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Beware of the man who wants to protect you;
he will protect you from everything but himself.


—Erica Jong
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We should go back,” he said suddenly, shaking me out of sleep.


“What?” I whispered, huddled under the thin bedspread at the motor inn, the air conditioner stuck on hi. “What did you say?”


“We could turn around and go back.”


“Go back?” I was trying to see his face in the narrow band of light through the stiff crackling curtains, the gap between every motel curtain ever. “We’re only a few hours away.”


“We could go back and just explain it wasn’t a good time. Not with the baby coming.”


His voice was funny, strained from the AC, the detergent haze of the room.


I propped myself up on my elbows, shaking off the bleary weirdness.


We had driven all day. In my head, in my chest, we were still driving, the road buzzing beneath us, my feet shaking, cramped, over the gas.


“But you wanted this,” I said, reaching for him. “You said we should go before the baby comes.”


He didn’t say anything, his back to me, the great expanse of his back, my hand on his shoulder blade.


“Jed,” I said. “What is it?”


“You’re dreaming,” he said, his voice lighter, changed. It was like a switch went off.


“What?” I said again, looking at the back of his head, lost in shadow.


“You were dreaming,” he said. “Go back to sleep.”


A strange feeling came over me. It hadn’t been Jed at all. It had been some boogeyman shaking me awake, warning me to go back, go back.


Some boogeyman.


Like Captain Murderer, the smeary white man I used to dream about when I was little.


Captain Murderer.


Who? my mother used to ask me. Someone from one of your comic books, or a grown-up movie you snuck over to the Carnahans to see?


The Carnahans, with six kids from ages four to twenty-four, lived next door in a rambling house, and two of the Carnahan boys fed me warm beer in the basement once when I was ten, and another time I split my lip when one of the girls slammed a screen door on my face, and they loved to set off firecrackers in the driveway all summer long, once burning down the old sycamore everyone loved and it changed the light in our house forever.


But no, Captain Murderer didn’t come from the Carnahans’ big console TV, videogame cords dangling like spider legs. He didn’t come from my comic books or the slumber party stories swapped in our sleeping bags.


He didn’t come from anywhere at all. He was always already there.


But who is he? my mother kept asking, unease creeping into her voice.


Captain Murderer, I kept repeating because I assumed she knew him, too, deep down. Like the tooth fairy, the devil with his pitchfork and his flaming tail, like on the can label in the cupboard. Captain Murderer!


My mother, face drawn together in worry, would stop what she was doing, folding laundry or wiping glasses in the drying rack, and make me start at the beginning.


And I’d tell her how he was all white, white as milk, head to toe, with white nails and white lashes, teeth like little bones, and one red spot in the middle of his back, between his shoulder blades.


How he moved like bedsheets snapping. How he bit you and his teeth popped out, leaving you with little bones under your skin that everyone would say was a mosquito bite, a fire ant, chiggers.


But where did he come from? my mother would plead. Was it a story someone told you at camp? Where did he come from?


Later those nights, after she thought I’d fallen back to sleep, I would hear her moving from room to room, checking all the locks on every window and door.


Click-click, click-click, bolt.


I would hear her breathing all through our little house.


Captain Murderer came from nowhere. But you couldn’t tell your mother that.


He came at night, for me.


Captain Murderer came for me!


Later, the hint of blue dawn, I felt for Jed’s wrist. Half lost in sleep, I clambered for him, the crazy, dream-thick thought: What if Captain Murderer got him?


But he was in the bathroom, the light under the door, the drone of the automatic fan.


When he came out, a blue shadow in that blue dawn, he stood at the foot of the bed looking at me, his face too dark to see. Only the flicker of the whites of his eyes, wide and wary. Somewhere, a snarl of mosquitoes buzzed, a light sizzling.


Jed, I said, my voice gluey with sleep.


His hands clenching at his sides, looking at me as if I were this strange thing, landed in his bed, come to do him harm or wonder, an alien, a ghost, a succubus.


Jed, sweet Jed, so nervous. My fingertips tingling.


Lifting the sheet, I told him to come inside and he put the heels of his hands on my legs and dragged me to the bottom of the bed, and it was like never before.


All our times, romantic and sticky whispers, but this time something else. Something blue and strange and piercing and I shuddered all through, my breaths catching against his ear.










DAY ONE



We’d been driving forever, the Midwest finally sneaking up on us, the hard smack of road-salt as I-75 widened and widened again.


I’d never seen Jed so nervous. Excited. Both. It was hard to tell.


It was our first road trip together and everything felt impossibly fun: the oversized rental car—a toothpaste-white Chevy—lurching across the lanes, the burr of the air conditioner, the rest stops with the beef jerky and neon flip-flops, the toaster muffins in plastic wrap and the hot dogs slinking on an endless roller grill.


On the crinkly map we traced our route up the great paw of Michigan, I-75 snaking up the state like a wriggly vein.


Sometimes we sang along to indifferent radio. Lite FM and classic rock, the occasional Christian devotional show.


Sometimes we clasped hands clammy from shivering Big Gulps in the cupholders.


Sometimes we made long lists of baby names. We’d already decided we didn’t want to know the sex. We didn’t care, and just naming names made it feel glorious and impossible all over again, my hand on my belly.


I never even thought I’d have a baby, he was saying, and now here I am and it’s the rightest thing I’ve ever done, and we’re rattling off names, Jed rejecting my favorite, “Molly,” swiftly and without mercy, confessing finally that he was once sick with love over a girl named Molly Kee at summer camp when he was fifteen.


That can’t be true, I teased. You told me you’d never been in love before.


He had said it—I never forgot it—one muggy Sunday morning, both of us too tired to make coffee, our arms and legs entwined.


Well, you know, he said now, shrugging, smiling a little, caught.


Sick with love, the phrase so unlikely from his solid, squarejawed Midwestern mouth, the words made me inexplicably sad. Before I knew it, I was crying. My sunglasses sticky from it. It makes me feel silly and sad to think of it now. To feel so close, so encircled and encircling with love and yet . . .


Is it the hormones? That’s what he kept saying, hearing the hitch in my voice, sneaking anxious looks at me, wondering if he should pull over.


I’m fine, I sputtered, and then laughed even as the tears slathered me, and somehow he thought that meant keep going, because he kept going, talking about this Molly girl, how she had a chipped tooth that drove him crazy, and how she could land bullseye after bullseye at archery with a longbow she made herself, and how she sang “Coat of Many Colors” at the talent show, and what he would have done, back then, for one glancing touch of the back of her left knee.


Behind my sunglasses, I was crying and couldn’t stop and he kept going because he couldn’t see. Crying behind one’s sunglasses—is there anything lonelier than that?


Finally, my voice became a sob and then he looked at me and stopped the car, skittering up the shoulder.


Jacy, Jacy . . . what’s wrong? What did I do?


I wanted to say, Aren’t you sick with love for me?


What woman doesn’t want that, especially with her belly slowly swelling with their first child?


Why did I tell you that? he said at last, shaking his head, grabbing my hand, gripping it until all our fingers went white. I don’t know why I told you that.


And I felt silly. I was silly. The hormones, yes. The hormones are killing, killing.


It’s just the hormones, I swear.


Thirty-two years old, too old to be in love like this, with such teen ferocity and force, but that was how it was and there was no fighting it. Why would I?


I’ve had men in love with me before—high school Paul, the poet who used to bake me cookies, and Benjy, who broke both my heart and five front windows of the dorm I lived in. I’ve had men in love with me before, but it never felt like this. Never both of us in the same way at the same time, like two spiders sewing a silken web together.


After our city hall wedding, four months to the day we met, I remember walking into that impromptu party at that random Irish bar (the Bucket of Blood!) near the courthouse, walking as if I were floating, as if I were a queen entering a palace, a goddess entering heaven. It was all so haphazard and lovely, a clutch of friends hauling a Party City bag bursting with tissue streamers, birdseed confetti, plastic champagne flutes, hanging a curling Just Married sign above the steam tables, corned beef and cabbage for the day drinkers.


And after everyone had left and we were kicking up streamers under our feet as we dragged ourselves along the carpet, florid and undulating, I remember nearly tripping—an errant champagne stem snapped under my foot—and reaching for him, clutching the front of his shirt.


And I could feel his heart beating like a rabbit’s under my hand. Fast and frightened, pounding and alive and terrified.


It charmed me, moved me.


Here he was, a man so strong, so upright, a good man, a man born with certain advantages: middle-class comforts, a college fund, no dependents, a thirty-year-old white man, a craftsman who works with his hands, a solid and kind man with an artistic eye and artistic yearnings. You might think a man like that has never been acquainted with doubt, with fear, with desperation.


And yet. And yet.


I looked up at his face, a narrow slick of frosting on his collar from the cake-cutting—


I looked up at his face, my hand over his thundering heart—


And his eyes were shining with such love, I tell you.


I tell you, it was love. It was love, even if it scared him. The love scared him.


But the truth was Jed ran into the fire. That’s how he’d put it: with the proposal, the wedding, the look on his face when the pregnancy stick was still shivering in my hand. He ran into it, the fire, the fear. He said it made him feel alive.


He was looking at me, eyes blinking as if shaking off the sandman’s grit from them. Like my grandma when I was little, putting her cool hand over my crusted eyes.


He was looking at me, his face full of wonder—Could this be true? Could it? Could we be married? Could you be my wife?


He was looking at me like I’d saved his life. Which, he whispered to me in the blue-dark of our honeymoon suite hours later, I had.
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I never thought this would happen to me, Jed told me that night, our wedding night. I’d given up on it happening.


When he said it, I thought, how strange for a man to feel that. To feel like a girl, waiting, waiting, like when all her friends at school got their first period, one by one, the tampons in their purse zipper pocket, the whispers about the ruby slick on their underpants and now they were women . . .


I was afraid I wasn’t made for it, he told me.


For marriage? I asked, smiling gently, nudging him, teasing. Or love?


For anything, he said. And that’s when I saw it in his eyes. How deep this went and how impenetrable it felt. How had I never known this. How—


For anything but being alone.


Most men are that way, sweetie, my mom always said. And it doesn’t change when they get married. They think if they get married, it’ll change it. You think that too. But they’re lone wolves, these kinds of men. Most men.


But that was my mother’s generation, the world they lived in, the world of women huddled in kitchens and over playpens, with their husbands at the grill, a ring of khakis, fingers clipping beer necks and busting chops over a bad trade, never able to connect, to relate, unless on the football field, on the ice, feelings forever unspoken, unspoiled.


Jacy went and married a signmaker! my mother shouted to Aunt Laraine when I called her, the two of them forever sitting at my mother’s kitchen table, sneaking cigarettes and beating their breasts over the news.


I had to explain, yet again, that Jed was not merely a signmaker. That neon is both an art and a science, and yes, while commissions—for the occasional casino, for food trucks, trendy hotels—and restorations were his primary income, he also worked on his own pieces (like the picture I sent you!) and on restoring grand old signs from back before jumbotrons and LED and plastic, back in the day when neon was king.


If you could see him in his studio, I wanted to say. Heating the glass tubes with torches, bending them into these glorious glowing creations. Manipulating voltage and gas, heat and pressure. The red of neon, the cool blue of argon. The inside of each tube coated with colored powder, the blending of colors. The scorching pinks and sizzling purples.


I remember when he first showed me. No gloves, he said, laying his hand on the radiant tube, its center flamed, his face glowing. Gloves get in the way.


How I gasped when he placed his hand on the searing glass. The hiss of the constant flame.


He had burned his hands countless times, patches on his palm, a knuckle, his thumb joint, like his hand had been put back together hastily. There were hard flaps on his skin where he could barely feel and I loved when they brushed against my cheek, between my thighs.


We made promises that night, our wedding night. We drained the bottle of Mumm’s—the one that appeared at our apartment in a misted bucket courtesy of my new father-in-law, whom I’d yet to meet. We drained the whole thing while Jed washed my hair over the sink to get all the confetti out, the birdseed.


His hands on my hair, the strength of those hands, their delicacy—a sculptor’s hands, a sculpture of heat and light—and I had to have him all over again, sinking to my knees on the soft pill of the bath rug.


The sweetness of him, the amniotic salt, the shudder that went through him.


It’s real and it’s forever, I had told my mom over the phone the next morning.


Good, honey, she said, a choke in her voice. If you don’t think that now, you’re really in trouble.


Yes, it had happened fast. Too fast for our families to come to the wedding.


I had had to make amends to my mom, my cousins, my aunt and uncle.


But Jed only had his dad and his dad was traveling. I had the feeling they weren’t close, though it was hard to know.


The following week, we had dinner with him on our way out west for our honeymoon. And Jed was nervous, so nervous, but it had gone so well. Perfect, really.


He’s here, Jed said, his eyes bright, head bobbing, as we stood in the hotel lobby.


Under the garish chandelier, a silver-haired man smiled at us, his teeth gleaming.


Doctor Ash, I said, so tentative.


I’d had this idea of him—from Jed’s stories, from the blurry father-and-son-at-graduation photo, radiator-curled, on Jed’s bookshelf—that he was an old-school dad, a Midwestern white dude, the kind all those fish-tackle and golf-club Father’s Day cards are for.


So I was surprised how dapper he was, handsome like Jed, but Jed in nice clothing, a fine wool suit and stylish Italian loafers alongside Jed’s flannel and jeans.


His voice so low and gentle, a little burr in it, I felt instantly at ease. He started by teasing me gently about the sort of woman who’d take on an Ash man. Then he said he was sorry we hadn’t met before, but not to blame Jed. After all, he lived way up in the tippy top of Michigan, the vacation home of Jed’s childhood, and didn’t travel much in his early retirement. After a lifetime of travel for work, he laughed, all I want to do is stay home, in my study, with my books and my bourbon.


I said that sounded pretty wonderful to me.


But mostly, he said, he wanted to make sure Jed was taking good care of me and whether he washed the dishes and to make sure I don’t, not once, pick up after him, not even a stray sock.


As if Jed ever left socks around, or anything.


What matters most to me is that whenever you’re talking he’s listening.


What matters most to me is that you feel loved. Jed is, in some ways, still learning to love.


And he explained that Jed’s mom, dying as she did, when he was so young—well, that had to leave its marks.


I tried to give him everything, he said. But there are limits to what a father can offer a son. Maybe that makes me sound old-fashioned.


I told him it did but only in the best way.


He took us to the finest restaurant in town, cracked crab and French wine, and he gave me all his attention. He wanted to know all about me, starting at the beginning. The warm feeling when he smiled at Jed a mere ten minutes into dinner, telling him, My boy, you did good.


After two glasses, my own head slightly wobbly, he started regaling us with stories of his own blessed wedding to Jed’s late mother, gone since Jed was a baby. They’d exchanged vows overlooking Bridalveil Falls in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and he really, truly had forgotten the ring and they’d had to improvise with a gumballmachine ring from a nearby IGA, even though everyone warned them it was bad luck.


How delightful and surprising it had been to watch Jed watching his father. Doctor Ash had raised his glass to toast us and as he did, his voice warbled a little, a sneaky choke in his throat. What a thing from a man so barrel-chested and robust, six feet two—two inches taller than his son, he told me—and the rolling shoulders of a youthful swimmer. A man so dignified and assured.


Jed, the look on his face seeing that.


And I realized in an instant they were much closer than I’d guessed.


That’s what marriage is, I thought. Discovering something new about your spouse every day.


Young love, pure and true, Doctor Ash said as we all raised our glasses on the swollen terrace of the restaurant. Let it last, trap it in amber. Do what you can while you can.


How Jed had swallowed hard, turning his face away.


So moved he was, I was.


When we arrived in Honolulu for our honeymoon, a message awaited us:


Now the work of love begins! Love, Dad


“When I was a kid, he still sent telegrams,” Jed said with a funny smile.


“I thought telegrams were only in movies,” I said, charmed by it. “Like ascots and bonbons.”


“Yeah, well,” Jed said, “he’s old-fashioned, I guess.”
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My mom told me once that I had “terminally bad” taste in men. It was after Benjy, because it took me a dozen calls with all three credit bureaus and two cycles of antibiotics to clean up after him.


Honey, if anyone should know about bad men, she said, it’s me. How it can happen, a vulnerable moment, the way they can come on so strong, burrowing into your bed, your life. Everything was so exciting at the start with Benjy. I read about it later in a book someone gave me—the “love bomb,” they call it, which is what it feels like, an explosion in the heart. It’s only later, after—after the openhanded smack, after he pockets the rent money, after you find his nineteen-year-old drawing student in your bed, her thong wrapped around the bedpost—that you learn the warning signs. Which were warning sirens, warning explosions.


I had bad taste in men, but then came Jed.


Sometimes you don’t know for a long time, sometimes you know right away.


With Jed, it was our second date, and I’d dragged him along to a colleague’s birthday dinner and then I’d eaten that bad mussel and gotten so sick in the cramped restroom of the loud restaurant, the maître d’ pounding on the door.


How Jed interceded, helping me to my feet. How he quietly remonstrated the maître d’ and put his arm around me, guiding me past the crowded tables, the newly sickening stench of brine and drawn butter. How small and safe I felt under the shield of him, of Jed, of Jed the rescuer, the gallant knight.


My jacket and purse draped over his arm looked like doll clothes.


How he’d taken me home in that sweaty cab and didn’t blink when the fare over the county line jumped into three digits and when we idled in front of my building, the front door lock taped open so the neighbors could smoke out front.


How he walked me past the trio of sullen teenagers and the wrinkly lady who read fortunes out her front window. How, in the lobby, the lights hurting my eyes, making my feet feel rubbery and my knees, too, he asked if he could come inside and help me and we could leave the door open if I wanted but four floors was a long way up.


On the stairwell, I thought I might be sick again, and we stood on the second-floor landing, me bent over at the waist, afraid to move or even breathe.


How embarrassed I was, sure I smelled of vomit, a slick of something on my throat.


And yet Jed persevered, delivering me, wobble-kneed, to my door.


Come in, I said, my clammy hand on my keys.


Jed made me ginger tea and draped my ratty throw over me. He took my temperature with the back of his hand. He told me his father was a doctor and then got embarrassed, adding he knew that didn’t mean anything and did I want him to go, did I want some privacy?


And how I didn’t, not at all.


All I wanted was him to rest that hand on me again.


When you throw up in front of someone, you jump three stages, he’d said the next morning, laughing.


So you see, everything was different from the start.


And that’s what I told Doctor Ash.


Everything was so different, like no other boy or man. And I was different with him, different than with Benjy, the rest. Letting him make me dinner, giving him a key to my apartment, ordering him that special pillow he needed for his back.


We take care of each other, I said.


Everything was different, right from the start.


Everything was different, like love is.


It’s not like I’m marrying a stranger, I’d told my mom over the phone the day we went to city hall.


Honey, she said, we all marry strangers.


That’s what she said.










DAY TWO



IRON MOUNTAIN, 127 MILES


We were nearly there, nearly there!


Jed, I kept saying, it’s gonna go great.


It is, he kept replying. I just haven’t been home in so long.


The morning mist made everything ghostlike. Neither of us had talked for an hour or more, still in an exquisite sex trance, the night before still efflorescing in our heads.


Wakening at the motor inn to his hands on my thighs, remembering how quick and heavy it had been, catching shuddery glimpses of us in the mirror behind the TV and how my teeth had sunk into him, thinking what’s wrong with me, but nothing was. It had to be done somehow, like he had to do what he did, my forehead pressed against the headboard so hard, my knees burning against the sheets.


Checking out of the motel like lovers on the run, Jed wearing dark sunglasses, that skittish, antic energy he’d had ever since we left home.


I hoped we’d burned it all away in the night.


Did I hurt you, he’d asked after, in the blue dark of the motel room. The baby?


I told him no, I told him of course not. I didn’t dare tell him the truth: I wouldn’t have stopped him if he had, the wanting so bad. And needing him to want to too.


It was the first time like that since the day we got the news.


It was as though, after we knew I was pregnant, he’d instantly decided that I was a blown-glass figurine, a dainty thing to be hidden on a high shelf. It was as if he had to protect me from the world, everything, but most of all himself.


IRON MOUNTAIN, 34 MILES


We were going north until it seemed like we couldn’t go north any more, the radio off, only the thud-thud-thud of the car bouncing on the empty highway.


We drove over a sweeping bridge that never seemed to end.


THE LONGEST SUSPENSION BRIDGE IN THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE! the road signs boasted.


Then, suddenly, after humming mindlessly along I-75, flat and pocked for what seemed a hundred years, we entered another place, verdant green and air so clear and not another soul for miles to see.


Jed was driving, my hand on my stomach, an acrid taste like a tongue stroking the inside of my mouth. I hadn’t had morning sickness, not really, but something felt off, tilted. That morning, back at the motel, Jed had shown such extra care, even dropping to his knees to put on my shoes. The sight of him, bent there, his strong back and nicked arms, ringed with the two burn welts I loved to touch, to dapple my fingers over. Feeling his hot hands on my cool feet, the air conditioner under the window chugging mercilessly, as it had all night, leaking a spreading puddle on the old carpet beneath.


Feeling those hands gently sliding my feet into my sandals, the delicacy of his fingers, my hand now stroking his hair as he kneeled before me.


IRON MOUNTAIN, 13 MILES


The closer we got, it was as if the air pressure in the car had shifted, Jed’s head keening to the right slightly, as if lost in that cruise control hypnosis I remembered from elementary school, those long weekend drives with my mom to visit Mr. Panarites on one of his business trips, and Mrs. Panarites none the wiser. My mom was in love with him my whole childhood and he never left his wife, who had an unnamed immune disorder and sometimes slurred her speech in public and everyone thought she was a drunk but she was really just sick, so sick. He was never going to leave her, it never changed. Finally, he retired and moved to Scottsdale, his wife dying two months later. My mother saw the death notice in the paper, and we never heard from him again.


They don’t make ’em like that anymore, my mother sighed wryly whenever his name came up.


Once, years ago, I heard her talking on the back porch with my aunt Laraine, her voice so urgent and ragged, like I’d never heard it before or since.


I can’t help it, Laraine. He’s got my number. He always has.


He sure does, Aunt Laraine replied. But, honey, your number is up.


“This is us,” Jed said, his first words in two hours as the sign ahead promised, Iron Mountain Awaits You!


He looked at me and smiled, his chipped tooth showing. He smiled and it was like I was looking at Jed the little boy, Are we there yet? Are we there? And we nearly were.


. . .


It turned out Jed’s dad didn’t live in Iron Mountain, with its bustling seven thousand residents, but two dozen miles farther, deep into a dense, mossy forest that eventually stretched into Wisconsin. A town of three hundred or less, a town with no town at all and a name that my mouth couldn’t make work.


“Barripper,” Jed said. “It’s Cornish. All the old mining families up here are Cornish.”


I asked him what it meant, but he couldn’t remember or wasn’t listening, giddy with excitement, pulling the car into the long, muddy drive, his pupils wide from the ride, his right arm tugging his left sleeve down over his fading Ghost Rider tattoo.


Just as we were turning one last bend on the road, I saw something, someone in the corner of my eye. A dark figure moving through the trees—gliding really, as if pulled on poles.


“Who’s that?” I asked, pointing.


But the figure was gone, the tree leaves shuddering in its place.


“Probably an animal,” Jed said, distracted. “They’re everywhere up here.”


The road dipped, a spray of mud half-blinding us, and there he was.


Doctor Ash.


Through the green haze, Jed’s father emerged, silver-haired and beaming, a pair of hedge shears in one hand, waving with the other, cap brim shielding his face.


“Dad!” Jed called out, waving so hard his arm might have fallen off as Doctor Ash opened the creaking property gate, the road rising again, the steeple of the house piercing the sky, the air startlingly clear, the smell suddenly of fresh earth.


So eager to leap from the car, Jed nearly forgot to turn off the engine, his fingers fumbling with the rental key fob.


“There he is,” Doctor Ash called out.


“It’s . . . it’s so great to see you,” Jed said, striding over, words fumbling in his throat. “We’re so glad to see you.”


Father and son ghost-hugged in that way men do, coming close without ever embracing, slapping backs instead and patting arms and making jokes, Doctor Ash spotting Jed’s arm tattoo in an instant, with the X-ray vision of parents. How many is that now, Sailor Jerry?


“And there she is, our Jacy,” Doctor Ash said, reaching for my hand, his eyes taking in my growing belly. “Here at last.”


Doctor Ash bent in for a gentle little hug, like Jed did, as if I were a fragile bauble that might tumble from one’s hands.


“I’m so happy,” I said, “to be here at last.”


The few times Jed had talked about it, he’d described the house in which he’d spent his childhood summers as the cottage, a place in the sticks. Boys’ Life stuff, he’d said with a slight roll of the eyes, calling to mind a rustic cabin, tangle of fishing poles by the door, worn beach towels, a hallway full of flip-flops, hot dogs charred on a rusty kettle grill and slapped on garage sale plates.


But it was no cottage. Low and large and filled with light, sun flooding the windows, streaking the maple beams and brass, it was grander than I could have ever guessed. Inside was forest-green everything: curtains and sofas and lampshades and trim. Like a hunting lodge in an old movie, I thought, like we should all be wearing jodhpurs and high boots.


While Doctor Ash cleaned up, Jed showed me the cozy kitchen with knotty pine cabinets, the brass-fixtured powder room with guest soaps shaped like pine cones resting on fingertip towels, and Doctor Ash’s study, all the greens giving way to an astonishing crimson, the walls covered in crimson damask, the mahogany shelves bulging with crimson leather-bound books. A big fish mounted on crimson baize.


“Walleye,” Jed said, laughing. “Used to spook me as a kid.”


The longer we looked, the more stunned Jed seemed by it all, moving through the space with such puzzlement, like a tunnel back in time, stopping at the immense bay window that faced an endless expanse of piney woods so scenic you could almost mistake it all for a painting, or a mirage.


He hadn’t been back in more than a decade. He barely remembered it, he said.


“After all these years,” I said, watching Jed stand, rapt, at the window, his fingers running down the stiff pleated curtains, “it must look so different.”


Jed turned and looked at me, surprised. Almost as if he’d forgotten I was there.


“It looks,” he said, “exactly the same.”


It was only when we settled into the living room—with its outsized plaid wing chairs, the plaid ottoman—that I could see nothing was new at all but meticulously maintained, the smooth maple finishes heavy with lacquer, the cushion covers starched stiff, the dull maroon pillows faintly bleached from the sun.


Jed gently opened the door to the breakfront, shaking loose a dusty veil on the decorative plates inside.


“It’s still here,” he said, reaching inside for a brass-framed photograph, one of those portrait studio shots with the luster finish. It was a just-prepubescent Jed standing on a dock, pale and longnecked, dwarfed by his handsome father, in pale linen and a deep summer tan. Both held up prize catches, slippery dead-eyed things, in their raised-high hands. Matching in cutoffs and bare chests, Jed sweetly puffing his puny chest to match his father’s broad physique.


“What a time,” Jed whispered with a reverence I’d only heard in him once before, when Doctor Anwar told us I was five weeks pregnant. I had to repeat it three times because he seemed to be in shock and wasn’t saying anything at all. You’re going to be a dad, Jed. A dad.


Looking at him now, there was a feeling I couldn’t trace. Something that seemed like that little boy in the portrait, that ten-yearold with the skinned knees and ribs poking, his chin raised high and desperate. And it made me want to promise him things, buoy him and also, strangely, to step away. To step back and touch my own belly, and feel the weight of things to come.


“There she is.” A brawny voice hummed deeply through the air like a proclamation. “We haven’t scared you off yet.”


It was Doctor Ash, tidied up from his outdoor work, just as handsome in his worn madras and boat shoes as he’d been in his fine suit at the fine restaurant, but this time his skin golden from the sun that must appear sometime, amid what seemed to be the Upper Peninsula’s boundless white sky.


“I should have guilted you two up here ages ago,” he said. “It’s been more than a year since the wedding.”


“Nearly two,” Jed reminded him, slipping his arm around my shoulders.


“Guess we know who’s counting,” his father laughed, then looking toward me, lifting my hands lightly in his, his eyes taking in my belly. “Let me get a look at this one. This sainted thing.”


He stepped back, and I thought he might spin me around like a showroom model, or a Cinderella princess. But he only smiled warmly.


“How was the drive? I told Jed you should fly. Better for you in the first trimester. Michigan is just one big pothole these days. I’m sorry for that. How was the suspension in the car? Are you peaked? What can we do?”


His eyes dancing merrily from my face and again to my belly, my hands instinctively moving over it. I wondered if he wanted to touch it. People didn’t seem to do that anymore, but I was already used to it from my students—seven-and eight-year-olds full of open-mouthed wonder, poking at me and insisting there was no way there could be a baby in there.


But never adults, of course, and most pregnant women I knew hated it. But for a fleeting moment, I found myself not minding if he wanted to take those golden hands of his—former physician’s hands, after all—and rest them on me.


Because he felt familiar, like Jed, but a Jed turned outward, forward-facing, comfortable in his skin, that emollient ease to him.


“Ten weeks, right?” he asked, sweeping me back up in his hospitality, offering me an iced tea (with wild mint from the backyard, can’t beat it), or a cool glass of water from the local spring (the best, the absolute best).


“Actually, thirteen,” I said, smiling.


“Really? Jed never could get the math right,” he joked, winking at Jed, who didn’t seem to be listening, returning to the breakfront, meandering slightly as if light-headed, as if sunsick.


“My boy, come sit with your beautiful wife,” Doctor Ash said, a teasing scold in his voice.


“He’s just a little tired,” I said. “He did most of the driving.”


“I’m not tired,” Jed said, sitting down beside me now, setting his hand on my left leg with surprising intimacy. “I’m just glad we’re here.”


Doctor Ash paused and smiled. “Me too, Jed. Me too.”


It was going well, so well, and it was so cozy and easy after the endless interstate and Jed’s leg-shaking and skittishness, his anticipatory nerves.


There was something so classic and patrician about Doctor Ash, the way he insisted I sit and rest myself, moving pillows, making sure the sun wasn’t hitting my eyes. (I’ve sat where you’re sitting. It’s like getting the third degree!)


I felt so cared for, tended to. In that same way as Jed that first night, guiding me, wobbly-kneed, up the stairs. Like he was so glad he was there to help me when I was feeling so weak.


We’d been chatting easily, amiably, for a quarter of an hour when, suddenly, a woman appeared in the doorway with a tray, a tall aluminum pitcher, and three cool glasses veiled silver with condensation.


“Oh,” Jed said, jumping to his feet, reaching for the tray. “Mrs. Brandt.”


“It’s good to see you, Jed,” she said, moving toward us while removing the glasses and coasters from the tray so smoothly, so swiftly, it was almost as if she were automated.


I knew then she was the figure I’d seen as we were driving in, moving with the same mechanical precision.


“Yes,” Jed said, his face coloring. “I mean, good to see you. It’s been so long.”


“And this is your bride.” She turned to me, sharp jawed and her eyes narrow and piercingly blue. A woman of unplaceable middle age who looked so cool despite her heavy hair, deep red and gathered tight and high, despite her formal appearance, the crisp white shirt, collars and cuffs blade-sharp, a stiff long skirt, full and feminine.


“Jacy,” I said, extending my hand. “And you’re . . . um . . .”


“Sorry,” Jed said, flush-faced. “Mrs. Brandt’s the . . .”


“Caretaker,” she said, stepping back from the coffee table, hands crossed at the wrists in front of her, like some kind of courtier, a dusty, mysterious formality.


The central air in the house was supposedly on, or so it seemed from the perpetual low hum, the sweet, cloying smell of Freon. But it still felt warm, sitting on the heavy damask furniture, the minty tea gone tepid, watching Jed’s fumbling (We’re breaking even. The shop is. And we’re looking for a bigger place. . . .), and sitting under the glow of Doctor Ash’s attentions made me even warmer, bleary.


“Everything’s fine,” I assured Jed when he asked, but he, too, bore a sheen of sweat.


Only Doctor Ash looked cool, his madras shirt unbuttoned from the top. (A button too many, my mom would say, but there’s no accounting for taste.)


“I’ve been thoughtless, greedy,” Doctor Ash said. “You need some rest. Let’s get you settled, comfortable. Jed, you know where the guest room is—”


“Is that—”


“That one, yes. And Mrs. Brandt should have set some towels and things in there for you both.”


Smiling, so handsome, his tan knuckles rapping on my forearm. “I’ve been greedy.”


It was only later, in the guest room alone, twin beds pushed together sweetly and the central air booming now, that we could relax, even if we still thought we had to whisper, both of us giddy and Jed laughing finally, being himself finally, joking about his father’s distaste for our rental car. Never pick an economy model. Pay the extra forty bucks, Jed. A furtive scolding in the kitchen and Doctor Ash’s lowered voice, This is your family here, son, and gesturing less toward me than to my belly as I pretended not to hear.


And most deliciously, Jed admitted, as we reached across the pushed-together beds, that he’d had a dire crush on Mrs. Brandt as a boy. All through his childhood, she’d lived in the house alone all winter as a caretaker and then when Doctor Ash and Jed came in the summer, she’d move to the guest cottage.


Once, they’d arrived a day early and he found her soaking her unmentionables in the laundry room sink. It turned out that under her stiff, tailored garb she wore lingerie. He never forgot watching her fingers untangle a swarmy knot of silk and lace, creamy and jet-black and intricate. He wasn’t even sure what some of the items were, a garter belt he took for a pair of ribbon-thin suspenders—well, it was all too much.


“Maybe I imagined the garters,” Jed said now, laughing.


“Or maybe not,” I teased. “What lurks under those long skirts . . .”


“I was dying for her to step away, just for a few minutes,” he whispered in my ear, his fingers moving down my neck. “So I could sneak my hand down in that sink. Jesus.”


“She let you see them, isn’t that enough?” I said, breathing harder now against his neck, his hips leaning against me.


“Let me? Do you think she knew I saw her?” Jed’s hands, their roughness. Every callus, all of it. His hands.


“Of course,” I said, my voice catching in my throat, waiting for him, his hands down there.










NIGHT TWO



Dinner was at the big slab of dining table, the doors open to the deck and the twitch of cicadas. Just we three, Mrs. Brandt nowhere to be seen.


“I would have helped,” I said, rubbing a sheet crease on my face. Feeling lazy, though Jed had not lifted a hand either, dozing greedily with me upstairs.


“Not at all. I like to cook,” Doctor Ash said, carrying a large platter, steaming and strong. “Never had the chance till I hung up my cleats. That’s old-man code for retiring.”


A family dinner, I thought as we sat down together, jazz playing somewhere, softly. I’d always heard of these but never had them growing up, my mom and I snipping open the microwave bags, hunching over the steaming TV dinners at the long L of the kitchen counter, the TV blaring and my mother rubbing her feet, heels kicked and clattering across the linoleum.


But this was the real thing, Doctor Ash even saying a secular grace so quickly a cracking branch in the distance swallowed it, and demanding we enjoy.


Whitefish baked on a plank, roasted potatoes and green beans slick with butter, a basket of puffy rolls, all very simple and old-fashioned and soothing, like going to dinner with my grandparents at the Old Mill Inn, with its cloth napkins and bowls of rolls with big butter pats and entrees like trout almondine with potatoes mashed and piped into little rosettes, and I’d always drink two Shirley Temples, my lips maraschinoed.


“Sometimes, there’s a comfort in old things,” Doctor Ash said as if reading my mind.


After, we sat overlooking the green haze of the backyard, a yard that wasn’t a yard but was property, acreage.


There were beers for father and son, and later the bourbon Jed brought from the city, as we settled in low lawn chairs on the deck—nearly too low, I thought, feeling suddenly more pregnant by the hour, like the pregnancy had finally just fully arrived and asserted itself, made me hot, dizzy, unsteady on my feet.


At first, I felt a little sad not to be able to join in. But then Doctor Ash appeared from the kitchen with an elegant cocktail glass, the kind you see in old movies, stems thin as toothpicks.
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