I surely did not. Everywhere I went in the capitol, I scanned the crowd for this woman.


On Tuesday, May 11, I saw her at the capitol newsstand glancing at magazines, something I would learn was a serious hobby. She had considered being a journalist and read at least six newspapers a day. Later that day I ran into her again at the vending machines, and I couldn’t stand it any more. “Senator Severns, I wanted to introduce myself,” I said. “I’m Terry Mutchler, the new—”


“Yes, I read about your appointment,” she said. “The new AP reporter. Congratulations. It’s always nice to see women in positions of power.”


I thought she was politicking and didn’t have any idea at all who I was.


“I think it said you’re from Pennsylvania,” she went on, proving me wrong. “I got a ticket on your turnpike once.”


We laughed.


“Well,” she continued, “if there’s anything I can do to help, you let me know.”


“I’ll do that, Senator. Thanks.”


That Friday night, May 14, I had scheduled a dinner meeting with my all-male staff to get to know them. At the end of the night, new in town with nothing to do, I decided to go back to the newsroom to prepare for the following week. When I walked to the mezzanine level, I glanced up and saw that Senator Severns’s light was on. It was 10:00 PM. There’s no way that could be her, I thought. But after sitting in my deserted office, I figured I’d go and check anyway.


As a cover, I grabbed a reporter’s notebook and walked upstairs to Room 311. I looked into the outer office and sure enough, sitting at her desk was Penny Severns herself. I walked into the outer office and she looked up, smiled, and said, “Well, hello.”


“Hello, Senator,” I said.


“Please. Call me Penny.”


“Okay, well, Senator, I’m surprised you’re here this late on a Friday night. I was working on a story about the state’s sunshine laws and thought you might be able to offer some insight.”


“Sit down,” she said, gesturing over her desk to the couch that faced it. “Can I get you a Diet Coke?”


“No thanks,” I said, trying to steady myself. I felt like I was doing a television live shot. No re-taping. Every word counts.


“I’m surprised that you’re at work this late,” she said.


I wasn’t sure what to say and started muttering about a pending Senate bill that would negatively amend the state’s Freedom of Information Act, and what did she think of that?


She gave me a quote or two about transparency in government, but before long, a staffer, Donna Ginther, interrupted us. Penny made the introductions, and the three of us talked amicably. Ginther was working on some Senate budget numbers, and after a bit she walked back to the staff offices.


I really had no reason to stay, but my heart was pounding and I wanted to keep talking to her. I blurted out: “I think I’m pretty much done for the night. Any chance you’re interested in grabbing a drink and talking more about this story?”


My words hung in the air like a long ball hit from the plate, every eye in the stadium on the three-inch roll of stitched white leather, waiting to see if the center fielder can make the over-the-shoulder catch.


“Sure,” she said. “A beer sounds good.”


Yes! The lanky athlete gets ahold of the ball, pulling it down and holding it tight. It wouldn’t get away today.


Just then, Ginther walked back in and said, “I’m starving. Anybody up for dinner?”


I didn’t say a word.


“Well, we were just going to grab a drink if you want to join us,” Penny said. “Let’s go to Saputos.”


Did I recognize a note of regret in her voice?


“Sounds good to me,” I said, crestfallen and relieved. “I have some work to finish up. Why don’t we meet in fifteen minutes and we’ll go from here?”


Ginther said, “Great,” and walked out.


“I hope you don’t mind,” Penny offered. “But I thought I should invite her.”


“I don’t mind,” I lied, secretly pleased with her caveat.


I nearly bounced back to the newsroom.


We arrived at the Italian restaurant, and Penny asked for a table in the back. The waitress came, and I ordered a Scotch and soda, Penny an Amstel Light, and Ginther the Saputos’ signature homemade green noodles with garlic and oil.


We sat and talked. At one point, I noticed Penny staring at me. I flushed, wondering what she was thinking. I felt exposed as she was studying my face.


Or, my mind panicked, maybe that’s my imagination.


“Can I taste that?” Penny asked, motioning to my Scotch.


“Sure,” I said, offering the smoky amber liquid. She smelled it and said, “Mmmm.” Then she sipped and nearly choked.


“Well, it smells great,” she said.


In the mellow darkness of that restaurant, I could hardly look at Penny—her eyes sparkled and her hair framed a face with high cheekbones and perfect lips.


We talked politics, what it was like to cover politics in Pennsylvania, and what it was like working in New Jersey, my previous AP assignment. We swapped funny stories about a mutual acquaintance. As we continued to talk shop, I learned that Penny was chief budget negotiator for the Senate Democrats and was the first female budget negotiator at the table. Coming back into my journalistic self, I asked how the budget was shaping up, hoping for a scoop, or at least a few new details for a Sunday story. Education funding, she disclosed, was going to be the holdup.


I could have sat there all night, but it was late and I needed to be at the local university in the morning. U.S. Senator Carol Mosley-Braun was going to be a guest on a publicly taped talk show that I would be covering. Saputos was closing. We paid the check and left, but once we stepped outside, it seemed none of us wanted to leave, and so we stood laughing and talking for another half an hour before calling it a night.


The next morning, I walked into the auditorium at Sangamon State University, now the University of Illinois at Springfield, and to my great delight, Penny was there too. She was a guest on the show.


I remember the newscaster asking her about the budget delay and how that was affecting people’s personal lives. The reporter asked if it was easier on Penny, since she didn’t have a family. Without missing a beat and with an edge in her voice, Penny said, “I do have a family,” and she spoke of her mom, her sister Patty, her brothers, and her nieces and nephews. I liked the way Penny gracefully dispelled the notion that those without children don’t have a family. I jotted a note that said, “I really enjoyed the drinks last night. By the way, you missed your calling in television. Terry.”


I folded it, scratched her name on it, and left it with one of the producers. As I was leaving to go back to the newsroom, we ran into each other in the hallway. “I enjoyed the note,” was all she said, but I floated on those words all day. I was hungry to get to know her.


That night, a friend and I went to the St. Louis Symphony.


At intermission, something struck me. On the playbill, I did a little journal writing, questioning what it was about Penny that stirred me. I envisioned in ink us sharing a New Year’s Eve at this very symphony hall.


Penny later told me that weekend she’d kept my note in her jacket pocket, rereading it throughout the day because it made her giddy. Even these many years later, our story having taken many dark turns, I still laugh to think of the serious, dignified, Ivy League financial wizard, giddy like a schoolgirl.




CHAPTER THREE
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FIRST TIME FOR EVERYTHING
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“There’s is a fine line between courage and stupidity,” Penny used to say to me. I’m glad we had been living together for a long time before she shared that analysis with me, or I might have never pursued her as I did. Doggedly pursuing a senator when you are a reporter can be dangerous business for your career—let alone your ego.


On Monday, May 17, 1993, I walked into her outer office—this time to try and get some inside information about the budget negotiations. My motive clearly was to see her, but I was also new to the Capitol Press Corps and I needed a story to send the message that The Chicago Tribune was not the only game in town. I asked to see the Senator, and after a brief wait I was escorted to her inner office. While she took a quick call, I studied her office—a bust of Abraham Lincoln, several pictures of John F. Kennedy and Robert F. Kennedy, hand-blown glass paperweights, political biographies, political mementos, a dark-green desk lamp—a replica of the ones at the New York City Library.


When she finished her call and I was done with all the small talk I could think of, I felt I had stepped out of myself. I heard these words sail through the air: “If you’re free this week, Senator, we should have dinner.”


Not a question. Just a statement.


“You’ll have to check with my scheduler,” she said pleasantly.


I thought she was blowing me off. As a reporter, I had never had an inside view of a lawmaker’s life and didn’t realize that most of a lawmaker’s evenings, particularly for one that wants to be governor, were packed with events, meetings, and planning sessions. Later, when I saw Penny’s daily schedule on a regular basis, I realized that her statement didn’t mean what I thought it meant.


“I’ll do that,” I said shortly. I felt stung. Now laying low didn’t seem hard at all. The experience brought me to my news-reporting senses. If she can’t even control her own personal schedule enough to know if she is free to have dinner, then why should I even ask? I thought to myself, irritated. This confirmed the stereotype I had of lawmakers: they had easy jobs, somebody else did the work for them. Having covered politics for almost a decade at that point, I had only seen a handful of hardworking people representing the people.


The next day, I had to cover the daily goings on of the upper chamber because one of my colleagues who regularly covered the Senate heard that the Senate President made some racist, provocative remarks, so he was working the phones. One of us needed to be in the Senate. I would have been excited to get a chance to see Penny, but I was still put off by the “check with my scheduler” comment and didn’t really want to be available to her in the Senate. But all the other reporters were on assignment. I didn’t have a choice. For all the steeling and internal griping I did, when Penny stepped on to the Senate floor, I melted, and my stomach turned to butterflies.


She smiled at me. In the press box, I gave my best poker-faced nod and went on taking notes of the Senate debate, ignoring her. A little while later, Penny wandered over. There were only two of us in the press box, the other a Copley reporter sitting a few seats away. I leaned in to hear Penny, who stood near the lip of the wooden dais. She said she had heard that the Senate President had made some off-the-cuff comments about blacks and lottery tickets—was that true? I was a little surprised that she wouldn’t know that, since it had been buzzing through the Capitol all morning. Yes, it was true, I said, adding that a colleague already had something out on the news wire. I suggested that she should have her press secretary check it out. I imagined that my body sounded like a bee buzzing near honey, and I could feel myself becoming intoxicated in her presence.


“By the way,” she said, smiling, “do you like Thai food? Because there is a great Thai place here, and we should go this week.”


I had never had Thai food and had no idea what it was, much less whether I liked it.


“Absolutely,” I said. “That sounds great. You can fill me in on the players of this cavernous chamber over dinner.”


She smiled and said, “Great.”


“Should I buzz your scheduler?” I gently taunted.


“Friday looks good,” she replied with a slight smirk, opening the volley of our unspoken understanding that would carry us for our too-short time together. She returned to her burgundy chair with the gold seal of the State of Illinois emblazoned on the back.


I slapped my blue-and-white reporter’s notebook against my left palm and said, “Bingo.” I’m certain that my press colleague, who couldn’t hear our conversation but could see us talking, thought I had just landed a budget scoop. All the better.


That night, I called Anne Conners to find out two things: What’s Thai food? And what should I wear?


“You are not laying low, Missy,” Anne said, pulling out an old family nickname. After the scolding, Anne reminded me that there were many other attractive and smart people in the world, and she was sure some were in Springfield as well.


“You cannot get romantically hooked on a source when you are the first woman bureau chief,” she said, clearly thinking that if I failed in this high-profile appointment, I would set women reporters back.


I thought Friday would never come. I had buzzed Penny late in the afternoon to find out what time she thought she would be leaving. Our schedules unclear, I told her to just stop in the newsroom when she was done.


A little before six, I was finishing up a telephone call and she popped her head into my office. I motioned for her to wait a minute. When I finished, she said, “So this is where the Pulitzers are written.”


“Not lately,” I said.


“What’s the news for tomorrow?” she asked, her eyes sparkling.


I never stuttered in her presence, but she could discombobulate me with one flash of her smile.


“Well, let’s see,” I said, showing her the copy that was spewing off “the wire” machine. I showed her the story budget that would go to all the newspapers, radio, and television stations, providing a snapshot of the stories that the AP would offer to its members for their use in the next day’s news. The Legislative budget was of course the top news of the day in Illinois.


“Shall we go?” I said, more interested in knowing her than the news.


When we walked into the communal part of the newsroom, another reporter, Eric Robinson from WAND, and Linda Hawker, the Senate Secretary and Penny’s previous campaign manager and great friend, were standing there.


“Hello there,” Penny said, and I immediately regretted having asked her to meet me in the newsroom. I wanted to have this dinner alone.


That wasn’t happening. It was an awkward moment. Not knowing each other or whether this was a date, I didn’t know what to say. It was clear we had been walking out together and now seemed a bit caught.


“We’re gonna get some Thai at Magic Kitchen,” Penny said. “Want to join us?”


“Sure,” they said. Linda added that she would call her husband Roger Ryan to join us.


Great, I thought sarcastically. My first dinner with Penny—just the five of us.


I became more hopeful when Penny said, “Okay, I’ll ride with Terry, and we’ll meet you guys out there.”


I can recall only two things from that drive to the restaurant: swinging by a nearby beer joint to grab a six-pack because it was BYOB, and Penny’s blurry apology.


“Sorry about that,” she said, which I didn’t understand exactly, but surmised that she was sorry her friends were joining us. I also remember not being able to breathe very well with this woman near me, talking.


Dinner was easy and uneasy at the same time. There was lots of laughter, but most of the questions were directed at me, since none of them knew me. Where I grew up. Why I moved to Illinois. What it was like to be the first woman to head up a statehouse newsroom in Illinois. What I liked to do. It was like a group date.


While enjoying pecan pie and coffee at the end of the early night, Penny suggested we all go to the movies. Somebody had a copy of the local paper, and we decided to go see Dave, a romantic political comedy starring Kevin Kline and Sigourney Weaver. I certainly wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to spend more time with Penny, even if it was in a group. I immediately began angling to sit next to her.


I thought, You’re the AP statehouse bureau chief, you have taken on Donald Trump, had the courage to walk up to John Gotti’s front door and knock, and now you’re behaving like an eighth grader, wanting to be sure you get to sit next to her?


I disgusted even myself.


In the parking lot, Roger and Linda were trying to give me directions to the theatre, and I figured that meant Penny was driving with them.


“I’ll just drive with Terry,” Penny said, tossing another “we’ll meet you there.”


We walked into the now-defunct Esquire theatre and, happily, Penny sat next to me. The movie was funny, but the only sensation I focused on was the feel of her arm brushing mine on the arm of the chair.


That night, I drove Penny back to her car. I was trying to figure out how to see her again that weekend.


“If you’re around on Sunday,” I said, “I’ll probably hit the links. You’d be welcome to join me.”


“I don’t golf,” she said apologetically. “I’ll tell you that story sometime.”


“Well if you’re free, give me a buzz and maybe we’ll have lunch,” I stretched.


“I hate to say it, but I have a ton of events in my district on Sunday,” she said.


Okay, I thought, just sit tight, Terry. We got to her car, and I pulled in next to it. “I’ll see you later,” I said.


“Take care,” she said.


She got out of my car, and because it was dark, I waited until she unlocked her car and got in. I had the car in reverse and my foot on the brake and was about to back up when she rolled down her passenger window. I rolled down my window. She said, “You know, there’s some movement on the education funding issues in the budget. We are talking about moving the numbers up, but not much, about 5 million to 10 million at the moment.”


“I heard that, but I didn’t have anything concrete on the amount.”


“Now you do,” she smiled. “We’re looking at doing something by Memorial Day. We have a meeting Monday,” she said. “No name,” she said, reporting shorthand for no attribution.


There was a pause before either window moved, it felt like we were both holding our breath, waiting for each other.


Even though it was nearly midnight, I decided to jump through the open window.


“Do you want to grab some coffee?”


“Why not?” she said quickly, smiling. It seemed we both exhaled, having made room for another moment together.


We pulled into a Shoney’s parking lot on MacArthur Boulevard and walked in. We sat at a table as far from the door as possible. Even before there was anything to hide, we were hiding. The waitress brought over the laminated menus. We both declined.


“Just coffee for me,” I said.


“Make that two,” Penny said.


I finally had my few minutes alone with this woman, and now I was unsure what to do with them. An unfamiliar energy coursed through me, and I felt like I couldn’t sit still. Trying to find a release valve for this mounting tension, I blurted out a non sequitur: “I need to get up early.”


“Working?” she asked, lifting her coffee mug to take a drink.


“No, I take flying lessons,” I said. Her eyes got big and she smiled.


“Just how old are you, anyway?” she asked, pulling the mug away before taking a drink, but keeping it midair.


I laughed, but in that moment the showdown was there. I remember feeling caught, or found out, and then afraid. I knew how old she was, forty-one, and I figured, even if she was interested, which I still didn’t know, there was no way she would date a twenty-seven year old.


“Twenty-seven,” I said with an edge, like a kid who added on the “half” to prove a little more maturity.


She set her coffee cup on the table. Her eyebrows arched up, and she cocked her head a bit as though she hadn’t heard me correctly.


“Twenty-seven?” She threw her head back and laughed out loud. “Wow, AP statehouse bureau chief at twenty-seven. That is amazing.”


I wasn’t interested in my career climb at that moment.


“Does that bother you?” I said, realizing it was a very premature question.


She looked me squarely in my eye.


“No. Does it bother you?”


“Not in the least,” I said, feeling a sense of relief, space, and happiness about a communication I didn’t yet understand.


We sat there until nearly 2:00 AM talking politics, her family, my family, steering very clear of the obvious question: whether either of us was dating anybody.


I went home afterward feeling as though I had a field of butterflies in my stomach, and I tripped over an unpacked box. The collision broke my hypnosis, and I realized that I still had so much to do in my new apartment. If it had not been for my very organized sixteen-year-old niece, Rachel Parker Thrasher, who unpacked my kitchen, I’d still be rooting around in a box for silverware. I knew that if things progressed with Penny, I would invite her here. I went to bed, and the next day, after my flying lesson, I went right to work on making my apartment a home: hanging pictures, unpacking boxes, and buying new towels and sheets.


I didn’t talk with Penny all weekend. I worked hard to prepare my house for her first visit—even though I had no idea when or if that would happen. It sounds crazy, but deep inside, I knew that Penny would come to my house.


That week, I got up without an alarm clock. Even my most basic morning routines, making coffee and walking to work, were filled with excitement at the prospect of seeing Penny at the capitol. I felt like Walter Mitty, my imagination bursting with images of what our life would be like together and the adventures we would have. I saw her a few times during the week, but she was always surrounded by staff or colleagues. Our interactions were reduced, on both our parts, to big smiles and waves.


The following weekend the Senate was in special session. On Sunday, I decided to correct the previous week’s dinner date by inviting Penny to dinner again via a note. I wasted about ten pages trying to find the right words to get her to dinner alone. My house was the only place I could guarantee that isolation.


I finally scrawled something like: Why don’t you join me for steaks on my porch tonight after this illustrious chamber adjourns? I added a sarcastic P.S.: I’ll ask Eric to bring the beer. The postscript was risky. I was trying to be funny about the fact that five of us had gone on what I had wanted to be our first dinner date together. I hoped I had interpreted her apology in the car correctly. I knew I couldn’t deliver the note personally because reporters are prohibited from the Senate floor. But I remembered part of the job of a Senate page is to ferry notes and messages among Senators, and they were forbidden from reading them. I summoned the blue-blazered teen and asked him to deliver this note to Senator Severns. Penny read the note, slipped it into her jacket pocket, and did not acknowledge me at all. No smile, no look. Nothing.


I panicked.


What if she was offended?


What if she called my editors?


Maybe I should retract the note.


I should just call the desk and explain that I had a misstep in judgment.


I called Anne for quick advice, spilling my guts as though I were in a confessional. As I spoke aloud, I realized how silly I sounded. Anne repeated her cautions but also advised me that I didn’t need to do anything about the note. I was overreacting. I could easily explain it if needed. After all, reporters would do more for a story than offer up steaks and beer. If asked, I was “working a source.”


She was right. I was making too much of this invitation. I breathed a sigh of relief, and as I was on deadline, I wrote my story and shipped it off to the editing desk in Chicago, then packed up to go home for the day. I decided I was over this Severns woman and the emotional energy she was sapping from me. But before I left, the news editor called me with some questions related to the budget story I just filed. The only person with the answers was Penny. I asked him if we could “write around it,” but I knew the fact needed to be clarified because it was so central to the story.


I hated myself. She hadn’t responded to my note, I was acting foolish with the whole crush-business, and now I was going to have to call her. Damn.


I dialed her office phone, praying that she would not answer and that I could tell the desk that I tried but couldn’t reach her.


“Penny Severns,” she said in a serious and clipped working voice.


I decided to be as straightforward and professional as I could with absolutely no warmth in my voice and without a pause. I said, “This is Terry Mutchler from the AP. Senator, the Chicago desk had a question about the budget issues and the number you provided.” She clarified the calculations and gave me some new information. As I was saying thank you as fast as I could, she said, “Uh, Terry?”


“Yes?”


“If I am coming over to your house, I’m going to need your address.”


Hell turned back to heaven, and I gave her the address.


“I’ll give you a call on my way over,” she said.


I rushed home to prepare the grill, and then I started to worry about my house. It was a beautiful apartment with hardwood floors and a built-in glassed bookcase, but it was so sparsely decorated. She was, after all, a Senator. Growing up in a family that didn’t entertain, I had no coordinates on how this worked, and I didn’t know whether or not my house was ready for such a heady visitor.


Panic washed over me again. Should I call it off? I thought. Maybe she won’t come. I was alternately worried and relieved by the thought it might all be moot.


I’m embarrassed to admit how many times I changed my outfit before settling on a blue oxford shirt, knee-length tailored golf shorts, and penny loafers, which I polished in preparation for her arrival.


Seven o’clock rolled around. No call. Seven thirty. Nothing. I picked up my phone to be sure it was working and put it back in its cradle. Eight o’clock. Silence.


I had many monologues during these moments. Joyous glee sunk to anger. Then the chiding started: You are an AP reporter, Terry, you know better. Anne’s right—you should be laying low. Penny Severns was proving exhausting. By nine o’clock, the grill cooled and I closed the lid on both the coals and my schoolgirl crush.


But at 9:35, the phone rang.


“Hello?” I said casually, sure it was one of my friends.


“Is the bar still open?” Penny said.


Another U-turn on the hell–heaven highway. I re-ironed my shirt and fired up the grill again.


I buzzed her into the building. When she knocked on my door, it felt like she was knocking directly on my heart. I opened it and welcomed her with a handshake, asking her to make herself at home while I did some things in the kitchen.


I didn’t ask what she wanted to drink, but rather handed her an Amstel Light, saying I had picked some up to try this week on her recommendation. She walked around the living room and dining room asking how my day ended up. I told her about the story and thanked her for the inside numbers she provided.


“The Speaker’s not going to be happy about that,” she said, referring to Representative Michael Madigan, often referred to as the “velvet hammer.”


She studied the antique hot-type alphabet letters I had hanging on the wall in their original wooden tray. She bent down to look at some antiques I had in a glass cabinet below the archway of my living room. Somehow her attention to the detail of things that were important to me made me feel like everything would be all right. We sat on the porch, eating and talking until two in the morning. Politics, careers, more about our families. Her political aspirations, my reporting goals and dream of becoming a lawyer, and our love of travel. When she finally left, I lay awake for a while thinking. I didn’t need any more signs. I felt like she was, in fact, interested in me. Every fear and panic-laded moment ceased, my mind quieted, and for the first time in my life, I felt like I was truly home. I had never known that feeling before, and I wanted it to stay. I realized I was in love.


That week, I was excited about every aspect of work, wondering where I would see Penny next. I knew the chamber would adjourn on Thursday, and standing off of the floor while interviewing lawmakers on Wednesday afternoon, I spotted Penny and asked her for a quote. Then I asked her to give me a call when her week wound down.


“What do you have in mind?” she said with a sly smile. Lying about what I really had in mind, I said, “Dinner.”


“How about Mexican?” she suggested. “There’s a great restaurant out of town where we can go.”


“Great,” I said.


Still building a reputation as a hard-nosed news reporter, I didn’t want to be seen in a state Senator’s car. I thought that my car would provide a bit more privacy, so I suggested that I drive.


“Come up the circle drive around six and we can go,” she said.


Our time talking on the porch a few nights before seemed to move us quickly past a strictly professional arena and into the outer perimeters of a personal one. But I was still unsure whether we were moving in a romantic realm or simply building a friendship.


I picked her up, and we drove about fifteen miles into the country, to a town called Pleasant Plains. The restaurant, La Casita, was adjacent to Pueblo Southwestern Art Gallery.


We ordered dinner, and I could do little more than push my food around on the platter. For the life of me, I couldn’t get over my own nerves or speak about personal things. Because I knew I was falling in love with her, I was struggling with whether to share my feelings, but I was not brave enough. So I spoke of what I knew best: politics. She followed suit, although I sensed that she wanted to shift the conversation away from the political.


“You know, I rarely have dinners with reporters,” she said, pausing. I knew it was a cue but could only manage to stab at my Spanish rice with my fork and say, “Hmm.” I was having a full, rich conversation in my head, trying to coach myself to take this invitation and make something of it: ask her why that was, or why me—anything. I felt like I had a glob of peanut butter in my mouth preventing the formation of words.


Undeterred and patient, she tried again.


“And,” she said, pausing to pick up her wine glass and take a slow sip, “even when I do have dinner with reporters, I never have dinner with them alone.” She looked right at me. Her flirtation was unmistakable. My heart was pounding, I was out of sync with her smooth overture, and I talked myself out of the opportunity. I couldn’t step up and instead relied on humor to protect me as I wound my way through love’s labyrinth.


“So, how do I know that you’re not just inviting me to dinner because I’m the AP bureau chief,” I played.


Without missing a beat, she said, “You don’t.”


The atmosphere was charged. Sensing my inability to slip deeper and step into the romantic arena, she seemed to tacitly agree to go at my pace, yet she kept the slow burn of invitation present, mostly with direct eye contact.


My eye contact, on the other hand, faltered. I couldn’t look at her. Each time our eyes met, I was certain she could see right into my soul and read my inner text: that I thought she was so beautiful; that I felt a strange giddiness and peace colliding inside me at the same time. When I was a child, my father would drive very fast over little mounds on the road, creating a sensation in my stomach that we dubbed “belly rides.” It is the same feeling I get the moment when a plane’s wheels leave the runway and I am simply climbing on current—no longer grounded, even the strongest metal is held airborne by the invisible current.


Being with Penny felt that way all the time.


The signs were there. She was flirting, throwing softball invitations. And yet, I kept thinking, Am I right? Am I imaging these signs? I had no bearing or coordinates. I just felt exhilarated. I craved to be near her, and I wondered whether, if we ever really took off, the cruising altitude would feel the same as this ascent.


As dinner wound down, she said to me, “You’ve barely touched your food.” She sounded disappointed. “You didn’t like it?”


I tried to cover the reality that my stomach was doing summersaults. I needed to step away, take a deep breath, and get grounded. I stood up, put my napkin on the table, and leaned in, and now she looked startled as if I were coming in for a kiss. I stopped halfway, pleased to have shifted the power: “I guess now you have me worried that you’re just having dinner with me for my ink.” Then I smiled and said, “I’ll be right back.”


Not wanting an argument over the check, I gave the waiter my credit card instead of going to the ladies room. When he returned it, Penny simply said, “Ah, I can see I am dealing with a clever one.”


On the drive back to town, I threw in the one cassette tape I had in the car at the time, which had Joan Baez on one side and a demo tape of Mary Chapin Carpenter on the other. Mary Chapin’s sister, Mackenzie, a reporter and friend of mine, had given me the tape before Mary Chapin had become well known. We listened.


“Do you sing?” Penny asked. Not ready to reveal that I’d been a vocalist in a newsroom band years before, I merely said, “A little.”


Inexplicably and unbelievably, Penny then said, “Sing to me,” as Baez was singing the sad lyric ballad “Jesse.” I felt timid and unsure of whether or not to sing. I kept silent and let that song end. I wanted to please Penny, to offer something personal. I wanted to show her that, in fact, I could respond to the flirtation and be intimate. She had asked me to sing to her, and I wanted to deliver. In my mind, I equated her asking me to sing to her as a defining moment: the verbal version of a first kiss, walking past a platonic line. It felt as though she had touched me, and I wanted to respond.


When Baez started to sing “Amazing Grace,” I simply said, “Okay, Penny, I will.”


And I did.


I didn’t look at her, I couldn’t. Rather, I gripped the wheel, studied the road, and sang as though I were auditioning for the part of my life. When the song was over, I turned to her, and she looked at me with this stunned amazement. Perhaps she couldn’t believe I had sung to her. I couldn’t believe it myself. She pushed the off button on the cassette, leaving silence.


“That was really beautiful,” she said quietly. “I mean really beautiful, Terry.”


It felt as though something in our unspoken relationship solidified, and we moved to a deeper, quieter level.


We rode the rest of the ride in contented silence, watching sunlight and dust mingle over cornstalks and wheat, listening to the thrum of the tires on the pavement of the two-lane highway.


We pulled into town, but I was not ready to let her go.


“How about a drink?” I asked.


“Let’s go to your place,” she said. We left her car at the Capitol.


Another night on my porch meant another chance to express my feelings if I could find the courage. I vowed that I would settle into myself and respond in kind to her flirtation. I lived on the third floor of a Chicago-style brownstone with a wide, bricked balcony. At the end of my living room, a screened door opened to the balcony, where I had a spring-iron antique chaise lounge that I’d painted red and black, an antique black milk can, and a folding lawn chair facing out. Against the long concrete balcony wall in front of the furniture, I had a paint-chipped wooden bench. Penny lounged in the rocking chaise. I sat in the chair with my feet on the bench. Both still in our suits, we sat on the porch for hours talking and listening again to my limited music selection. She said, “I have to go to the ladies’ room. Can I bring you another beer?”


“Sure,” I said. The moon was large and low. I moved from the chair I was sitting on to the bench near the balcony to get a better view. My back was to the balcony, with my hand laid across the wide concrete ledge. Internally, I felt like I was running sprints between the hurdles of What are you doing, Terry? and She’s beautiful and seems interested.


She returned, and to my surprise, instead of sitting in the lounge, she sat next to me on the bench. When she sat down, she leaned back against the concrete balcony, where my arm had been outstretched. Her back pinned my jacket sleeve. I didn’t want to move, as I didn’t want to pull away from her. And yet, I wasn’t sure what to do. In essence, my arm was around her. I kept looking up and behind me, repeating, “What a beautiful moon.”
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