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PART I. JUST A HOUSEWIFE
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August 2000, Portland neighborhood, Louisville, Kentucky

Della spread her sandaled feet and fanned her sundress, wishing she could blame her stuck-together thighs on the summer heat, global warming, sunspots, anything but being plain damn fat from sitting around doing nothing this past year since she married Carl and became a stay-at-home mom.

She wondered why, in all the years she had worked outside the home, she had longed for the kind of life where the most exciting things to happen in a day were the morning mail delivery and the afternoon return of her husband and children.

When her slinky thirteen-year-old daughter came into view with her pregnant friend Clarissa, Della walked to the opening in the iron fence where the gate used to be and watched Mindy Jo dig her short shorts out of her crotch. She clutched the fence spikes on either side of her to quash the urge to rush to her daughter. Dammit, she had told her not to wear those trashy, skimpy shorts. How had she managed to sneak out wearing them anyway? That blouse looked fine this morning but was now tied at the waist and left unbuttoned at the top to expose her developing breasts.

Della thought Mindy Jo and Clarissa sashayed down the glass-littered, moss-covered, brick sidewalk like neighborhood tramps. She immediately regretted that particular choice of words because some people had called her a tramp because she’d had Mindy Jo and Leland “out of wedlock” while going to college before she finally entered a marriage from hell with their father.

Brakes slammed then a male voice rang out from the other end of the street, “Hey, suck my cock!” Della turned, to find out what in the world was going on, in time to see two young men crane their necks out of their cars as they stopped alongside each other. The second one yelled, “No, you suck my dick, bitch,” laughed, then drove away.

Della took a protective step toward the direction of her daughter, then stopped, wanting to shield her, yet knowing that sometimes you had to hold back and let your kids handle situations on their own, no matter how much it hurt.

She guessed what was coming. It had happened far too often to her, no matter if she was dressed lightly or swathed in heavy clothes in the dead of winter. All it took was a half-cocked man.

Broad daylight did not make her feel safer for her daughter because she had too many of her own memories of men sidling up to her while she was walking down the street minding her own business. A naked idiot giving himself a jerk job, an old man asking for head, a buzzard of a middle-aged man in a red sports car circling round and round the block, trying to get her in his car, refusing to take no for an answer.

Sure enough, the car that had last passed her slowed down near the girls. She could not make out what the driver said, but the way Mindy Jo and her friend clung together and edged away from the sidewalk left little doubt in her mind as to the nature of his request.

Mindy Jo stamped her foot toward the car and tried to look threatening, but only succeeded in looking exactly like an offended thirteen-year-old unsure of her ability to protect herself. When the girls attempted to continue, the driver threw the car in reverse to get in line with them. He humped the car backward by punching the gas pedal, brakes, and gas pedal again, making even the vehicle’s movements appear vulgar.

Della ran her finger through the dark roots of her dyed ash-blond hair and wondered if she should intervene after all.

When the girls stepped to the easement to cross the street, the driver stopped, blocking their path with his car. They stepped back, then walked a few feet to cross behind it, but the driver reversed the car and blocked their way again.

Della said, “All right, buddy, that’s enough.” She pushed off in the direction of the car not knowing what she was going to do or say, but she was damned if she was going to let her daughter get run over by this screwball. “Hey, you punky motherfucker, get on down the road and leave my daughter alone!”

“Oh jeez, Mom,” Mindy Jo said.

The driver whipped his attention around to Della, gave her a menacing look, said, “Screw you, lady,” then peeled out.

“Way to go Mrs. M!” Clarissa shouted in approval.

Although her husband’s name was Carl Gates, Della preferred to use her maiden name of McGill, partly as a sign of lingering independence, but mostly because she did not especially want to be known as Delegates.

“Oh, how embarrassing, Mom, I can’t believe you did that,” Mindy Jo complained.

“What? When I was your age, I would have given anything to have someone to protect me.”

“Somebody wanna tell me what’s going on around here?”

Della turned around. Her fifteen-year-old son ambled up the street from the corner where his friend had dropped him off. It seemed to her that ever since the day when he was kicked out of fourth grade, from the parochial school her family had attended for three generations, Leland’s shirt had remained half tucked in, half tucked out of his school pants.

Della stepped back on the sidewalk and straightened her dress in a gesture of regaining composure, but she had never actually lost it. She had simply put on that strong voice mothers effect when they do not really have anything to back up their words and added a little rough neighborhood vernacular. In other words, she faked it. But when she had pretended to take charge, she had, for a moment, felt a surge of power she had not experienced in some time.

“Mom just embarrassed me by interfering in my business.”

“I could see he was bothering you girls. I just made him go away.” Della looked up to Leland, who at 5’9” was already taller than she. “What would you do if you saw someone harassing me or your little sister?”

Leland swam his hands through the air as he improvised a rap tune. “Do ’em like dis, do ’em like dat, hit ’em in a head wit a baseball bat.”

Della surveyed her son’s smug coolness and the girls smiling in approval. She did not understand why teenagers were forevermore trying to be like someone else.

The children turned to each other and discussed a topic totally unrelated to her or the preceding incident.

The slight letdown she experienced every day after satisfying her maternal duty of ushering her children back into the nest was magnified now by the way her sense of victory at defending her chicks quickly faded. She turned away slowly and made her way toward her tired house. Six-inch aluminum siding, installed over forty years ago, sagged in spots, exposing rotted clapboard. A zigzag pattern cut across the chalking surface where her ex-husband, Bobby, had once tried to power wash the home in exchange for a couple of weeks back child support that he owed her.

Della yawned, went straight for the laundry room, then returned to the living room with a basket of white clothes, which she sorted on the couch. She neatly folded her family’s underclothes then placed them in the basket to be delivered to each member’s room. She tossed her own bras, panties, and socks unfolded on top of the other clothes, set the basket on the coffee table, then stretched out on the couch. The Ohio Valley humidity was stifling, but this was not the main source of her fatigue. She had been tired for months. She had much to do before Carl arrived home, but what harm would one little catnap do?

*****
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Della awoke an hour and a half later, flung herself from the couch, rushed to the kitchen, and pulled a very frozen chicken from the freezer. “Thank God you don’t have to soak in a tub of water the old-fashioned way,” she said to the bird, then tossed it in the microwave for a quick defrost. She grabbed a casserole dish, rummaged around the cabinet, stuck her head inside and asked, “Now where are you, little pan? I know you’re in there somewhere. Ah, here you are. Thought you could hide from me, did you?” She banged her head on the underside of the counter, said, “Shit,” then reached out and hit back with the saucepan the top of the counter.

The sound of metal hitting the glass tabletop startled her, caused her to jump and hit her head again. The first thing she saw as she withdrew from the cabinet and looked sideways was Carl’s lunch box, then his small but sturdy construction worker’s hands on the handle. As she stood, she followed Carl’s muscular arms, up to his expressionless face. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Long enough to see supper’s not ready, again.”

To avert an argument, Della said in a comical voice, “It’ll be ready soon, Daddy-o.” She could tell by the way he let loose of his lunchbox, leaned on the kitchen table, his eyelids heavy and his mouth slack, that he was tired, see from his sweat soaked T-shirt that he had worked hard, but she had been waiting all afternoon for him to come home so she would have someone to talk to, so she bustled about the kitchen. “How was work today? Did anything exciting happen? You’ll never guess what happened to me today. Or I guess I should say what happened to Mindy Jo. By the way, did you remember to stop and get milk? Because if you didn’t, I won’t have anything to make the mashed potatoes creamy.”

If she had slowed down long enough to look at Carl, she would have seen him shake his head no, but she kept on, “Honey, are you even listening to me?”

“No.”

“No, you’re not listening to me?”

“No, I forgot the milk.”

“Oh well, don’t bother. We’ll make do.” Della continued to talk while she filled the sink with dishwater and loaded it with supper dishes from the previous night. “Anyway, the mail came today. The electric bill is high because we used the air conditioner in July. And we got our renewal notice on the TV Guide.”

Carl groaned. “Can’t this wait?”

“Can’t what wait, supper? I thought you were hungry.”

“I am hungry. I’m starving and I can’t understand why you can’t do something simple like get a meal fixed on time. Then you have to pounce on me with all this unimportant stuff before I even sit down.”

“I’m not stopping you from sitting down.” Della removed the chicken from the microwave, separated the pieces and slapped them into the casserole dish. She tried to sound angry, but her lips quivered from her hurt feelings. “I’m sorry if the events of my day are so boring to you.”

“Babe, it’s not that I don’t want to hear about your day.” Carl stepped behind Della and hugged her. “But come on, the TV Guide bill? Couldn’t that have waited until after I took a shower and got settled in?”

Della lingered in her husband’s embrace while she waited for him to decide their spat was over. She was always waiting, it seemed, on someone else. She broke free. “No, it couldn’t have waited. Why do I always have to wait for you to be ready to listen to me?”

“I was just saying, give me some space when I come in. I don’t need to know about all this household stuff anyway. Mail, bills, ingredients.”

Della waved her hands in the air. “How do you think this place runs? Somebody’s got to think about it.”

“It’s supposed to be you. I’m the breadwinner; you’re the housewife. I earn the money; you manage the household. We’re both thirty-five-year-old adults. I trust you to pay the bills. I don’t need to know where every penny goes the minute I walk in the door.” Carl pulled off his T-shirt and ran his hand through his sun-sanded hair. “I’m going upstairs to wash up.”

He walked out of the room leaving Della alone with her half-thawed chicken. “I think you need to go in for another spin or two, buddy.” She placed the casserole dish back in the microwave then marched up the stairs. “You haven’t even heard what happened this afternoon.”

“Tell me at supper.” Carl closed the bathroom door before Della got to the landing.

Della sank down in the middle of the stairway. She leaned back, rested her head on a step, and stretched out her legs. She stared into the wasted space above the stairs and tried to think of something pleasant to counteract the oncoming melancholy. Life was so much easier with Carl to support her than it had been before, during, and after her first marriage to her asshole ex-husband Bobby. It was stupid to get your feelings hurt this easily over nothing, but tears welled up anyway. Then stop, she thought; just don’t think about it. Think of something else.

The microwave timer dinged over the sound of a mishmash of rock and rap blaring from a car out front. Her children would say the music was “Raw” to indicate their seal of approval. Like bad was good when she was a teenager. Something to confuse the elders. So much noise and so little communication.

When the shower water was shut off, Della pushed herself up. Nothing would be gained by letting Carl find her on the steps.

“Okay, Mr. Birdy, it’s time to be transformed,” she said. Then she attempted both her most creative and difficult feat of the day: putting together a scrumptious dinner and getting two teenagers and a husband to sit down at the same time at the same table to eat.

*****
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“So,” Carl finally asked Della over supper, “What happened today that was so important you couldn’t wait to tell me?”

Della scooped a helping of instant rice from a bowl, then said flatly, “Nothing.” After the way Carl had stifled her efforts to communicate earlier, she was not about to talk just because it was a convenient time for him.

“Nothing?” Carl suspended his hands in the air, a knife in one hand, a fork in the other. “What do you mean nothing?”

“I mean nothing. Not a thing happened today that is exciting enough to waste your time listening to.” Della clamped her mouth shut on a bite of peppers and onions.

“Hmm. Mindy Jo, you want to tell me what happened?”

“My name is Mindy.”

Carl pointed his fork at his stepdaughter. “That’s beside the point, young lady. Now, I want to know what happened today and somebody better tell me because... the suspense is killing me.”

“My name is Mindy,” Della’s daughter reiterated. “And I’m not a young lady, I’m a teenager.”

Leland chimed in, “Oh brother, you’ve been Mindy Jo for thirteen years and now it’s not good enough for you.”

“Shut up,” Mindy Jo said. “Nobody asked you. People don’t go around using their middle names anymore. I can just see Britney Ann, Madonna Lynn, Janet Sue Jackson.”

“You’re too ugly to be Britney Spears so you don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Mom,” Mindy Jo whined, “are you just going to let him sit there and put me down like that?”

Leland bopped around in his chair and sang, “She thinks she’s Britney Spears, but she can’t even sing. Now she’s bringing on the tears, ’cause she’s just a ding-a-ling.”

“Mom!”

Della said calmly, “That’ll be enough, Leland. Your sister’s had enough out of men for one day. She doesn’t need to be abused by her own brother, too.”

“Abused?” Carl set his silverware down. “Now, somebody better tell me what’s going on around here.”

“All right, all right.” Della cut her chicken slowly. “I was waiting for the kids to get home from school when some boys drove past each other, yelling and cussing. Then they started harassing Mindy Jo and her friend.”

“Which friend?” Carl asked roughly, then took a bite of his buttered bread.

“What difference does it make? That’s not important to my story.”

Mindy Jo echoed, “Yeah, what difference does that make?”

Carl talked around his food. “If it were that pregnant girl, it could make a big difference. No pun intended.”

Della’s mouth dropped open. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Before Carl could answer, Mindy Jo said, “That pregnant girl, as you call her, has a name.”

Leland said, “She’s got a name all right; it’s Ho.”

Mindy Jo threw her fork at Leland’s plate, jumped to her feet, and said excitedly, “I’m not gonna sit here and listen to you put down my friend.”

Carl stood calmly and put his hand out toward his stepdaughter. “Okay, okay, calm down. Let’s hear what else happened. Leland, apologize to your sister.”

“Sorry,” Leland said half-heartedly, then removed the fork from his potatoes and set it aside instead of handing it back to his sister.

Mindy Jo asked, “Can I eat in the living room?”

“No. Sit down,” Della answered. She turned to her husband as he returned to his seat. “How does the fact that her friend is pregnant affect anything?”

Mindy Jo had barely sat down when Leland answered for Carl, “Because she’s a ho.”

Mindy Jo paddled her feet against the linoleum, grabbed her hair with both hands, and yelled, “This family makes me sick!”

Della rubbed her temples. All she wanted to do was tell her story. She had tried to raise her son and daughter as equals after she escaped from her first husband and his degrading attitude toward women. Now she was being interrupted by a son who degraded females and a daughter throwing a classic sissy fit.

Carl dismissed Mindy Jo’s over-dramatization with a frown, then turned to his wife, and waved his fork in circles in the air. “Just finish the story, would you?”

Tired of being turned off and on like a radio dial, Della blurted angrily, “I get fed up with men. I get tired of them hitting on me and now they’re stalking my daughter. I walked out in the street and told that motherfucker to get the fuck on down the road!”

Carl and Leland stared in silent disbelief of Della’s recounting while she shoved a piece of chicken in her mouth and vigorously chewed. Mindy Jo stared at the food she could not eat because she had no fork. Leland finally asked, “Gosh, Mom, you really said that to a guy?”

“Mm hmm.” Della nodded. She knew the man in the car could have jumped out and tried to overtake her, but when she told her story, saying motherfucker empowered her, gave her a hint of what it was like to be a man, to aggressively defend yourself, then boast about it afterwards, instead of running to a man for protection from other men.

With Bobby, she had lived a splintered, dual life, putting up a tough defense eight hours a day as a security guard, then deferring to him to keep the peace at home the rest of the time. After her divorce, being taken in and taken care of by Carl had seemed a blessed relief. Until now, she had not seen the year-long respite as the source of her atrophy.

She took out her renewed strength on poor Mr. Birdy, no longer bothering to transfer his shredded bits to a fork but instead, popping him straight into her mouth from her knife. She chewed in triumphant satisfaction, eyebrows raised at her husband as if to ask, “What do you think about that?”

When Carl continued to quietly stare at her, Della asked in a sarcastic tone, “What’s wrong, dear? Aren’t you proud of me for defending the home front while you were away being the breadwinner?”

Carl shook his head and resumed eating. The children followed suit and quickly finished their meals then excused themselves. Both adults stared away from each other in silence. Carl finally said, “I don’t understand what’s happening to you, Della. You used to have some class.”

Della pushed away from the table, then stood and walked to the garbage can where she scraped her plate with her back turned to her husband. “You wouldn’t understand.”

Carl thumped his hand once on the table. “Try me.”

Della turned to face Carl. “You want to talk about lack of class? I’ll tell you about lack of class. It’s a real lack of class when a perfect stranger pulls alongside you and asks you to perform sex acts. I’d like to spare my daughter from that, but as long as there are men like my own husband and son, who think it’s okay to say perverted things to a girl just because she’s pregnant, I guess we women don’t stand a chance of a snowball in hell.” She slammed her plate on the old porcelain-covered iron sink counter then grabbed her keys. “I’m going to change into some shorts and sneakers then take a walk at the river alone.”

*****
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Della felt as off centered as an unbalanced washing machine, lopsided to the point of uneven agitation. She had an impulse to break into a run, to tumble her nerves and even herself out, but she was no jogger, so she felt foolish running toward town in the open park.

Out past the cedar tree break, between I-64 and Lannon’s park, Della quickened her pace. She used the handicapped ramp as a springboard for a trot across the railroad track and on to the Ohio Riverwalk. At first, the acceleration and the resulting lightness in her stomach exhilarated her, made her feel she could tackle anything. She anticipated a burst of energy, the runner’s high she had so often heard described, but in less than five minutes, the only thing that felt about to burst was her lungs. She swallowed hard to produce her own saliva so she would not pant like a thirsty dog. Her calf muscles tightened up and her arms felt too heavy to hold up in the proper jogger’s form. The forty pounds of excess flesh she was lugging sent a message from her pounding head to her heart to slow down.

She hugged herself and wiped away the fine layer of cool moisture that coated her warm skin. Her anger at Carl began to wear off in direct proportion to her waning energy, giving way to a feeling of foolishness for having found fault with him and leaving in such a cross mood. What had he done that was so terrible? He did not threaten, cuss, or hit her. He was a good provider and companion. He allowed her this time alone. If she’d had a row with her first husband, Bobby, he would have slung her by her hair against the doorframe, slapped her, and forbid her to leave.

Her throbbing head and common sense told her to return home for water, but she did not want to quit. Even though her loneliness and isolation during the day was one of her chief complaints, Della decided to take a quiet break on the limestone-block approach to all that remained of the old Eighteenth Street Bridge, which was destroyed when the Ohio River canal was widened.

She needed to accomplish a goal no matter how seemingly small and insignificant, so, after resting a bit, she set her sights four blocks away on the oasis of scrubby trees at the base of the Fourteenth Street railway bridge and walked on toward town.

She had hoped to get her second wind, but it never came, so she made it to the shade of the small black willow trees, then continued strolling down hill to a wooden fishing pier at the edge of the woods.

She heard the voice of her mother, inside her head, always cautioning her against the water, snakes, and bears. Bears for crying out loud, in Louisville, Kentucky, in the heart of the city. She ignored the voice, sat, removed her shoes, and kicked her feet in the murky Ohio. Then a moment of panic seized her. She was a non-swimmer alone on the edge of the water. What if she fell in? She scooted back on the pier, hugged her knees, and assured herself she was not going to fall in, that she was being silly. But what if someone pushed her into the deep river? She scooted back a little farther.

She fought hard against this paranoia, but it was difficult not to worry about violence when you saw it around you all the time. Last year, a woman who enjoyed walking was found murdered in a nearby county forest after she failed to return home. A local man was still missing from Tioga Falls nearly six years after disappearing. A grown man, gone just like that. Only a few weeks ago a woman was raped on this very Riverwalk.

Della pulled her tired body up. She hated being weak. Maybe she should start jogging here in the woods a couple of days a week. The isolation concerned her. She was not safe. As she began her walk back to the parking lot, she toyed with the idea of buying a gun.

Carl appeared on the sidewalk a mile away, first as a dot on the hazy horizon, then as a faceless man, then finally, as friendly husband. She regretted having to scrutinize every man as a potential foe, but unfortunately, her luck with men had been bad.

When he reached her, Carl asked, “It’s kind of dangerous out here all by yourself, isn’t it?”

She shrugged. “Not any more dangerous than living in the city ever is.”

“I know you wanted to be alone, but I got a little worried about you when you were gone so long.”

“Sorry, I got too hot and had to rest on the pier.”

“Way down in the woods? Christ, Della, homeless people wander around down there. That’s no place for a lady to be alone.”

Della started to mention buying a gun but decided to wait. She knew his reaction would be to suggest staying closer to home instead. His presence did make her feel secure. For now, she would content herself with after supper jogs in the small park square near their house, with Carl nearby.

*****
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Della checked the answering machine when she and Carl returned home, pressed three to delete a message, then hung up the phone.

“Who called?”

Della suppressed an urge to lie to avoid an argument over money. “Marva.”

“What did she want? Her child support’s paid up.”

Della closed an open telephone book, smoothed its cover, then moved it to the lower shelf. “Who said it wasn’t?”

“My darling ex-wife only calls when she wants money.”

Della swept the dust off the top of the telephone stand with her hand, reset the position of the telephone, then walked toward the kitchen. 

Carl followed her. “You did send last week’s check, didn’t you?”

Della reached into the refrigerator for a jug of ice water, poured a glass, then offered it to Carl. “Want some?”

“Della.”

“What? I just held the check back until tomorrow when you get paid again, in case we ran short.”

“Why am I just now hearing about this?”

“Because you get upset, like you’re doing now.”

“This is happening too often. I make more than enough money to pay for everything we need. I’m going to take the checkbook away from you if you can’t manage things better.”

“I know how to manage money,” Della spat. “Don’t forget I had my own checkbook before I married you.”

“You weren’t exactly living high on the hog.”

“I don’t need to be reminded of that. I was doing the best I could at the time. If you’re going to threaten me with money, maybe I need to go back to work. It’s not like you picked me up out of the gutter.”

“I didn’t say that. You just seem to be doing everything so half-heartedly lately, while I’m out busting my ass at work.”

Della encircled Carl’s waist with her arms. “Honey, I know you work hard every day. I do appreciate you; I really do. I know it’s not easy trying to support two families, but that’s all the more reason why I should get a job.”

“A job?”

“Wouldn’t having some extra money take some pressure off you?”

“You know how I feel about your going back to work. If we needed the money, it might be one thing, but if a man has a good paying job there’s no good reason for his wife to have to go out and work.”

“Maybe just for a few hours in the daytime, while the kids are at school.”

Carl took her by the shoulders. “Look, I thought we made a deal when we married last year that you wouldn’t have to work.”

“Key word here—wouldn’t, not couldn’t. You’re starting to sound controlling, like Bobby.” She shrugged away from Carl. “Sure, it sounded good at the time, after working dead-end jobs all my life, but now I’m feeling cooped up. I need something more.”

“I guess I feel like I ought to be enough.”

“Please don’t take it like that.”

Carl raised his hands. “No, I’m fine, I’m fine. You want a job, fine. Get one. Just don’t complain to me when you can’t handle it.”

Della backed away from Carl. This was not exactly how she wanted to get him to approve of her returning to the workforce. “It’s not like I never had a job before. You make it sound like I’m dependent on you for support. I don’t need—”

“You don’t need what? You don’t need me, right?”

Della sighed. It seemed that no matter what men had to show for themselves—good looks, brains, manners, a job, family, property—their success was never enough to raise them to the level of security in which they gave up this need to be needed to achieve the status of “real man.”

If she had become skilled at one thing in her first marriage, it was how to placate a man who was insecure. “Come on, hon, you know I didn’t mean it like that.” She attempted to take Carl’s hands in hers, but he stepped back.

“No, no. Don’t ‘honey’ me.”

“Honey!” Della stepped in quickly and threw her arms around Carl. He tried to step back again, but she clung tighter and said, “I’m not letting you go until you kiss me. This is silly to argue over such a thing. You know good and well I didn’t mean to say anything to hurt your feelings.”

Carl rubbed his hands across Della’s shoulders. She tilted her face up for a kiss. Carl first gave her a quick peck, then another, followed by a longer, deeper exchange.

“Want to go upstairs for a quickie before the kids come in for the night?” Della asked.

“A quickie?”

“Yes, a quickie. Did I ever tell you that you remind me of a therapist I once had? Every time I said something, she repeated it back to me. Want to have a quickie? A quickie? Yes, a quickie.” Della playfully poked Carl’s ribs. “A quickie, quickie, quickie, quickie. Do I need to elaborate?”

“Ouch. No, I’ve got your point, Miss Psych Patient.”

Della said in a seductive voice, “I’ll get your point too,” then reached between Carl’s legs and gave him a squeeze.

Later, upstairs in their bedroom, Della wondered why she’d felt guilty for making love to Carl. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy sex with her husband. The pleasure was there, but she could not help feeling she was making love for the wrong reasons.

*****
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The next morning, Della snuggled comfortably in bed watching the rain drizzle down the windowpane as the smell of bacon and eggs filtered up the stairs. Despite Carl’s disappointment in her domestic skills, he had tucked the sheet around her and said, “Sleep in late, princess,” before stepping off to cook breakfast.

She couldn’t recall a time when her ex-husband cooked a meal. She still remembered the first time she’d asked Bobby to wash the dishes. He’d indignantly replied, “My German grandmother always told me washin’ dishes was woman’s work.” When she had retorted, “Well, I’m not German and I’m not your grandmother,” Bobby swiftly backhanded her in the face and sent her tumbling to the floor.

Compared to Bobby, Carl was a prince. He was everything she wanted in a man: a good provider, handy around the house, nice-looking, and very protective of her and her children. The problem was, he was so good she was beginning to feel useless.

She stepped out of bed to perform her first chore of the day, rousing two teenagers from their slumber. She knocked on the door closest to hers. “Leland, time to get up.” She waited for an answer. None came. She moved across the landing and down a short passage past the bathroom, to the third bedroom. She could hear her daughter puttering around to the faint sound of music from an alarm clock radio, but she called out anyway, “Mindy Jo, are you up?” She wasn’t conscious of how far toward the door she was leaning until it was suddenly opened, leaving her with a sensation of dangling in mid-air.

“What do you want?” Mindy Jo snapped.

“Just making sure you’re up, hon.”

“How many times do I have to tell you, Mom, I can get up on my own. And would you quit calling me ‘Hon?’”

Della stepped back and let her daughter close the door in her face. She walked away, then hesitated in front of Leland’s door. She would probably make him mad too. She knocked, then pounded on the door. “Leland, you get up right this minute, do you hear me?” She tried to open the door, but it was locked. “Leland, I’m giving you three seconds to open this door or I’m going to remove this lock.” She cursed herself inwardly for making a threat she couldn’t keep.

Leland stomped from his bed to his dresser. “Alright, Mom! Will you leave me alone?”

Satisfied that her children were up and moving, she finally managed to eat breakfast with her husband then see him off to work. Since there was nothing further to do around the house so pressing it couldn’t wait, she returned to bed. While she would have enjoyed spending time with her children they had long since given up taking their breakfast with her.

At 8:10 a.m. she got up to lock the door when her children left for school. Although none of the clocks in her house ticked, she was nonetheless painfully aware of the slow, monotonous passing of time. She tried to sleep to kill time, but minutes seemed like hours. Her surroundings gave no sign, no clue as to what her purpose in life was today. She fell back to sleep, but woke with a start, having dreamt that she was driving over the edge of a cliff, fear silencing her screams. According to the clock on her dresser, she’d only been asleep eight minutes. She turned and tried to sleep again, but was awakened, first by a fire engine, then by the sound of barrels being moved in a nearby factory, then by the sounds of children running and talking in excited tones. Were they late for school or playing hooky? At 8:40 she turned on her stomach, punched up the pillow between her arms and propped up her chin. A heaviness swelled up from her chest. She felt useless and fought back a choking feeling in her throat as tears moistened her eyelids.

This is ridiculous, she thought, I’ve got to think of something else. Happy, productive thoughts. But every time she tried to relax and be cheerful, bad memories would creep in. Mistakes of the past, petty disagreements. She glanced at the clock again. At least she had passed another hour.

She tried to sleep again but woke from another dream in which she was trying to escape from the old Waverly Hills tuberculosis sanitarium. That sleep had only lasted five minutes and left her feeling more cooped up than rested so she got up, went downstairs, and washed the supper dishes from the previous night. The clock there told her she had knocked off another thirty minutes of a long day.

She tossed a piece of bologna in a small skillet. As she stared out the kitchen window, bird songs and fried meat transplanted her back to a simpler time when she was a girl. She remembered her mother calling and whistling out the window to the birds as she washed breakfast dishes while her father sat at the kitchen table reading the morning paper and sipping coffee.

The smell of her own bologna about to burn brought her out of her daydream. She ate then glanced at the clock. It was 10:47 a.m., too early for the mail. She’d have to wait another hour for that, then another three hours until her children arrived from school.

Della moseyed into the living room, sat on the edge of the couch in her nightgown and housecoat, kicked her feet up on the coffee table and watched the Ricki Lake talk show.

At the network break she laughed at a commercial and lamented the fact that the advertising was often cleverer than the shows. She sang a favorite old perfume commercial on the way to the kitchen. “I can bring home the bacon...fry it up in a pan...and never let you forget you’re a man...’cause I’m a woman...Enjoli.”

She returned to the living room with a package of chocolate chip cookies that she munched on as she watched several pudgy girls parade across the studio stage to tell how “My boyfriend left me because I was over-weight.”

Della heard footsteps on her front porch and sprang from her seat. The mail was an event she counted on every day to give her contact with the outside world. Today there were only advertisements. She was as dejected by the lack of anything interesting as she would have been disappointed by bills and detention notices from school.

“Look at all this crap,” she mumbled, as she scanned the cookie package, an empty ice cream tub, and other debris littering the coffee table. She snatched the items, took them to the kitchen, then tossed them in the garbage can. Next, she spied a growing collection of empty pop bottles, old medicine containers and lids to missing bowls strung out on the kitchen counter and shelf. She pulled the garbage can against the sink base and pitched seldom-used items with the garbage, discarding junk along with treasures, such as an old gravy boat her grandmother had given her. “Never used it anyway,” she muttered as she swept the kitchen of everything with no immediate utility. Down came school announcements, recipes, and coupons from the refrigerator door. Out went a silver serving tray received as a wedding present. Disposed of were cake decorating pouches along with TV dinner tins she’d intended to reuse.

As she tore through the rest of the house, her purging gained momentum. She removed high school yearbooks from shelves, threw away childhood mementoes and peeled away yellowed lace mantel dressings.

Her frenzied attempt to rearrange her life finally subsided when she came to her prized possessions, her family photographs. She stared at the gaping holes in snapshots where her ex-husband used to be before she had excised him with a pair of scissors. She had thought if she got away from Bobby and his abusive behavior and drinking, if she found a good man, things would get better. Things had gotten better, but the emptiness she felt was still as glaring as the holes in the pictures she held before her.

Della felt spent enough to take another nap. But in the hopes of gaining some energy by escaping the stifling environment of housewifery, she decided to take a walk. She put away the photo albums then slowly walked to her dresser. Nothing for her top half seemed to match anything for her bottom half. Her decision-making process was so dulled during these days of being cooped up alone that it was a major feat of reasoning to decide that since jeans matched anything and white matched anything, a white T-shirt with an old pair of jeans would be okay together.

She found herself in the nearby convenience store without making a conscious decision to go there. Since she didn’t need anything, she dallied around before choosing a soda, candy bar, and chips. She drifted to the counter and asked the clerk, “Could I get a bag, please?”

The girl looked sullenly at Della. “You don’t have to say ‘please.’”

Della felt for her change as she watched the clerk rip off a plastic bag, smack it on the counter, then move on to the next customer. She bagged her own food then left the store, astonished at the exchange that had just taken place. Had a year of being a housewife made her that out of touch with the outside world that she couldn’t communicate with people anymore? What was she supposed to say, “Give me a damn bag, bitch?”
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