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The purpose of home leave is to ensure that employees who live abroad for an extended period undergo reorientation and re-exposure in the United States on a regular basis.

—US State Department



  



Be ahead of all parting, as if it had already happened,

like winter, which even now is passing.

For beneath the winter is a winter so endless

that to survive it at all is a triumph of the heart.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, from Sonnets to Orpheus (translated by Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy)
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1116 Arcadia Ave.

Vidalia, Mississippi



Elise Ebert rang the doorbell to greet her mama and me on a hot October afternoon in 1977, sweaty as July. She’d been gone five long years. The sight of her face, waiting on the doorstep, cool as all get-out, made me shiver. Or perhaps it was the shrill yell of the doorbell—everyone in Vidalia usually just knocked, or walked right in after a courtesy tap on the window. Whoever heard of ringing the bell at your own home? But I was so thrilled to see Elise that I didn’t dwell on her odd behavior, or on the fact that my insides felt like they had ten years earlier, during Vidalia’s only recorded earthquake. Most of my friends, the older ones, can recall similar incidents of shakiness or decay and the depression that followed, knowing they were now officially over the hill. I couldn’t read the warning sign for my joy. My best friend down the block—1118 Arcadia Ave.—who I just call Caro, has always said I am an optimist to a fault.
         

All I thought was: Elise is back. That’s one thing they never tell you when you’re newly built: your youngest inhabitants will walk out on you one day, in search of new dwellings. I had heard that people die, of course; I saw the Ebert children grow and Charles and Ada age, even as my paint chipped and my linoleum cracked. But I was naive enough to believe I would shelter the six of them for as long as they were walking this earth. Not so.

At first, Elise’s unexpected homecoming had me feeling brand-new, the way I used to after a fierce vacuuming by Bessie Stipes, whom Ada always hired to clean before parties. Bessie viewed dust as a theological problem, the devil made manifest (and considered her beliefs confirmed when they started selling Dirt Devils at Kmart in the mideighties). Seeing Elise that day sucked all my sadness out, set my surfaces shining. Yet Ada never caught on that Bessie Stipes stole, and it would only dawn on me thirty years later, as Ada was limping out of my side door for the last time, that it was Elise’s return on that blistering autumn afternoon that spurred her mama’s eventual exodus and my emptying out.

By then, the rest of the Ebert clan had left me of their own free will, except for Charles, who dropped dead in a bowling alley at sixty, collapsing before he could see if he’d made a final strike (he hadn’t). Without Elise there to drive Ada to the nursing home, Ada would have stayed put: none of the other kids had the gumption or the guilt keeping them from sleep, insisting that they do right by their mama.

The guilt: It’s funny, isn’t it? That Elise would have felt one lick of guilt after all that passed between her and Ada? Makes you think Elise might have stuck Ada in the old folks’ home to get even. For Elise’s sake, I nearly wish this were true. But her face betrayed no satisfaction that day, hauling her mama in the car. They both wore the same expression: long-suffering, dulled, duty-calls, southern female martyrdom.

*  *  *


You’ll have to forgive my appearance. It rained hard last night and that’s never good for those in my state. Back when I was young, a night rain would make me look brand-new in the morning sun, such that Charles, heading to work, would sometimes stop the car in the driveway, get out, and take me in: his sparkling abode, his prizewinning azaleas, his family sleeping inside. With a small, tight smile, which was all Charles ever showed of his happiness (as if joy were dollars he ought to be saving), he’d get back in the car and drive to his dental practice, head high. Those were the only times I ever felt close to Charles, and I did my best to look imposing and expensive in his regard. It’s tough for us: a girl can run to the powder room and slap on some lipstick, a little rouge. We can only wait until our owners summon the will to work on a Saturday and paint our exterior or weed the flowerbeds. For as long as Charles was alive, he kept me looking good; I’ll give him that much. He was the kind of man who preferred home maintenance and gardening on the weekends to lying in the hammock.

The years have taken their toll. In 1960, when I was first built, my ranch-style layout was pleasing to the eye, as were my warm red brick and my modern carport. I was a fortress against all kinds of things. Weather, naturally, and the snakes that slithered up and down the ravine to my right. I kept out small, maddening creatures like mosquitoes, as you can observe in the protective features of my side screened-porch addition, which I acquired in the late seventies, a year or so after Elise’s return. That’s when I thought I was getting a second wind. But no, it turned out to be a last gasp before a slow decline, like the American economy today. Recovery, my foot. If I squint I can still read the headlines of the newspapers they slap onto the driveways of the other houses around me every morning at seven a.m. One hasn’t stung my concrete for years.

*  *  *


I haven’t mentioned the real incentive for my construction, the biggest keeping-things-out motivation of all: white flight. Though that’s an indelicate term, and one I prefer not to use. After all, were it not for the panicked glances and raised pulses of the good upper middle class of Vidalia, Mississippi, followed by the determined talk and long-suffering sighs after integration was decreed—when you know who started moving onto Main Street—I wouldn’t be here today.
         

Look who’s not coming to dinner was the general line of thought among the self-appointed upstanding citizens of the town, so they relocated their dining tables and fine china and children up to the top of Vidalia’s single hill, evacuating downtown like Atlantans heading out before Sherman.
         

They abandoned languorous, jasmine-scented southern porches that could have graced the cover of Veranda for a more modern look: me. Not to be self-deprecating—an unappealing trait, to my mind—but I am the first to admit that the houses they sold for near nothing were of a higher class than my squat brick design.
         

Most of Main Street is falling apart now, given the poverty—although my former owners and their friends were always quicker to blame it on the ignorance of the new occupants, who “just didn’t know how to take good care of things.” Well, since my own decline began when my white-as-rice owner Ada, God rest her soul, was still living here, I think I can say with authority that it can happen whenever inhabitants, white or black, feel a sadness that works like lethargy on the mind, a Deep South “leave it be” overwhelming the Yankee can-do spirit. Such tiredness spreads through the soul quicker than kudzu over a yard car.

How do you think I wound up steeped in mildew, pine needles clogging my gutters, and Parmesan cheese from 1995 sitting in my refrigerator when it was 2002 outside? All because Ada, the family matriarch, was in her own none-too-graceful decline, in direct opposition to the Miss Manners books she had adhered to closer than the Bible from the time that she was a young bride. Elise, after her initial return, would drop by every now and then, or the boys, and insist on repairs, but Ada would just let it slide. My point being, it’s not a race thing, like they try to get you to believe. Those run-down houses now owned by black Vidalians look that way because the only things keeping the economy alive around here are a state prison, a Piggly Wiggly, a Dirt Cheap, and a dollar store.

I wasn’t always so open-minded. But I find that, as death approaches, clarity does too. It’s fearsome and breathtaking. I know it happened with Ada, because I heard her mumbling and caught revelations that damn near made my bricks crumble. She wouldn’t brush her hair or pick up the mail (a personal indignity to me), but that’s because the girl was busy. Seeing and feeling things she couldn’t keep down anymore, no matter how loud she turned up the TV or how many glasses of Sauvignon Blanc she treated herself to, despite the doctor’s orders. Elise hated to hear the booze in Ada’s voice on the phone. “Mama, you sound loopy,” she’d say.
         

But Ada was allowing herself to see things for the first time, and it scared the hell out of her. I tried to make the cushions plump and the windows let in only the softest of dusk light, but there was no denying that Ada was in the valley of the shadow before Elise carted her off to White Gables. I saw the brochures and it looked like hell. Not a gable in sight. My Ada.

*  *  *


It’s a funny thing, moving up on a hill to protect yourself. All of Ada’s kids resisted it, pointing out that not even Dodge, the stronger of the two boys, could pedal his bike up. Ivy, the baby, would just walk two steps from the foot of the hill and cry until someone carried her. But what I mean to say is, why go to all that trouble to escape when your biggest trouble’s right there with you? Might as well have a big old cardboard box that reads TROUBLE in all caps, red marker, to remind yourself. Sure it might feel better for the first few weeks, thanks to the smell of fresh paint and the doors that don’t squeak, but by the second month it’s as present as any piece of furniture.
         

I was fooled too. What with being newly built, and them my first inhabitants, my family, as I thought, I fell in love right away. Honeymoon phase, my neighbor-houses hissed (aside from Caro, who just took pity), but I didn’t believe them. Not until I heard sobbing in the middle of the night and a silence at the dinner table miles thicker than the casserole Ada was cutting into.
         

Of course, all houses have their own trouble, Caro let me know. (Caro is a few years older than me, like all the others on the street, but she looks a hell of a lot better than I do now.) Caro and I always confided in each other when things got bad. The hardest thing for a home, much harder than not having control over your appearance, is you can’t stop any of what happens inside you. You’re just a witness to it all. How many times have I wished that I could have shrugged one of my bookcases onto Paps, Ada’s weak, evil-through-his-​weakness father, who took his granddaughter into his shadows and made Elise afraid of my nights.
         

Can you imagine the torment? Being built to shelter, and then keeping the rain off the devil himself? I don’t mean the old man alone. I just mean the poison that grew and grew, more toxic than as­bes­tos. At the worst times, I wished flooding upon myself, or fire, so I wouldn’t have to see anymore, and, in my own way, sanction it. It was in my corners that he would trap her. It was in my unlit study at dusk, when the TV was on loud in my living room, so Elise’s brothers just heard Wile E. Coyote instead of her crying, which she was trying to stifle after Paps had moseyed off, as sickly satisfied as he’d ever be.

All I could do was try to let in soothing breezes on a child who couldn’t sleep, or make a certain armchair spot feel uncomfortably drafty for a dozing old man, never sure whether or not those efforts made an actual difference.

*  *  *


From what I know of humans, their hope for God lies in their desperation for a loving witness. As a loving witness, I was always desperate for my yearnings to have physical expression. For example: Elise, as a little girl, had a favorite spot to play with her dolls, behind the curtains in her parents’ bedroom, as though she were sitting under a giantess’s skirt. And in those moments (although Caro insists this is pure superstition, what she disparagingly refers to as my esoterics), I would filter the sun falling on Elise, make it soft and gentle, like bathwater, warm but not too hot. I would keep the curtains folded loose around her frame so no one would walk in and spy her there. I can’t prove that I have these powers, of course. Humans only have one word for that sort of thing: “haunted.” They assume that a door slam or a stray wind on a still day signals ghosts of old souls. They never stop to think that it’s the houses themselves talking back, desperate to show their affection.
         

During her years under my roof, Elise hoped someone heard her prayers; I hoped my responses made sound, or at least manifested themselves as light, presence. Not that I saw myself as godly. Caro says that this is our gift, to be silent, unmoving (but not unmoved) witnesses. I balk at such a helpless notion of love.

Or hate. It’s an awful moment, to suddenly realize there are humans you hate, in addition to the ones you love. Some houses start hating right along with their hateful inhabitants, because it hurts less to be on their side. But then you take on an abandoned look, even when everyone’s home.

I remember Elise tried running away one time, when her grandparents came to visit. I watched her neatly folding her clothes into a sleepaway suitcase, and even taking along a spelling book, for some reason. But then, when she was at the front door, her mama called them to dinner and it was fried chicken, Elise’s favorite, and she got hungry and lost her nerve. She threw it all up later that night.

How mysterious desire is to a house. Of course we can ache, but that burning towards someone else—for revenge, or love, or greed, or shame. The closest I guess I’ve come to that is when things in me have suddenly broken—a beam, a tile, a fuse. Or my muscadine grapes swelling and thudding to the ground each summer, untasted now, except by the ants.

But the air around such an act changes, and I can sense that. Both good and bad. With Paps it was like a winter storm, with hail coming, spelling permanent damage. With Charles and Ada’s occasional lovemaking, or Grayson and his girlfriend necking with Grayson’s bedroom door half-open (Ada’s rules), the air was a warm summer storm.

I probably sound melodramatic. Caro always jokes that I talk more like an antebellum plantation than a modern ranch. But those intuitions are in our frames just like humans have DNA, I tell her. You can’t escape being southern architecture just because you were built after the Civil War and don’t have big old columns. You also have a back door, I remind her, where the colored help would come in and out.

Ada, Ada. Dead now, rest her bones. I was always the closest to her, in a way that houses aren’t close to their mistresses anymore, as Caro tells it. (She’s on her sixth renovation, and looking young as ever. She gets grouchy when I call it plastic surgery, but that’s all it really is—not that I’m jealous.) I loved Ada because she confided in me. Washing dishes, baking cakes, even whispering into the night after Charles had fallen asleep. In her last years, Ada spoke nonstop, not always making sense, trying out new confessions, revoking them the next day. Yet it was Ada who betrayed me, and betrayed her own family.

You see, at fourteen, Elise had finally gathered her courage. Paps and Gran had driven back to Arkansas that morning, and Elise had come home from youth group with fire in her eyes. I watched her sitting at her desk, hunched over a Bible, going over Psalm 10, verses 12 to 15, with a yellow highlighter.


Arise, O LORD!
            

O God, lift up Your hand!

Do not forget the humble.

Why do the wicked renounce God?

He has said in his heart,

“You will not require an account.”

But You have seen, for You observe trouble and grief,

To repay it by Your hand.

The helpless commits himself to You;

You are the helper of the fatherless.

Break the arm of the wicked and the evil man.

Seek out his wickedness until You find none.



Then she prepared herself to deliver the revelation. Not with the usual half-nervous, half-delighted glances at the mirror that generally characterized her preparations (for she was a great beauty, from the age of ten). I don’t believe she even looked at the mirror once. Just changed into her pajamas, read the psalm out loud (slaying me, of course, on the fourteenth verse: “But You have seen, for You observe trouble and grief”), and marched into the kitchen, like she was going off to war.

Ada didn’t see it coming. She and Elise often had little night chats, about boys at school or what had happened that day. So she just cut Elise a piece of chess pie, then one for herself.

When Elise pushed back the pie and told Ada in a cold, flat voice what had been going on with Paps, I watched Ada closely, delirious. Finally. Finally. We would be a normal home again. I waited for my beloved to sit down in shock, to reach for Elise, to gasp, to cry. Anything. I wanted anything but what happened: Ada’s eyes getting small and hard, and her back stretching just as straight as Elise’s. And then in that same cold, dead, even tone, which they’d never used with each other before, I heard Ada say it: “You shouldn’t tell such tales, Elise.”

She said it again. And to my surprise, Elise, who would cry at the end of every other Lassie episode, or when Ada played Bach on the piano, stayed completely still. If anything, her face froze in a terrible small smile, not unlike Charles’s pursed grimace, after a long pause in which it looked cracked open, like a face peeled from a skull, or a house after it’s burned. No tears, no sound. Just that look of raw wreckage, then frozen tundra.
         

I hated Ada for that. It wasn’t until years later, when Ada began to mumble her own ugly memories of Paps’s deeds at my walls, that I could even begin to think of forgiving her, and even then I still couldn’t, not all the way. Ada couldn’t see what was happening to her daughter because she had willed herself into blindness when she was little. Still, she had a choice that night. She had what I would have given anything for: the ability to intervene. For a second, she glimpsed that chance. Then a little child’s terror stole over her, and her face closed up. Ada, who’d taught Peter’s denial of Christ in Ivy’s Sunday school class just three weeks earlier.

*  *  *


There’s one human quality that I’ve never come close to grasping. How they manage to wring beauty from their pain, or even throttle it until joy comes out. It’s perverse. But I’ve seen it a million times. The sadder things got here around that time, the tighter the family’s harmony grew when they sang Baptist hymns, especially Ada, Elise, and Ivy, like they were reaching out for each other, desperate, protecting each other with their voices, unable to do it any other way.

Or the laughter. I’m telling you, on the very worst days, when Charles was treating Ada worse than a stranger or a servant, when Paps was up to no good, and Ivy was drawing into herself like an overgrown forest, and Elise had turned her back on her mama and reinvented herself as a religious nut, those were the times when high giggles escaped at the dinner table, and Dodge’s uncanny imitation of Mr. Hardy mowing the lawn made Elise wet her pants. I never could fathom it. The sudden shining, the addictive cascade of laughter—easing everyone and tiring them out with joy until the clouds drew in again, just as dark and just as close.

*  *  *


Later on in her life, Ada took to watching Law & Order. At first I was skeptical, but then I got hooked too; who wouldn’t? She’d watch four, five episodes a day, and dream about them too, her face taking on the dismay and horror in sleep that it had in front of the screen. It was even more extreme when they’d have marathons a few times a year. She’d barely turn off the TV then, just microwave some Lean Cuisine and watch them catch the crook.
         

At first I was ashamed that that was the only noise inside of me, after so many years of piano practicing and butter sizzling and whispered prayers, but then I grew to like it, started feeling like those detectives and the funny folks on Frasier were my real inhabitants, just as Ada must have felt like they were her friends, or family, even. But I knew it was lazy, too. I saw how Ada breathed a sigh of relief as soon as the show got started and her mind could switch to their troubles, not hers. Is it cruel to say I begrudged her that happiness? Perhaps. But in the end I felt like she had her own crime stories to work out, so why waste time watching other ones get solved?
         

Of course it’s not as simple as that. I know: I’m no prefabricated house you plunk down on a lot, dumb as its own faux timber. It was just that Ada would get so close to it sometimes, the truth I mean, or some kind of solution, ugly as it was. I’d see it in her eyes, hear it in her quickening breath. She might be looking up from washing her face in the bathroom, or entering the living room from the hallway, and there it would be: a stark realization of former events, of what they signified and how they might have played out differently. It was as though all her failures were seated on the couch, chatting with each other, pouring sweet tea and eating cheese straws, like the ladies in bridge club used to every fourth Wednesday. Ada’s face would take on a kind of rapture. Then it would close with shame and she would back out of the room or march to that TV and flip it on, until all the failures shrugged at each other and took their leave, hugging each other at the door, trying to hug Ada, who just turned a cold shoulder and turned up the volume.

*  *  *


In the last few years before Elise moved Ada out (and, in so doing, sentenced me to my own slow death, like a spinster aunt whose final prospect has just taken the last train out of town), Ada and I would religiously watch the six o’clock news. Monstrous, most of what they’d show on there. But I recall one clip that caught my attention, a report on a new educational effort called “No Child Left Behind.” I don’t presume to grasp politics, but I loved the name of that program, and all the children they would show hard at work in those schools, frowning over their math books, the walls trying to whisper the formulas to them, they loved them that much.

And that’s what I always thought about Ada, until the very last day: How could y’all leave this child behind? They all did, one by one. Elise was as good as gone after Ada called her a liar. Ivy departed the day she picked up a guitar, even if she lived at home until she was twenty-five. The boys went off to college. Charles died of a sudden heart attack while bowling, as I said, at the age of sixty. Typical of him, to bow out like that, so painlessly. I realize I’m being unfair.

After her initial five-year boycott, Elise was the only one who called regularly. She had every right to hate Ada, and in some ways, I think she did. There was a chronic tightness in her voice, an accusation that wouldn’t lift, which joined the guilt echoing in Ada. Not that Ada would admit to that perpetual trial, worse than Judge Judy. Often, Ada treated Elise with a seasoned criminal’s wariness and contempt. In her last years, Ada wanted peace, and the sight of Elise just stirred too much up.
         

For a while, after Charles’s death, though the kids were worried about her living alone, Ada bloomed, as though she had a new lover. But I knew better: it was the pure delight of not having to explain herself anymore. Charles was a faithful husband, didn’t drink, and came home each night at seven. But he was fanatic about saving money. The one time Ada asked him if they might go out for supper, he wouldn’t speak to her through the whole dinner, which just made her dreamed-of steak taste like sand. After his passing, she deposited flowers on his grave weekly and went shopping. She bought lots of clothes, some in leopard print. She left me for weeks at a time and returned smelling like suntan lotion and margaritas.

That’s when I felt sure things would get solved. I don’t even know how I thought it would happen, exactly, maybe something like they have on televangelist shows, the witnessing, “come to Jesus” part of the service, where people fall on their knees before the rest of the congregation and sob. I pictured it taking place at Christmastime, after the grandchildren had gone to bed and the grown children had loosened themselves with a little wine.

I wasn’t sure who would go first, but I tried to catalyze the chemical reaction, tried to make the lighting appear both reassuring and urgent, kept the room at a temperature where they wouldn’t get too sleepy, tried to take on the colors and mood I’d had for each of their Christmases as small children, so that their memories would stir and they’d begin to speak.

Instead, they avoided one another’s eyes and played with the toys that had been opened by their own children earlier that day, went to the kitchen and made coffee, or turned on the ball game. And what would they have said to one another, anyways? I never knew what happened to the people who confessed their sins or shames on-screen, if they went and had a burger after the service, or sex, or found a VCR and watched the tape of their moment of fame and honesty, over and over. What I’m trying to say is maybe it wouldn’t have done any good, or maybe it wouldn’t have lasted.

But they each dreamed about the unsaid that night. I spied with all my eyes, and sure enough, there was Elise in a river, trying to drown her mother and resuscitate her at the same time; Ivy, swinging at snakes in the ravine; Dodge, dreaming about long-dead dogs; Grayson, dreaming about his father yelling at him on the football field; and Ada, dreaming about sitting on her father’s lap, her legs concrete so she couldn’t move.

*  *  *


My Ada. My Elise. Elise couldn’t get far enough away from Vidalia, or, let’s face it: me. My smells, my rooms, my locks. Charles had decreed that she would go to a Baptist college in Mississippi. Blue Mountain College was near Tupelo, just an hour up the Natchez Trace Parkway, but you would have thought the girl was in the North Pole for all we saw of her. Charles shouldn’t have worried about Elise losing God once she left Vidalia. Soon as she hightailed it out of town, the only father she paid attention to was the Lord.

At first she made excuses about not coming back for Thanksgiving (exams) or Christmas (traveling with her contemporary Christian band, Jericho!), until finally she stopped calling and just sent nondescript postcards on campus stationery. Doing fine, much love to everyone at home. —Elise. Infuriated, Charles stopped paying her tuition, but Elise’s summer job as a counselor at Camp of the Rising Son, a modest scholarship, and waitressing during the semester helped make ends meet. The only person Elise would see was Ivy. They met for milk shakes in a town halfway between Vidalia and Tupelo, and Ivy would come back from those secret meetings loaded with prayer pamphlets from Elise, which she threw straight in the trash. If Jesus was Elise’s salvation, pleasure was Ivy’s. Both were gorgeous singers, and their harmony gave you goose bumps. When she was fifteen, Ivy ditched church choir and took her heavenly soprano and flaming red hair to nearby honky-tonks, where her older biker boyfriend kept her supplied with RC Cola and rum and fended off burly admirers, often on the same nights that Elise was singing Christian pop in bell-bottoms in church basements across the country.
         

*  *  *


Ada always wondered what prompted Elise’s return to Vidalia, but it was no mystery to me. Paps had been buried for a full year. Elise had skipped the funeral (which Ivy had attended high as a kite). When I saw Elise, I was shocked by her change. In order to stand being back home, she’d had to seal something off deep down. She was back in Vidalia, but she might as well have been in Tibet. It killed Ada, but she was too scared to say anything: didn’t want to drive Elise away again. But Elise left anyways, married a Yankee, Chris Kriegstein, then went even farther away: Atlanta, London, then Germany, of all places. Gave Ada a hell of a time trying to figure out the calling codes and time zones.

For a while Elise and Chris were back in Atlanta, and then we were getting Christmas cards from China and Singapore. Ada told everyone in town that Chris and Elise were doing Baptist missionary work in Asia, a distinct lie: by that time Elise was a stark agnostic. She had two little girls—the younger one, Sophie, looked just like her mama: same beautiful blond curls. Having those children inside me, when they would visit during the summer, nearly made up for their mother’s departure, and I guess Ada felt the same way. Then, one year, during their annual visit, it was just Elise and Leah, her older daughter. Chris was working in Singapore, I gathered, but Sophie was absent, and Elise was walking around with a look of doom, worse than she’d had in the Paps years. That summer was the first one since she was fourteen that Elise let Ada hug her properly, but Elise’s eyes held an eerie unfocus, as though there was a word on the tip of her tongue that she was trying to remember, and if she could just recall the word everything would go back to normal.

*  *  *


The day Ada left me began warm and clear. It was May, not too hot yet, my favorite kind of weather. I had known she was leaving for weeks, months, even—the brochures, the boxes—but hadn’t quite believed it until she stepped outside of my walls for the last time. Sure, there had been times when I wanted her gone, times when her confessions had crawled up my walls like termites. I tried to summon all my old resentments in response to her gaze, so her walking out would hurt less.

And then the surprise—as the car rolled off, as the tangerine sunset hit my naked walls: the lightness. I always thought I’d want to be a house that was occupied, even if it meant being haunted by homeless people or teenagers looking for somewhere to have sex or get high. Instead I felt a huge burden shrug off of me, and it felt good when the mold started growing and the rain began moisturizing my interior. That’s something Caro can’t understand; she urges me to stop slouching, reminds me that the For Sale sign out front won’t ever go away if I don’t make more of an effort.

Some houses have generations that pass under their roofs. Some see several family cycles. I only had my one, and there’s something beautiful in that, too. Ada. How I envy the simple path her body took: out of breath, then underground. I felt it when she died, even though she was all those miles away. It mimicked the feeling I used to get when the power went out.

Given my strong brick and my storm glass, I’m not going to fall apart anytime soon. But I find I am entering a state I thought only possible for humans: I have begun dreaming. I drift most of the time; I see deep summer thunderstorms in winter and then it’s Charles at the dinner table and the chicken and dumplings not being ready yet. I only stir, briefly, at Caro’s insistent chatter, and then I doze off again. I will wake one day, I suppose, to my eventual disassemblage, or, Sleeping Beauty–like, to the kiss of new heartache repairing me, moving the unspeakable back inside.


	

    
	
		
Wittenberg Village

Chariton, Indiana



A high school kid calls up, asking is Chris Kriegstein still in town, or nearby. They’re doing a “Chariton High Athletes: Where Are They Now?” feature in the school paper, Tiger Tracks, and he needs to know how can he get in touch.
         

“Aren’t you on summer vacation?” I ask.

“Summer school,” he says, and sounds so down about it that I give him Chris’s cell phone and office numbers and email address, even though Chris and Elise have repeatedly asked me to keep them private. I warn him that Chris is pretty hard to track down; half the time he’s in Saudi Arabia or China or God knows where. The kid mumbles his thanks and hangs up, just as I’m about to ask him about our team’s chances for regionals this fall.

“Frank,” I yell from the kitchen, putting down the phone, “where’s Chris this week, you know?”

“Dubai until Thursday,” yells Frank. He always knows. He gets these updates on our email from Chris’s secretary, and he reads them as close as the weather and the obits. You want to know who died of what and how Tuesday’s gonna be and which time zone his son is in, you just ask Frank.

I join him on the patio outside, carrying two frosty Diet Cokes; he’s watching across the street, where the county fair is in full swing. “Best seats in town,” Frank likes to say when anyone calls, asking us how it is to be living at Wittenberg Village. If they’re friends of ours, still living in their own houses, they sound smug. If they’re our kids, they sound guilty. Tomorrow will be three weeks since we left the farm.

It must look strange to anyone who pulls into the parking lot: all of us out here on our tiny porches, staring out across the highway like we’re at a drive-in movie. Most of us in bathrobes, though Frank and I are still wearing the clothes of the living, as I like to say. Frank doesn’t like it when I make jokes like that, and I think his forced cheer about moving out here is bullshit. But the anger that used to rise up in me at him has lulled now; before, when we were young and he’d say something to rile me, it would be like a rattlesnake in the room, something I had to either kill or escape from. Now it’s just like an old fly buzzing around in August that you tolerate because you’re too hot and lazy to get out of your chair.

All of northeast Indiana has had a terrible drought this summer, and the fields fringing the fair are a tawny brown. Frank frets about it, even though we sold off our corn- and bean fields shortly before we moved here.

“Only chance is winter wheat,” he says to me now. We sit in quiet after that, sipping our Cokes.

My stomach rumbles and pretty soon his does too. We’re both hungry, but we’re putting off going to the cafeteria for lunch; meals are the most depressing times of the day. Vegetables for vegetables, I call it, another joke Frank doesn’t appreciate.

When his grumbles for a second time I say, “Why don’t I just heat up some Campbell’s? We have a stove.”

“The meals are already paid for, Joy,” Frank says, with a dead determination in his voice.

“You got a point,” I tell him, because you can only contradict your husband so many times in one day without starting to feel like you’re on your own, and Frank and I need each other now, badly.

*  *  *


Three days later, the kid calls again, sounding whiny and desperate. It turns out the article’s due tomorrow and if he doesn’t get a quote from Chris he’ll fail the assignment and have to repeat tenth grade.

“Well, there’s no use asking me to make up a quote about him,” I say sternly, going into recess monitor mode. I performed that duty for twenty years at the elementary school, and I never liked it, making kids play nice. He’s silent on the other end of the line. I start feeling bad for him again.

“I can tell you about Chris,” I say. “What do you need to know? You got the records of his best season?”

“Yeah, I got that,” the kid says, grumpy. “It’s posted on the plaque outside the cafeteria.” As if I should know.

“You want a picture?” I ask.

“Can you scan it?” the kids says.

“Can I what?”

“What do they want?” Frank hollers from the patio.

“Something about Chris playing ball at Chariton,” I yell back, covering the receiver. The kid starts explaining scanning to me, and then Frank’s in the kitchen, waving a newspaper clipping in my face. It’s the one he always carries in his wallet about Chris’s senior basketball season. I’ve got the kid yammering about resolution something in one ear and Frank shouting about regional high scorer in the other until I yell, “I get it!” and they both shut up.

I hear the kid rustling some papers and then he says, very softly, “Could you at least tell me what he’s doing now, please?” And I hand the phone over to Frank because the truth is I don’t really know what my son is doing.

Frank takes the phone and barks “Frank Kriegstein” into it, as though he were speaking to the president of the United States. “Who wants to know?” he says next, suspicious, and then calms down when he hears it’s just the school paper. “He’s the CEO of a company called Logan,” Frank says proudly. “What do they make? Instrumentation. Well, if you don’t know what that means, get a dictionary.”

I realize, for the first time, that Frank doesn’t understand what Chris does, either, which gives me no small satisfaction.

“Send us a clipping when it comes out, will you?” Frank is asking, more pleadingly. And then, stiffly: “We’re at Wittenberg Village. No, it’s not a nursing home; it’s assisted living. Across from the fairgrounds. We’d like a couple copies.”

He hangs up, looking pleased with himself, which is how he’s always looked when Chris was getting credit for something. From the time Chris was in middle school, I worried the boy’s success would take him away from us, and I was right. First the basketball, which took him down south, to the University of Georgia. Then Elise, who kept him down there. Now work, which has him hopping countries like James Bond, and worries me sick.

“It will be a fine article,” Frank says.

“He could have at least had the decency to write the boy back,” I say.

“He’s in Dubai,” Frank says, all touchy, as though I were accusing Frank himself of being absent.

“Even so,” I say, trying to picture Dubai. I can only summon Jerusalem, where we went on a church trip in ’83, where I ate the best food of my life.

*  *  *


A week later, we get the article, not from the kid, but from my fifty-five-year-old unmarried daughter, Beth, who works as a part-time librarian in the high school and who missed her train, as far as I’m concerned, when she broke off her engagement with Sam Lehmann, the high school geometry teacher, in 1975.

Beth brings it by with some potato salad and ham sandwiches, and we take the newspaper out to the patio, putting down pickle jars to keep it from flying off in the wind. It’s shorter than I expected.


CHARITON’S TOP SHOOTER MOVES TO THE MIDDLE EAST
By Jim Laurence
            

Chris Kriegstein, who scored more points in his senior year than anyone in Chariton has since (even though the baskets were closer together in the old gym), is now living in Saudi Arabia, says his mom, Mrs. Joy Kriegstein. She says he’s very difficult to get in touch with. His dad, Mr. Frank Kriegstein, says that Chris is making instruments there, although he didn’t say which kind. Chris played the trumpet in sophomore year. I guess, given Chris’s famous three-pointer (which is actually a two-pointer in the new gym), you could say Chris was always good at long distance!



Below is a fuzzy black-and-white picture of Chris in the air. Indiana’s Best Jump Shot is the caption. It’s a beautiful photo, one so familiar I can summon it when I close my eyes. I’ve always been astonished that my own child could look so graceful, like someone from another world.
         

After reading the article, Beth snorts and spits out Mountain Dew, she’s laughing so hard. “I always underestimated that Jim Laurence,” she says.

Frank is so upset he can’t speak. As usual, he waits until Beth leaves to explode.

“Saudi Arabia! What did you tell the kid?” he fumes at me. I haven’t seen Frank so mad since the church bulletin accidentally wrote his name as “Fran” under the list of ushers.

“Instruments!” he continues. “It sounds like he’s making bombs, like he’s bin Laden’s personal assistant.”

“Bin Laden’s dead,” I point out.

“Don’t believe everything you hear,” Frank says testily. “And what’s that bunk about a smaller gym? What’s the kid’s last name? Who’s his father?”

“Laurence,” I say.

“Sounds Catholic,” Frank says, and I say, “Oh, come on, Frank.”

He stews all afternoon, doesn’t even get cheered up when we sit on the porch and watch the swings swirl and the roller coasters pitch.

“Chris can’t see that,” Frank says suddenly, later, lying in bed, long after I think he has fallen asleep.

“He won’t,” I say. “And besides, he wouldn’t care.”

“He deserves better,” Frank says, sounding kind of choked up.

“For chrissakes, Frank, it’s a dumb article, not his tombstone.”

Then I can hear Frank crying. “Tombstone” was not the right choice of words. I used to wish all the time my husband would be more sensitive. The one time I tried to bring flowers from the fields into the farmhouse, shortly after we’d married, he yelled at me for bringing wild carrot under his roof, as if the limp white blooms were going to turn into vines and choke him in the middle of the night. To be fair, they did wreak havoc on the soybeans.

“In some places it’s called Queen Anne’s lace,” I’d shouted back once he’d slammed the door, and cried into the strawberry jam I was making.

Things like that. But about five years ago, Frank started tearing up a couple times a day. Just a thin streak leaking from his eyes, soundless. It took me a while to catch on to what it really was. At first, I worried he had an eye infection, but he got so gruff and defensive when I asked that I put two and two together. He would cry at the most obvious, embarrassing stuff on TV: sappy airline commercials where families get reunited, or after the Hoosiers lost a ball game.

The crying at night is a new development, since we moved here. I’m worried about him. I’d like to bring it up with Beth, but it’s hard to get a second alone with her and I don’t want to embarrass Frank. So I just pretend I don’t hear him. Our first night at the Village, when I put an arm on his shoulder in the dark and asked him about it, he jerked away. The next morning he wouldn’t look at me, like nights in bed years earlier when he’d been a little rough. I’d always liked those nights, and I’d like his new, crying self, if he’d just let me share it a little with him. Sixty-one years of marriage: What’s there to be private about?

*  *  *


The next morning, after breakfast, Frank begins writing a letter to the editor. I’ve never seen him work on something so hard, not even when he had to give a county commissioner campaign speech. Meaning I have to sit alone, outside, on the best day of the fair. It’s the last day, when the kids are awarded 4-H prizes, just like ours were, just like we were. I call to Frank when the kids start spilling out, clutching blue and red ribbons, and he glances up but stays inside, pecking at those keys. So I reminisce by myself, remembering Beth and her turkeys, Chris and his calves, the awful day when Chris’s calf died the day of the fair, how I always suspected Beth of poisoning it with stuff we kept in the barn for rats, but I never said a thing. I picture the little pond we built for the kids to swim in, in the summer, in front of the barn; the neat rows of tomatoes I tended; my favorite spot to sit on the porch, where it was always shady.

But thinking back on the farm is a mistake, something I promised myself I wouldn’t do when we moved out here. The first meal we ate at the Village, when we were just visiting the place with Beth, all the talk was farm talk. How the crops were doing, corn prices, pesticides. To hear it, you’d think that all the men were taking a lunch break from field work, and that as soon as they emptied their plates they would be back up on their combines, the women in the kitchen, keeping an eye on a mean thundercloud, hedging bets on how long there was before we needed to grab the laundry from the line. That kind of nostalgia depressed me, and I decided to inject some hard truth into the conversation.

“We sold ours off to Nesbit,” I said, referring to the farm conglomerate that had bought our land a month earlier. “They’d been bugging us for years. I almost miss talking to James Yancey on the phone each week, telling him no.”

The others laughed ruefully, and Frank scowled at me. It was an unspoken rule that James Yancey’s name not be said aloud in polite conversation, and my misdemeanor was swiftly punished with silence and the sad scraping of forks, the way I had once punished kids who said “goddamn” on the playground by sticking them on the time-out bench. Most of the Village residents had sold to James Yancey too, long before Frank and I had. The few lucky enough to have passed their farms down to sons or sons-in-law now beamed silently at me down the table: I’d done them the favor of broadcasting their good fortune.

At the end of lunch, Beth strode into the cafeteria clutching several folders, having finished her meeting with the director. “You guys ready?” she asked, hovering over Frank and me. “Wow, Mom, that brisket looks delicious.”

“It’s not bad,” I replied, employing the phrase that everyone at the table, and everyone in Chariton, has relied on for years to complain without risking offense, a statement that summarizes our beliefs more neatly than the Nicene Creed. We didn’t expect anything in the first place, it implies, so how could we be disappointed?

*  *  *


Once the prizes are given out, they pack up the whole county fair in a mere twelve hours, and it is just another empty lot across the way. That isn’t bad to stare at either, even though all our neighbors go back inside.

The following evening, Frank asks me to read the letter he’s written to the newspaper editor. I’ve never really read his writing before, aside from what he’s signed on Christmas cards, plus his letters to me during the war, when he was in the Pacific.


To Whom It May Concern:

I was troubled to find several errors in a recent article of your venerable publication, concerning Chariton High alum Chris Kriegstein. I have included the correct information below. I was saddened to see the sinking of the newspaper’s standards. I remember when you could turn to Tiger Tracks for solid information, not made-up crap.
            



“I don’t think you can write ‘crap’ in a letter to the editor,” I object, putting it down.

“Well, that’s what it is,” Frank says.

“What about hogwash?”

“Nothing with farm animals in it.”

“Trash?”

“Read the sentence to me out loud.”

“All right,” Frank says, nodding appreciatively as I read. “Trash. I like it.”

I continue.


Here are the facts: not only was my son Chariton High’s top scorer in basketball, he was also the only student to make varsity, in three sports, from his freshman year onwards. He took his team to the regional finals his senior year, a game against Vernon, a school four times as big as Chariton, where he scored 45 points.

He is not living in Saudi Arabia making instruments; he lives in Madison, Wisconsin, with his wife, Elise, where he is the CEO of Logan Mechanics. He is a very successful businessman and has lived in the following countries: the USA, Germany, England, China, and Singapore. He and Elise were blessed with two daughters, Leah and Sophie. Sophie died in 1996 and is buried at the Lutheran churchyard in town.



“That’s nice you wrote about Sophie,” I say. “But shouldn’t you mention Beth, too?”

“What about her?”

“I don’t know, that she’s his sister?”

“Everyone knows that already,” he says, and so I leave it be.

*  *  *


The next week they run Frank’s letter (he refers to it as his “editorial”), and Beth brings us five copies. The editor has taken out “made-up trash” and put in “misinformation.”

“Censorship,” Frank says, darkly.

We take it with us to dinner and hand out the other four copies to the vegetables who can still read. You would have thought that Frank had won the Nobel Prize. Lina Bauer, who was known for letting boys touch her chest back in middle school, goes on and on about Frank’s “talent” and asks him to write her a poem from the voice of her late husband, which sounds fishy to me. John Hartmann, who has a funny shrunken left hand from a threshing accident, suggests that Frank start a regular column in the school paper.

“But Frank’s not in high school,” I protest. “It’s a high school paper.” The whole table stares at me, shocked, like I’m some kind of Judas.

“That’s the point, Joy,” Frank says, quietly, dangerously. “To give the teenagers another perspective on things.”

The high school journalism teacher says no, of course, just like I thought he would, but that doesn’t stop Frank. He was up two days after his knee surgery last year, and back when our farm was dairy, he milked the cows every day at four in the morning, even when it was pouring, even when he had a raging fever.

Frank decides to start a weekly paper at Wittenberg Village.

It lasts for three weeks, until the staff shuts it down for the anonymous editorial criticizing the lasagna and a scandalous column by Lina about the “Ten Most Irritating Habits of Residents” at Wittenberg Village. She comes out of the director’s office crying. “They called me unchristian,” she tells us at dinner that night.

I am relieved when the whole thing blows over, but Frank takes it hard. He starts watching a lot of TV, and his eyes leak at the littlest thing. I feel bad for not encouraging him more with his journalism. Frank’s always needed something to do. I haven’t minded, whenever I had a spare minute, just sitting on the porch at our old house, watching the corn, or the clouds, or petting our dog, Jenny, now long gone. It always got me in trouble as a girl, my habit of just staring at something, “dreaming,” as my mother said, “idle.” But on weekends, Frank wasn’t happy unless he was fixing something. If anything, he got busier when he retired. A lot of the old farmers were like that, up until a couple years ago: they still had breakfast at five a.m. together at PeeWees, down on Miller Street.

I mention some of this to Beth when she comes over to check on us and Frank is out playing cards with some of the guys in the fellowship hall.

“Oh, give it a rest, Mom,” she says.

“But I’m just worried—”

“You always have to make them look so good,” she says.

“What? Who?” I ask.

“Your men,” she says. “Chris, Dad. Why don’t you just back off? Let Dad fend for himself. And screw Chris.”

“Beth!”

“Forget it,” she grumbles, and starts gathering her things. “I’m making a trip to Walmart this afternoon. You guys need anything?”

“Sit down,” I say. “What do you mean ‘make them look good’?”

“So Chris made some baskets in high school and makes a lot of money now,” she says. “Who cares?”

“You know how important it is for your father,” I say.

“But why do you get caught up in it?” she asks, her voice tight, like I haven’t heard since she was a teenager. “You just encourage it.”

“Is this about the newspaper article?” I ask.

“Jesus, that’s what you think? No, Mom,” she says. “Never mind.”

“Do you want an article too?”

She stops and stares at me. “Do you really think I’m that pathetic?”

I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t think she’s pathetic, but sometimes Beth traps you into saying things you don’t mean. I learned a long time ago to be silent with her when it got to thin ice. She sighs and comes over and gives me a cold hug. “I don’t need an article,” she says. “Unlike Dad and Chris, and you, apparently, I’m not obsessed with my high school years.”

After she leaves, I write one anyways.


CHARITON ALUM EXCELS IN SHELVING

Beth Kriegstein, who received Honorable Mention for her turkey, Feathers, in 1965, at the Chariton County Fair, and who had 100% attendance in 11th grade, has gone on to become Chariton High’s star librarian.



What else is there to say? That she almost wore my wedding dress? That I know she goes to the Mexican bar for salsa nights, because of what Gladys Maynard told me? I suddenly understand poor Jim Laurence’s predicament. I want to spice things up, to give Beth a husband and a volleyball medal and a great career. But that isn’t Beth, or it isn’t who Beth has become. I start over.


BETH PUTS THINGS WHERE THEY BELONG

Even when she was a little girl, Beth Kriegstein had a real talent for organization. I don’t just mean she was tidy. She had a certainty that everything had a place. She would drive her dad crazy keeping stray kittens or storing all her magazines in the barn, never throwing anything away. About a year ago, she noticed that her dad and me weren’t doing so hot. I was dizzy and Dad was having trouble getting around. That’s how we wound up here, at Wittenberg Village. The way she used to know the second it was time to move her calf to a bigger stall, she knew it was time for us to leave the farm. I’m not saying she forced us here. She watched us close and she knew it was time. To be honest, I don’t like it here all that much. The food doesn’t look the same as it did on the brochure, and it’s creepy to me when I hear folks cry out at night. But I trust Beth to know what’s best and where we belong.



I hadn’t meant to make it so much about myself. But when I try to rewrite it I just come up blank, so I keep it as it is. The next day, when Frank is at physical therapy, I go to the director’s office and ask if I can make some photocopies, something I learned how to do when I used to help the church out with secretarial work. I make enough for every vegetable. Then I call up Jim Laurence and tell him I have extra-credit work ready for him; he just needs to pick it up. He starts blabbing about scanning again until I tell him to shut up and drive over here.

I meet him out front, so Frank won’t see. Jim is taller than I thought he would be, with dyed black hair. He sounded so weak on the phone I’d pictured a short, fragile kid with freckles and glasses. I ask if he plays ball, and he says he is more into video games. I hand over my article. Tell your teacher you interviewed me, I say.

“Who’s this?” he asks, skimming it.

“Chris’s sister,” I say. “Your librarian.”

“I don’t go to the library,” he says.

“Well, you make sure she gets a copy when it comes out.” I make him promise.

*  *  *


The article isn’t the big hit I imagine when I hand out the photocopies at the cafeteria that evening. People glance at it, then spill gravy all over it. Frank doesn’t like it one bit.

“You didn’t even mention her 4-H prize,” he says. “And you make me sound like a jerk.”

My media privileges are revoked for one month. “I thought she was photocopying songs for the choir,” the secretary explains to the director in the meeting I have to go to the next morning.

Even Beth hates it when it appears in Tiger Tracks a week later. “That’s what you think of me, Mom? Someone whose greatest talent is being obsessive-compulsive?”
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