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The most difficult character in comedy is that of the fool, and he must be no simpleton that plays that part.


—Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote









I


On the first of February, 1964, Eliza Kratke walked home in late afternoon from a neighbor’s and found her husband, Robert, in the driveway beside the Fairlane, the door standing open, his hand on the top frame of it. It was one of his rare weekends off from the railroad. Eliza thought that maybe he was going down to Dinwiddie’s to buy a hose for the Whirlpool or had been there and was just returning. Later she would find that he had not bought a hose, or anything, since there was no package in the car or the garage or any room of the house. Much later it would occur to her to wish she had noticed if the Fairlane had been cold or warm. But what woman would notice a detail like that while her husband of thirty years watched her walking toward him with such an anguished expression on his face?


Eliza knew she was about to hear it, this secret that he’d been on the verge of telling her. For months and months, Robert had been brooding. Not sharing the vivid little happenings from work that formerly had invited her into his day. His abrupt silences collapsed ordinary conversations. Suspense had returned to their life. Eliza disliked suspense. It made her anxious, and being anxious made her angry and impatient. She was a preparer. Holidays, she assigned dishes or accepted her own assignment; vacations, she packed from a penciled list; emerging from Hitchcock movies into the cool of night, she did not feel safely thrilled—she felt wrung out and disheveled. But look at him there—whatever thing Robert needed to say, she would hear now in their driveway, she was sure. Her rib cage contracted violently. The fear housed there slammed upward and spread jangling through her chest. She pulled her wool coat closer and held his gaze, her own inquiring, What could you have to say that I couldn’t stand?


Just before she reached him, his knees buckled. He caught himself on the door, clung to it, drew almost upright again. Eliza ran the last two steps and seized him around the waist. “There’s a hammer in my back,” he told the top of her head, “and in my front.”


She helped him heave himself into the car. He lurched over toward the passenger door. Eliza was scrambling out to call an ambulance but he shook his head, lifted his hand, thumb up, index finger pointing like a gun toward the Whelans’ house. She clambered in, understanding there would be no discussion and that he was not really pointing at the Whelans’ but beyond, where Maple Street led to Pershing Boulevard and the hospital, only two miles away. He meant they would be there faster than an ambulance could arrive, and as there was pain, they should go now. She grimaced in return, gave a half-shake of her head, put the car in gear.


They often communicated this way, expression and gesture accomplishing an agreement between them. This agreement was modified by her reservations, but the disapproving shake of her head had stated that for the record, and she didn’t protest further. With a flick of a glance over her left shoulder, Eliza tapped the brakes for the corner stop sign, turned right onto Maple, and drove the several residential blocks at forty-five, twenty miles beyond the speed limit. She turned left onto Pershing, a six-lane boulevard. Robert bent restlessly forward, then into the seat back; he could settle in neither position. When she asked him how he was, his answer was a tightening of the lips. She drove with one hand on his thigh, holding him in place.


She slowed for a red light at Ivy. Robert was grunting as he exhaled, eyes narrowed, lips compressed. These small sounds, full of the effort of withstanding, made her unable to wait out the light; she simply couldn’t. Eliza whipped her head to see that the street was clear and drove through the intersection, leaving three lanes of stopped cars behind. Scanning desperately ahead, clutching Robert’s leg, she took Walnut and Oak on yellows at fifty-five. As they reached Spruce, he folded, vomiting onto his feet. Eliza began to murmur, “Hold on, honey, hold on,” and in her sharply increased alarm passed a cement mixer grumbling toward Pine and got to the light just as it changed to red. A driver on the cross street to her right charging into an early green saw her and stood on his screaming brakes. Eliza stamped her brake and flung out an arm to protect Robert; his weight hyperextended her elbow, but she saw she’d clear the intersection if she gassed it, so she did, escaping past the driver’s shocked face. She trailed her hand over Robert’s neck, then grasped his arm; against her sweating palm, his skin was dry and very cold. She made the next two lights on green, tailgating every car in front of her until it surrendered the lane, laying on its horn as she accelerated past.


The police car caught them a block from the hospital. Because she hadn’t looked back, Eliza had been oblivious to the whirling lights, so the bleat of a siren switched to high volume made her jump in the seat and let out the cry she’d been continuously swallowing. She semaphored in the rearview mirror No, no, no without slowing down. Most of her life she’d been afraid of police, from the day she’d seen them wade swinging into a tussle of unemployed men, her father included, at the sawmill gates. It was the transformation that had scared her. The screech of a whistle—and the policemen’s neutral faces contorted into masks of naked, personal ferocity. It would not have occurred to her to stop and ask for the policeman’s assistance; besides, they were almost there. It was what she was begging Robert to believe: Almost there, almost there, hold on, hold on. She swerved to the left lane so she could make the turn ahead into the hospital lot; this abrupt maneuver cut off the police car, and he fell back, on her bumper now, siren blaring angrily. Red light pulsed over Robert, but he did not react to the violent red splashes. Anguish was gone from his face. Robert’s eyes were open now, and he looked almost bemused, as though he were puzzling over some small issue, his fingers hooked into his shirt. The left-turn lane curved ahead of her, traffic steady in the oncoming lanes so that she had to brake. She thought she would nudge out into the traffic anyway, force the cars to let her through.


Before she could do this, a policeman was shouting from directly behind her window: “Turn off your car!”


Eliza rolled down the window and stabbed her finger toward the hospital. Surely he would understand, surely he’d seen emergencies before: There was the hospital, here was a man with frost in his skin.


“Turn off your car! Throw your keys out the window. Now!”


Robert patted her shoulder sloppily and spoke. He’d been so quiet that it startled her and scared her; his voice was casual, drunken. “You go on, baby,” he muttered as if he were encouraging her to go on to bed, and he would come a little later.


The way was clear now; she could have spun the wheel and turned. Driven across the broad boulevard and up into the horseshoe drive of St. Mary’s, past an ambulance parked there, right up to the double glass doors radiating light. Instead, like a cringing girl, like the law abider she was—she condemned herself later—Eliza obeyed the official voice. Her brain throbbing Wrong-wrong-wrong, she killed the engine. She withdrew the keys and dropped them out her window.


The policeman’s voice commanded: “Now open your door from the outside and get out! Keep your hands where I can see ’em!”


Eliza fumbled opening the car door and began to get out. “Lay down on the ground, lay—” The policeman’s legs were braced, both hands on the black gun that pointed at her face. They confronted each other with disbelief. From the jerk of his features, Eliza saw he’d expected some armed-holdup hood or belligerent drunkard, not her graying hair and gold bifocals; she’d expected the hardened sneer of a union-busting bull, not an outraged child. Sharp-creased, badge gleaming in the six o’clock sunburst, belt loaded with leather scabbards, the patrolman loomed over her like a blond boy swollen to breaking with some sandbox injustice. He holstered the gun and scooped up her keys. “Lady, that’s the most reckless driving I ever seen!”


“Please, my husband—”


“You know how many wrecks you just about caused?”


“Listen, I think he’s—”


Eliza edged back, but he came on, shouting, “I been chasing you for blocks. Don’t you know what rearview mirrors are for?”


What could she do with someone like this? She glanced toward the traffic a lane away, drivers slowed, gawking. Looked up, stupidly, as Deliberate disregard, alcohol, license, registration rained down on her, to the pink light snared between bare, black branches of oak that lined the boulevard. Then back to the red patches suffusing the corded neck, the downy cheek.


“Doctor!” Eliza hollered up at the boy. “Doctor, doctor, doctor, doctor!”


Doctor penetrated the clenched angles of the young policeman by visible degrees, like a nail steadily driven into wood. His head twitched toward the hospital, and the muscles around his eyes sagged. He bent into the Fairlane’s window. “Oh God,” he said.


She was about to shoulder him aside, but he shoved the keys at her and sprinted away to his car. Eliza lunged through the window. A foam of vomit was sliding down Robert’s chin. She threw open the door, thrust the keys into the ignition, and scrabbled, hands and knees on the vinyl seat, to her husband. She was calling his name in a stream, Robert-Robert-Robert. His head lolled toward her, his expression still mild, and his left hand reached out to her. Gratefully Eliza grasped it—cold, so cold—and then Robert snatched it away from her. He let out a throaty, gargling noise; air hissed through his teeth. His weight slumped onto her, pinning her to the seat. She gathered in his right elbow and looked down onto his nape and the wine birthmark there. Eliza began to rock, the movement so slight that she did not notice she was making it. She went on this way, being crushed by him, weaving, whispering.


In this calm she dared to press a hand to his clammy forehead to measure the fever that was not there. His strained face cleared. Robert looked at her mildly again. That look frightened her silent, the lazy expression that told her he was separate from the cars crawling by on the boulevard, from the car he sat in, from her, from what was happening to him.


“Move away, ma’am,” a voice behind her commanded, “move out, please.”


Eliza protested, but she was dragged out. She staggered; her feet did not know where they should meet the pavement. It was dark here where she was; dusk shredded over lines of gray cars, street, fading trees, until it obscured like a backdrop. Revolving red lights whirlpooled around her. She turned her back and looked up beyond their range; the ceiling of the sky was wide lit with the fleshy, sprawled light of February. The cold, still air searing her edges, freezing the sweat beneath her coat, told her she had not escaped, was not currently escaping, that this was occurring now, this moment, that she was standing on a street in a moment that was not ending but being, going on and on without seam or relief. The lanes of traffic she had not turned into, had not forced to stop, were stopped, of course not the same cars but other cars, stopped, the intersection blocked by an ambulance parked haphazardly, its driver craned out. Blocked by the young patrolman, legs planted, both arms rigidly outstretched. That she saw steadily; there could be no mistake about the meaning of that posture—any car that attempted to pass would be met by the palms of his hands. The huffing, white-coated man who must have dragged her out had scrambled past her, the cold metal of his stethoscope had grazed her hand. He crouched now on the seat beside Robert. “Go!” He dragged out the syllable, chopping with his arm, then slid behind the wheel of her car. The ambulance straightened and fishtailed away. Her car—hers and Robert’s Fairlane—made the turn she should have made and glided across the boulevard and away, far up into the hospital’s horseshoe drive. Its glass doors popped open.


Eliza was disoriented by the emptiness of the turn lane. The car was something large and fast that she had worn and now it was gone. Beyond the patrolman’s red-flashing cruiser, a car door slammed; a woman’s voice asked her if she needed help. Eliza angled to see a woman in a scarf hesitate, then stride forward, saw a white swarm emerging from a rounded mouth, but she tilted herself toward the hospital. As she neared the middle of the street and the patrolman’s back, he turned so that their eyes met. The curved bill of the cap was pushed back; his eyes glittered. He was looking at Eliza with the exact expression Robert had had when she’d hurried up the driveway an age ago: pained, expecting blame. The young man’s lips moved; by some inexplicable delay, a white wreath wafted and began to rise before she heard what he said: “I’m sorry.”


That was how Robert’s message was delivered to her. On the cold boulevard, and in a colder second, one that flared, then clipped off, finished, she knew with certainty: that was what Robert had meant to tell her.


She ran. Somewhere far back in the three lanes of traffic, one car flipped on its lights, then another and another and another. Eliza ran through a gauntlet of headlights, up the horseshoe drive, past the ambulance, past the empty Fairlane, and through the hospital’s wide glass doors.









II


Eliza Brock had been the unmarried daughter of a farming couple who’d moved down to Bayard when they’d lost their North Texas farm. Brown-haired, pleasant-faced, slim and shy, that was her. Living with her parents at age twenty-six, she helped her mother with a seamstress business. Her own dresses were old but ironed, rips made into designs with clever threadwork. Her shoes shined with a bit of biscuit. She also worked down at the courthouse for almost nothing, giving out sacks of rice and pintos to those who needed them. In those days, many did, including her folks. The worst part of that tedious job was picking out the weevils.


Robert Kratke—though Eliza didn’t know his name when she first caught sight of him in the Methodist hall—had been dark-haired and approaching handsome, not tall but even-featured. His lips were so beautifully cut, they were like the lips of the elegant-lady faces in the newspaper’s sale ads. This young man was no stick, no stand-in-the-corner silent type. His face and hands were mobile, exaggeratedly so. Eliza could follow from maybe five feet away the conversation he was having with a friend: Something unexpected had happened, he hadn’t known what to do, he had decided on a course, rushed into it full steam ahead until he’d come bang up against an obstacle and been stymied again. Then an idea had come to him—and he’d acted on it. Success! Other young men’s faces and hands did not move like that. Eliza Brock studied him in her contained way, which she did not know was flattering because it was so deliberate and curious, and interpreted his mobility as the expression of an overflowing spirit.


What marvels we see when we want to.


It hadn’t been an overflowing spirit at all. She’d learned that when she met his family. Robert had informed her that his family was deaf, but she was still unprepared. Dinner was quiet but active. Hands flew, drew down cheeks and sped to foreheads, produced lightning finger combinations. Faces stretched beyond normal contortion. They exaggerated silent laughter, shook with it, mother and father and brothers and wives, or stretched with surprise, contracted with sadness, disgust. They acted out what the hands were saying. She could tell what they were feeling about what they were saying, just not what they were saying. Eliza found herself tilting along with a silent recital, found her own face responding with an echo of the speaker’s expression, but could not join in. It was the opposite of conversations she was used to, where you knew what you were hearing but did not necessarily know how the teller felt about it, especially if the teller meant to hide that part from you.


Still, they were kind enough, passing the potatoes and the chicken, urging her with graceful hands to eat. It was just that, engaged in their own stories or news, they soon forgot about her. For a while, Robert had translated, and then, as it’s tiresome and isolating always to wait for the laggard, he’d just begun to follow along with the hands and the faces, joining in the conversation occasionally. Robert, the only hearing and speaking one, Eliza slowly realized, was the outer rim of the family’s circle.


“They sent me to live with my aunt and uncle when I was two,” he told her. “When they knew I could hear. They knew I should learn how to talk. I guess I’d picked up sign already.” He’d lived with relatives until he was six and started school, not the same school his siblings attended, which was a special one for deaf children, but the school right up the street. He walked there by himself while his brothers waited for a bus, and he walked home alone too. His parents did not come to his teacher conferences or, later, to his baseball games, though they attended his brothers’ at the deaf school, where they felt comfortable. Robert didn’t ask them more than twice. He understood.


“I didn’t want to see them so nervous,” he said. “That made me nervous.”


Eliza had taken out a book on signing from the library, and over the years, visiting, she had learned enough sign to convey messages about baby Hugh and to ask questions, give greetings. Robert’s parents did not intentionally slight her and Hugh and, later, Ellen, who learned to sign from her cousins, forgot, then learned again next time. But it seemed to her mother’s eye that the Kratkes delighted more fully in their deaf grandchildren, held them closer, longer. Had Robert felt that for himself when he was a boy? Eliza had always felt a tender pain for her husband when she pictured that.


Two of his brothers had gone to Gallaudet on scholar-ship; Robert had gone to the oil fields near Bayard, the town where they met. That was work he could get; the railroads were not hiring then, in 1934. She could keep children for women who had to work, widows and the like, he told Eliza, but he could provide, he could take care of her. To prove it, he’d found a house in a neighborhood he was sure would be nice once all its construction was complete. When he’d beguiled a banker into giving them a mortgage for the house, Robert Kratke was a proud man.


And Eliza a bride, scrubbing plaster smears and handprints from new windows, planting saplings she and Robert dug up in the woods, and, whenever some extra money came their way, painting walls: Ivory Cream, Celery, Pink Velvet. The hardware store sold soft colors back then, during those hard times.









III


Eliza called the kids from a pay phone and then stationed herself in the hospital’s waiting room. She felt the speed of the Fairlane still, the wrenching from one lane to another, the horns, the red traffic lights, the pulsing police lights. If she closed her eyes, it was all there again. Opening her eyes on this square, pale green room jarred her. Eliza noticed but did not wonder about the family who, after the continuous snapping of elevator doors, kept gaining members, taking all the chairs. Two small boys, ignored, tussled over a G.I. Joe. One of them kicked her ankle; she pulled it back beneath her chair. Voices from the PA system arrived distant and garbled. She had been forbidden to go where they took Robert.


More than an hour later, she was summoned to listen to a solemn doctor. They had done their best, Mrs.…Kratke—he read her name from a clipboard—but they could not save her husband. She should rest assured that, truly, the medical team here had done everything in its power. He was sorry.


This short speech was no surprise; neither did it feel real.


They let her go in then. The floor of the room was scattered with gauze and tape, bits of paper, a black plug, a latex glove. There was no blood but the sheet was twisted. Robert lay on a gurney, one bare knee cocked like he’d tried to escape. His chin was sunken into his neck and his head turned to the side, as if he could not bear to see her. His eyes were open. She skirted the bed. Wherever she stood, he wasn’t looking at her. Wouldn’t look at her. Even when she leaned over him, he gazed somewhere beyond her.


She was crying, and they were alone, him with mussed hair, his face turned away. No one bothered her. Eliza cupped his jaw. She had a sensation of having been crushed, of having just sustained a heavy blow to her body.


She pushed away a hanging tube and laid her head some long time on his silent chest. “Oh, Robert,” she murmured to him, many times.


She assured him: “You were loved, honey, you were loved.”


She pulled back to touch his unshaven cheek. He still looked like the man she’d married, hair mostly dark, just a few gray strands, chin furred in gray. Stockier. That clear, fair skin of his now weathered and creased. He’d loved the railroad, and he’d taken the longer, out-of-town runs his boss George Mull assigned him to make more money. Had they really needed it? Why hadn’t she urged him to give up those runs, to tell George no? Stay home? Stay. She’d been so wrong not to do that. Wrong. This judgment on herself added to the weight pressing against her.


She clasped his veined arm, mashing down the wiry hair. His skin was warm. To leave this hospital room was to leave him behind. Leave her marriage behind. On the other side of its threshold, she was a widow. She wanted these last precious moments with Robert. With her husband. The ordinary times lived over and over. Rise, tend to meals, house, errands, husband, go to bed again. Stand in the doorway watching Robert walk from the car in a chilling wind, spring’s wet thaw, the spread green heat of summer, through leaves skidding and scraping across the dry concrete of the driveway. A pair of compasses, her fixed at the door, Robert drawing nearer, the background of yard and neighborhood dialed through the quarters of the year into the next year and the next.


But it was of no real use, acting like he was still hers. Her favorite thing about Robert, why she’d fallen in love with him—the mobility of his face, his lightning changes of expression, his wide gestures, his smiles—that had gone.


A nurse knocked, brought her a sheet of notepaper on which was written funeral home names and numbers. Mrs. Kratke should call one and they would send their employees to transport Mr. Kratke’s body back there for preparation.


Not ten minutes later her daughter, Ellen, pushed through the door, cried, “Daddy!” She laid herself against Eliza’s back and hugged her arms around her. Eliza pulled away to let Ellen nearer Robert, but her sobbing daughter didn’t want to go closer.


“We got… we’ve got to…” Eliza held out the paper, gestured toward the door. Ellen went back into the hall while her mother, holding to the doorjamb, gazed hard into the room for a minute more.


Then she stepped out and made the phone call to the funeral home. Eventually her son, Hugh, and his wife, Pam, burst from an elevator. Hugh’s tears started when he saw her. They huddled together in the greenish waiting room with another family whose hands knotted together, hope written on their faces. But not their family, not the Kratkes, their pained eyes meeting to confirm that today marked a day with an ending; the ending was here.


The funeral people arrived with their own gurney. At Eliza’s suggestion, they all left to go back to her house, Eliza the first to reach the elevator. She didn’t want to see Robert in a bag, covered, anonymous.


The crushed feeling stayed with her, moved with her. When she got home, in her doorway, Percy stood sentry, his rear end managing a wag or two. He’d always been more her dog than Robert’s. Eliza bent down and scooped up the old white terrier with brown ears. It was a comfort to hug his stout little body, to receive a lick on her face.


A problem, worrisome, came up after Eliza had written the funeral home a $720 check for a plot and the casket. Mr. Warburton, its director, phoned two days before the funeral to tell her with a slight cough that the bank had returned her check.


“Oh, no, that’s a mistake.” Eliza’s voice was raised. She explained the problem to Hugh, and he heaved himself up from the couch to untangle the misunderstanding, to get out of the gloom of the house. He went alone, and that was fine with Eliza. If she’d gone with him, she knew Mr. Warburton would have talked to Hugh anyway. That’s what men did. In the meantime, Ellen and Pam took Pam’s kids, Betsy and John, down to the park. There’d be another child soon; Pam was showing.


They were still at the park when Hugh came back, earlier than expected and looking as though someone had hit him. “Ma,” he said, and fell back onto the living-room couch. “It’s not a mistake. I took the check to the bank, and it’s not a mistake.”


Alarmed, Eliza sat down in the chair next to him. “I don’t understand, Hugh. It has to be.”


“Your checking account doesn’t have enough, and neither does your savings. You spent all this? On what? I mean, it’s pretty late in the day to just go—”


“No, we didn’t spend any savings.” Running through the heat of her surprise and indignation was a flash of unease. “You know we wouldn’t do that. I’m fifty-seven years old. Your dad was fifty-three—why would we spend money we need for later? It has to be a mistake.”


“It’s not. It’s not a mistake. That banker showed me.”


“Charlie Dillon, heavy man, black glasses?”


“I guess so. He showed me it all. And the last—” Hugh wrenched himself upright, shaking his head, not looking at her.


“What? What, Hugh?” Eliza’s indignation washed away. A cold fear began to creep into her throat, up her arms.


“First I thought maybe y’all meant to remodel the house or something, but then I remembered we repainted two, three years ago. Listen, did Dad move your savings to some kind of stock market account, maybe? I thought of other stuff… but then this just barged right into my head: Does Ma know? About this mortgage? I don’t know, something about how he looked at me. The banker. Did you know?”


“We just paid off the mortgage, Hugh. You remember.”


“Yeah, I do. But there’s a new one. Not a huge amount, but… it was Dad’s signature on the papers. I can’t make sense of it. Did y’all buy an investment property? I thought you’d have told us if you did.”


“No, we didn’t buy any—”


“And then I thought, Jesus… Ma, did Dad gamble? Last couple years, the railroad’s always sending him on the run to Louisiana, right? Right? They have gambling boats right there. For all your money to—”


“I’m sure he didn’t. I’d have known.” But now the idea of Robert’s secret throbbed in her head. “Wait a minute.”


In their bedroom, Eliza unclasped the metal box where Robert kept their documents and banking records and riffled through the checkbook. She expected to find close to eleven hundred dollars, what they’d agreed to keep in the account in case of emergencies. Instead the final figure, in her husband’s scribble, was $471.56. She could not locate the deposit slips for his paychecks. Panic flared in her. Back in the living room, trying to tamp down the panic, she told Hugh, “I think I better go see.”


“You don’t need to,” her son said dully. Hugh looked a lot like Robert, brown-haired, compactly built, same clean profile. Ever since he was about twenty, lines in his forehead had begun to show. Now they looked set. Eliza felt sick to her stomach.


She had to speak to Charlie Dillon at the bank.


The banker went over it all again, pity clear on his close-shaven face. When she stood abruptly, he lumbered forward to take her elbow, asked Eliza could he do anything for her.


“Nothing. Thank you, Charlie.”


Nothing unless you can explain what my husband has done here.


On the way out of his office, she bumped the doorway painfully with her hip. The bank she’d known for twenty years was unfamiliar; the walls retracted, and the station with deposit and withdrawal slips in slots, its two pens on chains, receded into shadow. This was because she was separated from the other people here—they were having a regular day. Eliza passed people conducting their business, a woman herding a child, a man in overalls smoking. They appeared to her as blurs. Her path was private, unlit. She went down two steps, clutching the handrail for dear life, and out of the bank into a slap of cold air. She slid onto the chilled vinyl seat of the Fairlane, behind its wheel. And sat there, not moving, short of breath. Lost. For a second she wished she could still believe there had been a mistake. But that was not Eliza, that was not her, that was a stupid, harmful thought. What is, is. She let it go and, beginning to be truly afraid, wondered what she would do now. She wanted to lie down, to flick off her bedroom light and lie down. One task remained—discussing payment with the funeral home—but that could wait until tomorrow.


She turned the Fairlane toward home. Eliza was not the sort of woman who fooled herself; at least, she hoped she was not. Their years had not all been happy or peaceful, she could admit that. The kids knew that. In recent times, she’d keenly felt a distance. Robert kept to himself. She could have pried, she could have insisted he talk to her. But Eliza had believed it a phase that would pass and they’d come back toward each other, as had happened on occasions in the past. Cycles, circles, they’d had those. She made herself see Robert with the kids, telling stories of crafty talking rabbits and determined turtles, his face bright with meanings, with silliness. Made herself see the two of them laughing together in bed; they had done that. That was true. Through the years, they’d had happiness and closeness. They had.









IV


She drove the Fairlane to the funeral home several hours before the public visitation to settle somehow the matter of the burial fee. Monthly payments? She’d also decided to notify Mr. Warburton, the funeral director, that she might skip the viewing. She meant to skip it, she was too unnerved, though she would say might. A widow might skip the visitation, she reasoned, being unable to… well, just unable. Surely that had happened before. Her absence would be easily explained with a somber head shake. The children would be there to speak to the neighbors, to their uncles, to others.


Eliza spoke to Mr. Warburton, assured him that the funeral would be paid for, mentioned installments. His customary seriousness became more serious, even wary. She promised and, as a gesture of goodwill, wrote him a check for three hundred dollars. She tore it from her checkbook, the checkbook that should have been able to cover it all. She told him she might not attend the viewing.


Mr. Warburton nodded.


As Eliza reached the door, the funeral director’s secretary appeared on the lush beige carpet of the entryway. He must have sent her after Eliza almost immediately. A blond lady in a shirtwaist dress, her hair pinned up in a flat French twist. The woman’s fingers closed gently around Eliza’s wrist, and she led her to a soft wing chair, saying, “You need to know this…” Maintaining the light touch, making sympathetic eye contact, the secretary completed the destruction of Eliza’s life.


A woman claiming to be Mrs. Kratke, a very upset woman, had made a scene earlier, she said. In the morning. The secretary hadn’t recognized her; she hadn’t been the same woman who had made the funeral arrangements. Eliza was that woman, Mr. Robert Kratke’s wife. But this other woman had also claimed to be Mrs. Robert Kratke.


Mr. Warburton had persuaded that woman to leave. In case she should return, though, the secretary wanted Eliza to have this information. She searched Eliza’s face, maybe to determine if Eliza understood the situation. The secretary got her answer to that question immediately from Eliza’s “Wha-at?” From her staring, bewildered expression that, once she was assured that she had heard correctly, changed to one of sinking, drowning.


The secretary walked her to her car, and Eliza drove home in a haze, one-handed. The other hand, the one with the ring, the gold ring she didn’t want to see, she held against a wound in her stomach, as though she had been crushed or shot. Ellen and Pam knew at once that something was badly wrong. Hugh entered the living room with a cup of coffee and stopped where he was. Ellen hovered, asking a flurry of questions. Eliza briefly grasped her daughter’s arm, mouthing, Wait, then let her purse drop onto the end table with the drawer. She sat, squeezed into the arm of the couch.


“There’s… the secretary at Warburton’s said…” Eliza took some breaths. “That a woman came and made a scene. She said… she was Robert’s wife.” She glanced up at their blank expressions. None of them understood yet, except maybe Hugh. Hugh began to look as if a hard wind were blowing in his face.


“Your father had another wife. That’s… that’s what the secretary wanted to tell me. Like a… a warning.”


Shouted exclamations from Ellen and Pam drew both grandchildren to the living room, John wielding a wooden gavel from his toy workbench. Betsy surveyed the adults and stationed herself under her mother’s arm.


“Bullshit! That’s just bullshit! I don’t believe that!” Ellen spat this in Eliza’s direction. Eliza could manage no reply. Ellen and Pam talked over each other, throwing out questions Eliza couldn’t answer. Who was the woman? Had Eliza known about her? Not known? Why would she show up at the funeral home? Did she have any kind of identification? Any proof?


John snuffled, then wailed. “Pam,” Hugh said, lifting his chin toward the toddler.


“Right, me,” Pam said, but she picked up John and left the room, Betsy shadowing her.


Hugh sat down in a chair, both hands wrapped around his cup. “Give Ma a break, Nell.”


Ellen barked back at him, “I’m not mad at her.”


“You shouldn’t be. This is it, isn’t it?” His tone was sharp, bitter. “This is where the money went. Jesus Christ, the son of a bitch.”


In the tense silence, they could hear a voice rise and fall in the bedroom where Pam must have been reading to the kids. Hugh stood abruptly and walked into the kitchen. A crash followed. Ellen ran after him and they had a raucous whisper-fight Eliza didn’t try to overhear—the open wound took her attention. She bent forward over it. She hadn’t questioned the secretary. After the first shock, she’d believed her.


Now another shock, from a thought so unwelcome she held her stomach with both hands. Would this woman show up at the funeral? Would she do something like that? Would she announce herself to Eliza, to her friends and neighbors?


Eliza groaned and staggered to her feet. She went and lay down in her bed, not bothering to get under the covers, just gathering the chenille bedspread around herself. Gripping the bedspread in her fists, her elbows hugged to her body. It was a long time before she slept, and once she did, the talk outside her room—plaintive, angry, questioning, arguing—rumbled on and on in her dreams, endless.


In the morning, Ellen brought her coffee and hugged her. The others sat around the breakfast table with cereal boxes. Eliza kissed John and Betsy on the tops of their heads. But she had nothing to say, and her family must have said everything last night.


The next day was bright, with a stinging breeze. Eliza wore a black suit beneath her gray wool coat. She nodded to concerned neighbors, hugged Robert’s two brothers and their wives—the oldest brother, Burton, had passed—and didn’t linger with those who tried to keep her. Except for George Mull, a tall, bony, sunburned man, Robert’s boss on the crew. He’d insisted on speaking to her as she was entering the chapel. Had uncharacteristically taken her hand to hold it, which Eliza was in no condition to appreciate, just wanting to get to a seat.


“My sincere condolences, Eliza,” he’d said in his sober voice, and paused as if he might say more but didn’t. The look on his long face was dour, stern.


“Mull’s a self-righteous bastard,” Robert used to say. “Company man, hand fulla Gimme and a mouth fulla Much obliged,” that was Robert’s opinion. At company picnics he would touch his Dixie cup of lemonade to Eliza’s and ask after her children; he was quick with advice and judgment. Courteous, not charming. She’d always thought that he was one of those people whose natural instinct was to say no rather than yes.


She retracted her hand from his and turned, but her step arrested. Her vision lost its focus. She’d blamed George for saddling Robert with extra weekends away on three-day runs for the railroad, midweek stints down at the yard. Now she saw that was wrong. It hadn’t been his fault. The severe look he’d given her—he hadn’t meant it for Eliza. It came to her that he’d meant it for Robert.


George Mull must have known.


She managed to walk on.


Directly after the service in the funeral home’s chapel, a black car drove her family to the nearby cemetery. She took her seat in a folding chair beneath the green tent. Her children also belonged in this reserved first row, her shattered children. Eliza could still feel Mr. Warburton’s secretary’s grasp. You need to know this. Hugh put his arm around her, clutched her shoulder. His eyes were hollow. But Ellen could not be made to sit. She’d stationed herself just outside the far edge of the tent with a view of all the mourners. The old minister, Mr. Olsen, with the new, young minister, Mr. Henney, behind him, was about to leave the sideline and place himself up front to begin this final part of the service.
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