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 How to Spell Egypt

He’s standing in the kitchen looking like a
bad idea. I talk to him anyway. He’s tall and lean and has a nice
low voice. I’m just here to drop off a bag of ice for my sister’s
party, but I like listening to him. He makes custom furniture and
lives with a dog named Promise in a house he built himself. Reads
biographies, he says, because people are endlessly fascinating. He
takes my hand in both of his, tells me his name is Nick. I feel the
bumps and calluses. These are hands that know the heft and weight
of wood, hands that create something from nothing, hands that know
what to do.

I tell him I like the word prairie, I
make lists and do nothing on them, I believe only what I see—spoon,
truck, yellow bird. I don’t tell him yellow birds are my
grandmother’s spirit, lately she’s sending butterflies instead. I
don’t tell him I collect sad songs, that every pretty rug I’ve
stood on has been yanked away. And I don’t tell him I’m
pregnant.

He walks me to my car, pulls a pen from his
pocket and writes his number on my hand. Then he hugs me. He smells
like pine and fog and the flannel lining of my sleeping bag. I
think about crisp wood shavings curling around our feet. “Call me,”
he says, and waves good-bye. I turn left out of the lot, right at
the light, and over to the curb. I lick my hand and rub it on my
thigh. Lick some more. I’m crying so hard I can barely see the blur
of numbers smeared across my hand.

Twenty minutes later he’s at my door, the
moon big and round as a white dinner plate over his right shoulder.
“Hey, sad eyes, I followed you home,” he says before I can ask.
“You need Promise tonight.” A three-legged yellow lab jumps out of
his truck when he whistles. Promise walks in, settles next to me
and looks up like I might say “heel.” Before I can say “no” or
“you’re crazy” or tell him what an arrogant presumptive jerk I
think he is, he’s back in his truck, yelling out the window that
he’ll come by in the morning and take us to breakfast. I fall
asleep with Promise curled into my back and dream of a clear winter
sky dotted with stars.

***

It’s always the same three questions people
ask: did I know, did I find him, did he leave a note. No. No. And I
looked. Believe me, I looked. In the pocket of every jacket, each
pair of slacks, board shorts, blue jeans, sweatpants. I emptied
every drawer. Opened anything closed. I wanted more than a note. I
wanted a reason.

A policeman was on my porch before I even
knew my husband was missing. I remember the officer’s shiny shoes
and the creak of his leather belt. I remember the scent of
gardenias from the flower pot sitting next to the door. And his
voice saying “dead,” saying “gunshot,” saying
“self-inflicted,” saying “ma’am” again and
again and again. Everything after was a blur. Family and friends,
people in the living room, decisions, arrangements, and five days
later a funeral in the rain. The word why in everyone’s
eyes. And then I was alone.

Months of ignoring the phone, numbing myself
with the Weather Channel, existing on lemon yogurt, sometimes lime,
the only thing that could slide past the lump in my throat. The
days crept by in minutes instead of hours. And everyone worried. So
worried. “Get some rest,” they said, not understanding how
troubling sleep was, how much I hated waking up, slogging through
layers of clouds back to the reality of the policeman’s words like
a swarm of black gnats circling my head, the dull thud in my chest.
It was easier to stay awake, watch the storms on TV.

Every few days I crawled out of bed to pour
cat food into a bowl for Hailey and Jupiter. The hallway looked
like a foreign country. I felt like I was wading through shallow
sewer water wearing ankle weights. It’s hard to explain the soggy
mix of those months, the anguish and disbelief, looking at a gray
sky wondering if maybe it was green because I no longer trusted
what I thought to be true. My sister’s words buzzed like blood-red
neon in my head: “Happy, healthy young men don’t kill themselves.”
There had to be a reason.

I went through Dan’s calendar page by page,
tore his briefcase apart, scrolled through his laptop. I read all
his files and ruffled through the pages of every book on the shelf.
I unfolded his socks. Bullied the management at the gym till they
let me into the men’s dressing room so I could search Dan’s locker.
There had to be something somewhere. Something really big,
something that had Dan scared, something that would make sense.
Like blackmail or a terminal diagnosis.

The doctor’s office released Dan’s medical
records to me. But there was nothing there. No debilitating
illness. No prescription for anti-depressants. I looked through
everything and found nothing. No lovers, bills, gambling debts, no
past wives, children, pornography. No business deal out of control.
Not even embezzlement. Something bad would be better than
nothing.

***

After the waitress takes our order of bacon
and eggs, Nick pulls a picture from his shirt pocket. Sets it face
up on the table and slides it over to me. “That’s my wife and
daughter, Sara and Kylie,” he says. “They died in a car crash seven
years ago.”

I hear the monotone of his voice and know
he’s said this many times. I see a little girl leaning into a
beautiful woman. They both have long wavy hair the color of
pancakes. The woman’s hands are resting on her daughter’s
shoulders. Behind them is the ocean, smooth and Windex blue.
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