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Chapter One

By the time Dave Johnson saw the oncoming headlights it was too late to do anything but hold on and pray. He jammed his foot onto the brake pedal and twisted the wheel to the left, but the blur of steel and glass still came straight for the passenger side of his pickup.

It was weird. One part of his mind knew things were happening in split seconds, but everything also seemed to slow down, like an instant replay where the sportscasters try to show whether the receiver’s foot was or wasn’t inbounds when he caught the ball. Dave heard Clarice screaming as the oncoming car slammed into the side of his Club Cab. Tortured metal squealed and there was a crunch as the safety glass in the passenger window disintegrated. Dave felt the air whoosh from his lungs as his chest slammed into the shoulder harness; the pickup skidded sideways and the tires screamed against the pavement.

Finally, everything stopped moving. Dave’s fingers were jerky and uncertain from the adrenaline pouring through his body, but somehow he thumbed the button on his seat belt. He pulled the latch and shoved against his door. To his surprise, it swung open easily, as if nothing had happened. The damage must be completely on the passenger’s side.

Clarice!

He leaned toward her. “Baby! You okay? Clarice?” Her eyes were closed and her head lay back on the headrest, her face turned toward him. Dave’s heart crowded up under his Adam’s apple. He put his hand on her neck, then her chest, feeling for a pulse, for breathing, for anything. “Clarice, honey! Wake up, baby!” There . . . her chest rose and fell. She was breathing. Relief flooded through Dave like cold water rushing over parched ground. She was alive. But why wouldn’t she wake up?

Dave got out of the truck and ran around to the passenger side. He sucked in a breath. The right side, from the passenger door to halfway across the front quarter panel, was completely caved in. His wife must be pinned inside the vehicle. Someone was grabbing at him, talking to him.

“Oh my Lord, man, I’m so sorry!”

Dave pulled his eyes away from the pickup and looked into the pale, scared face of a kid who might be as old as seventeen. He had his cap turned backward and the ragged, sleeveless T-shirt he was wearing said something about not caring so much about reality. His chin had a few stray reddish-blond hairs sprouting from it, the beginnings of a beard.

“Man, I tried to stop, I swear to God. Was the light red? Oh God, man, are you okay?”

“You got a cell phone?” Dave said.

The kid nodded.

“Call 911.”

“Okay, man, but are you okay?”

“Just dial it! My wife’s in there and she can’t get out.”

“Oh, sweet Jesus—”

“Dial the phone!”

The kid’s head bobbed up and down. “Yeah, sure, okay.” He tugged a palm-sized silver phone out of his pocket, flipped it open, and started punching buttons.

People were coming out of the grocery store located at one corner of the intersection. Somebody was trying to direct traffic around the scene. Another onlooker peered into Clarice’s window. Dave turned back to his pickup.

“I saw the whole thing,” a man said while coming up behind Dave. “You had the green light. The kid never even slowed down. Probably high or drunk or something.”

“My wife’s in there and I think she’s pinned,” Dave called, running around to the driver’s side. In the distance, he heard a siren. He crawled back inside and realized the pickup’s engine was still running. He switched it off and leaned over his wife, cupping the crown of her head in his hand.

Shouldn’t move her, in case of spinal injuries. She’s breathing, thank you, Jesus. Is she in shock? What do you do for somebody in shock? When’s the ambulance gon’ get here? Is gas leaking out under the truck? Hope somebody makes sure that kid don’t run off. Are the paramedics here yet? Is my wife dying?

He stroked her cheek. “Clarice? Boo, I’m here with you. Baby girl, can you wake up?”

Her lips moved and she let out a low moan. Her eyes shifted back and forth beneath closed eyelids.

“Clarice? Baby, can you hear me?”

The moan was louder this time. Her eyelids fluttered, then opened. Dave thought she was looking at him.

“Hey, Reesie. That you?” He tried to smile.

Clarice moaned again, and this time the sound swelled and climbed the scale all the way to a scream.

“David, my leg, my leg! Lord Jesus have mercy, David, I think my leg must be broken!” She clawed at him and shoved uselessly against the mangled door pressing in against her right side.

Dave stared helplessly and tried to gentle her with his hands, his voice. “Shh now, baby girl, we gon’ get you out, don’t you worry. They almost here, we gon’ get you out of there and you’ll be fine, you’ll see. Easy now, baby.”

He might as well have been talking to the wind. Clarice moaned and twisted her body as much as she could. The pain was killing her, she said. “David, do something, get me some help,” she pleaded.

Dave hopped out of the truck just as a fire engine pulled up, its air brakes yelping and hissing. Two firefighters jumped out of the cab and a third was already pulling a chemical extinguisher from a rack and eyeing the pavement beneath the two vehicles. As they came toward him, Dave noticed the kid’s car, a mid-nineties Bronco. He realized he didn’t need to worry about the boy fleeing the scene; the front end of the Bronco looked like somebody had tossed a hand grenade under the hood, then taken a jackhammer to the front grille. Dave had a fleeting sense of grim satisfaction.

“That your wife in there?” the firefighter asked him.

Dave nodded. “I think she’s pinned. Her leg’s hurting pretty bad,” he said, though he probably didn’t need to, since Clarice’s announcements about her condition had not decreased in volume. It was good to hear her voice, though; it told him she was at least well enough to keep her lungs aired out.

“We’ll have to get the can opener,” the firefighter said. He turned to his colleagues. “Hey, guys, we need the Jaws.” He went over to Clarice’s window and started talking to her. Dave noticed she seemed to be listening, nodding every once in a while. Good. She couldn’t be that badly off if she could understand and respond. But her twisted face said she was still in immense pain.

Dave replayed the moments leading up to the crash. He and Clarice had been arguing—a scene all too common these last few months, it seemed. Dave searched his memory for any clue that his frustration with Clarice might have caused him to pay less attention. If Clarice hadn’t been going off on him, would he have noticed the kid speeding up to the red light?

He could tell when he came home that the evening wasn’t going to be smooth. The Board of Realtors dinner was that night, and wouldn’t you know it, one of his building managers had a shift leader quit right before closing time. Dave had to go over there and calm down the agitated manager, then walk her through the process of setting up a temporary shift roster so the building would be covered. They’d figure out a more permanent solution the next day, he told her. The main thing was that the customer’s building was clean and ready for the next day’s business.

So he got home an hour late, and when he walked in Clarice had that pinch-lipped look, and the hands-on-her-hips pose told Dave Mama ain’t happy. Which was no big surprise, but he was hoping that for once he could get his explanation in without her going all eastside-westside on him. He couldn’t.

“Are you telling me some minimum-wage vacuum jockey is going to cause me to be late to my professional dinner? Is that the best reason you can come up with to embarrass me in front of my peers?” Clarice’s voice was rising and falling like a preacher coming to the end of a sermon. She had her dress on, the nice silky red one that draped her just right. She was made up, her lipstick all shiny and wet-looking on her full, soft lips. She was looking fine, or would, if her face wore some expression besides the one she was aiming at him now, looking at him like he was some raggedy, no-count kid who’d knocked a baseball through the front window of her plans for the evening. Clarice had one pump on, and she held the other in her hand and wagged it at Dave as she preached; he found it hard to take his eyes off the three-inch spike heel, considering the mood she was in right now.

“I couldn’t help it, Boo, I told you. Charmaine’s my newest manager and I had to walk her through this one time.”

“This one time. This one time, did you say?”

Dave caught himself listening for the organist to start the altar call.

“How many times have you had to drop everything to rescue one of your managers?” The way she said the last word, it sounded like it had quote marks around it. “How many times have I gotten home, thinking we might have a quiet evening together for once, only to find out somebody didn’t show up somewhere, and you had to take it on yourself to cover? I’m so tired of this, David. I work so hard at the agency to be professional. I work so hard to present myself to my colleagues and my clients in a way that speaks well of me . . . and my family.”

“Clarice, I know you do. You the hardest-working woman I ever saw. All I’m sayin’ is—”

“But it discourages me when, at any moment, my husband can disrupt what I’m trying so hard to cultivate. It discourages me that I can’t even count on one simple evening to go as I expected.”

“Baby, we’ll get to the dinner. Just let me shower and change real quick.”

She looked at him slantways, clearly skeptical.

They’d walked out of the house fifteen minutes before the dinner was to start, and Dave thought they were going to make it. The drive was silent for the first three or four minutes. Maybe, just this once, Clarice would resist the urge to take up her campaign for him to sell his janitorial business and find work “that amounts to something.” But just after he pulled out onto South First, she said, “David, I know you don’t want to hear this, but—”

He felt his shoulders droop and a sigh went out of him. He fastened his eyes on the road ahead and let Clarice’s lecture tumble past his ears without stopping, like some kind of really annoying elevator music. Why couldn’t she just be satisfied with him the way he was? What was wrong with All-Pro Janitorial and Carpet Cleaning? It was a good business, and he’d built it from the ground up, one contract at a time. After years of teaching and coaching, he finally had his dream: self-employment. They had a nice house and two low-mileage cars, and the only reason Clarice was still selling real estate was supposed to be for vacation money. These last couple of years, though, Dave had begun to suspect there was more to it than that.

Dave watched the firefighters positioning the Jaws of Life, a steel contraption with hoses and handles leading off every which way. The blades looked like they could cut through the hull of a battle-ship, and as Dave looked on, the firefighters positioned them at the seam between the passenger door and front quarter panel of his pickup. He heard the whine of the hydraulics and watched the blades bite into the frame of his truck. The metal growled and popped as the bottom hinge separated like construction paper cut by scissors. One of the men bent to support the door’s weight as they moved the Jaws to cut the top hinge.

“Lean away from the door as much as you can, ma’am,” one of them said to Clarice as Dave approached.

“Can I help?” he asked.

“Stand back for just a moment, sir, and then we’ll get you to help us make sure we get the door off without hurting her.”

The Jaws sheared the top hinge and the door’s weight settled into the firefighter’s hands. Slowly and carefully, checking with Clarice all the while, they peeled away the caved-in door. Dave scanned Clarice’s right side and was almost sick to his stomach.

Her leg below the knee was bent as if it contained pipe cleaner instead of bone. Already the swelling and purpling had transformed her shapely calf and ankle into something resembling a huge spoiled sausage. Her red high heel was still on her foot, but the flesh of her ankle had swollen around it so that the edges of the pump were starting to cut into her.

“Oh, baby girl. We got to get you to a hospital.”

“That looks like a pretty bad break,” a firefighter said. “Anybody heard from the paramedics?” He reached for his walkie-talkie.

Clarice was moaning softly now, like a child worn out from too much crying. “It hurts, David. It hurts so bad.”

“I know, Boo. We gon’ get you fixed up soon as we can.” He held her face and cooed to her, even as he wondered where on God’s earth the ambulance could be.

In a minute or two, the ambulance whooped to a stop and the paramedics started unpacking a stretcher. As Dave looked on, they gently and efficiently unfolded Clarice from the ruined pickup and positioned her on the stretcher. They unfolded something that looked like a beach toy and wrapped it around Clarice’s leg, fastening it with Velcro. They started pumping air into it with a small electric pump.

“Inflatable splint,” one of the paramedics told Dave. “Should keep her leg still and more comfortable until we get her to the hospital.”

A policeman tapped Dave on the shoulder. “Sir, I’ve already talked to several witnesses and the driver of the other vehicle. Everybody seems pretty unanimous that the kid ran a red light. Could I just get a couple of minutes? It’ll be that long before the ambulance is ready to transport her. Just need your name, address, phone number, that sort of thing.”

Dave talked to the officer, all the time keeping one eye on Clarice and the paramedics surrounding her. They put a neck brace on her. “Just a precaution,” they said. They told her that her leg appeared to be broken in several places below the knee, and that she had severe bruising all along her right side and arm. One of them cut the shoe off her foot. Dave remembered the day Clarice had brought the shoes home. “Forty percent off at Talbot’s,” she told him triumphantly. Dave wondered how long it would be before she’d be able to wear spike heels again.

The paramedics loaded Clarice into the ambulance and Dave excused himself from the police officer. He crawled in beside his wife and took her hand. “How you doing, Reesie?”

She looked at him. “What’s going to happen, David? Where we going?”

“To the hospital, baby. We got to get your leg fixed.”

But she must have been addled from the pain, because it was like he hadn’t said anything. “Where we going, David? Where we going?” She kept saying it, over and over, like she was talking in her sleep.

Dave patted her hand and wished the ambulance would hurry up and get moving.



Chapter Two

Clarice didn’t remember much about the ride to the hospital; in her mind, the half hour or so after the wreck was a pain-fogged blur of fleeting images and sounds. She didn’t really know much of anything until she was lying on a hard table in the trauma center and two overweight nurses in blue scrubs were bustling around her, talking to each other in terse phrases.

“We’ve got to get that dress off you, honey,” one of them said. “I’m just going to snip it down the front, okay?”

Clarice wondered for a second what they’d do if she told them it wasn’t, but by the time the thought had formed, she felt the pull of the scissors down the bodice of her Ann Taylor dress, felt the cold air of the ER hitting the flesh of her chest, stomach, and thighs.

“Honey, I need to roll you on your left side for a second, okay?” the other one said, then proceeded to lever up Clarice’s right shoulder and hip, like a weight lifter doing curls. She felt something sliding beneath her, then the nurse eased her down. “Okay, now the other side.”

When Clarice’s weight settled on her right leg, she almost passed out. A long, low moan escaped her lips, though she didn’t realize at first she was making the sound. For those few seconds, the pain shooting through her damaged leg was the whole universe.

“I’m sorry, honey,” a nurse said. “I know that hurt, but we’ve got to get this gown on you, okay?”

“Ya’ll need to find something to say besides ‘okay’ when you do something like that to people,” Clarice said through clenched teeth. “It’s not okay.”

“I know, honey. I’m sorry. Now we need to get that bra off.”

At least they unsnapped it instead of cutting. It was her favorite, from Victoria’s Secret. Feeling its lace against her skin always reminded Clarice that she was special, that there was more to her than met the eye.

She started to recall some of the sounds and images from the ambulance ride, from the moments immediately following the collision. Though the impressions were faint, like echoes heard through gauze, she knew the first face she had seen when she regained consciousness was David’s; the first voice that called to her was his. He hadn’t left her side for a moment until the nurses came along and shooed him out of the room while they prepped her for the attending physician. “Reesie,” he’d called her, and “Boo.” The worry was as plain on him as a neon sign blinking on a dark street. Clarice started to feel the beginning twinges of guilt. Just before the wreck, she’d been lecturing him, hadn’t she? She’d been trying to talk him into selling the janitorial business.

Wait a minute, sister! Who’s got the busted leg? Whose best dress just got turned into somebody’s windshield rag? Why are you feeling guilty? What did you do wrong, except ride in a pickup that was running late because of something that wasn’t your fault?

Clarice heard her mother’s voice ringing in her memory: “You got to take care of yourself, girl, you hear me? Ain’t a man in this world gonna give you what you want; you got to get it for yourself. You find something you want, you go and get it, and don’t wait for anybody else to hand it to you, ’cause you liable to be waiting a long time . . .”

Somebody wrapped a blood pressure cuff around her left upper arm. As the cuff began to tighten, one of the nurses held aside the partition to the cubicle and David came in, the anxiety still pasted all over him.

“Boo? How you doing, girl?” He took her hand and stroked it.

“I’m all right, David. Don’t worry. Has the doctor gotten here yet?”

“He’s right in the next room.” He looked up at the nurse. “How’s her blood pressure?”

“Just one thirty-five over seventy-eight. Not bad for somebody who was just in a car wreck.” She patted Clarice on the arm. “Just lie still, honey. Doctor’ll be here in a minute.”

“Like I’ve got a choice,” Clarice said under her breath.

David grinned at her. “There you go. You got some fight left, don’t you?”

Clarice pulled a wry face and stared up at the ceiling. “If I was going to fight, I’d have made somebody pay for that dress they just cut off me.”

“Oh, baby girl, don’t worry about that now. I’ll get you another dress; we got to get that leg taken care of before we think about anything else.”

She looked at him. “David, do you . . .” She gave her head a little shake and looked away.

“What is it, Reesie? Do I what?”

“Nothing.”

“No, really, baby. What?”

She kept her face turned away and let the words come out in a low voice, as emotionless as she could manage. “I was supposed to get the Achievement Award tonight, David, at the dinner.”

“The what?”

“I was the outstanding agent for my office this year. I listed and sold more houses than anybody else in the agency, and just about more than anybody in town, too.”

A few seconds passed, and she wondered if he was going to say anything.

“Well, baby, that’s . . . that’s just great. I’m real proud of you.”

“I was really counting on this dinner, David. And now I’m missing it.”

Another silence. She thought about looking at him, but decided against it. Most likely, she’d be able to read the lack of understanding in his face, and that would just infuriate her, especially now.

“I’m sorry, baby, I really am,” he said finally.

Now he’ll say “but.”

“But . . . don’t you think you ought to spend a little time being thankful you got out with nothing but a broken leg?”

Maybe as many as a hundred thoughts flashed through her mind. Easy for you to say. If you hadn’t been late— This isn’t about me, David, it’s about your complete failure to understand what’s important to me . . . But he was right, of course, wasn’t he? In the end, all she could say was “Mmm-hmm.” But her answer didn’t convince anybody, she was sure.

The doctor came in, a young man with a neatly trimmed beard and blond hair. He smiled at Clarice and David as he picked up the chart the nurses had left on the small stand beside the examining table.

“Well, Mrs., uh, Johnson, it looks like you’ve got a banged-up leg,” he said, taking a stethoscope out of the side pocket of his coat and warming it on his palm. “Take a couple of deep breaths for me,” he said, positioning the scope just beneath Clarice’s left collarbone. “Again . . . one more time.” He moved to the other side and repeated the process, then had David support her shoulders as he placed the scope in a couple of places on either side of her backbone.

He undid the Velcro straps on the inflatable cast and carefully laid it open without moving her leg. He nodded. “Yep, that’s a dandy. I’m going to write an order to get you straight over to orthopedics so they can assess this leg. The way it looks, they may have to pin it.”

“What does that mean?” David asked.

“They won’t know for sure until they get back an X-ray,” the doctor said, “but I’m guessing this leg is fractured in several places. It’s likely a simple cast won’t hold the bone fragments in place for proper healing. If that’s true, they’ll either insert pins above and below the break and stabilize the bone with external rods, or they’ll screw plates into the bone to hold it all together for healing.”

David looked at her, and Clarice knew what he wanted to see: need, helplessness, and a longing for reassurance. Instead she shot him back the strongest, most determined face she could muster. “Well, let’s get on with it then,” she said to the doctor without taking her eyes off her husband. “The sooner, the better.”

She saw David’s shoulders sag, and even though he gave her a sad little smile and a thumbs-up, Clarice knew she’d just taken something away from him. Why couldn’t she let herself need him—even with a broken leg?

“The good news is, there’s no broken skin, so infection shouldn’t be as great a problem,” the doctor said. “But my guess is you’re going into surgery before you get out of here. Sorry,” he said, giving them a little smile. “Still, you’re pretty lucky, Mrs. Johnson. It sure could’ve been worse.”

“Yeah. It’s a good thing we were in the pickup, instead of your Accord,” David added. Clarice pinched her lips together, even as she gave him a tight little nod of agreement. He knew she didn’t like riding in that pickup.

They wrapped the inflatable cast back around her leg and propped her leg up on some pillows. David followed behind as the nurses wheeled Clarice down a succession of hallways and through several swinging doors until they reached the orthopedics area. An orderly with “S. Khan” on his name badge took her orders from one of the nurses and went through a doorway. He came back a few minutes later and wheeled her into a dimly lit room with a metal table in the center of the floor. Hanging above the table like some torture device from a medieval dungeon was the boom and mortar-shaped lens of an X-ray machine. When the orderly and two nurses moved her from the gurney onto the table, Clarice wasn’t sure which was worse—the pain in her leg as they moved her, or the shock of the cold metal table against the skin of her back.

The nurses draped a lead blanket over her torso and the orderly positioned the X-ray machine over her right shin. They removed the splint and everyone disappeared behind some kind of barrier. She heard the X-ray machine hum and click. They repeated the process two more times as the orderly took X-rays from both sides of her leg. Then the nurses came back and moved her back onto the gurney.

They wheeled her back into the hallway and David fell in beside them.

“You okay, baby?”

“Yes, David. I’m fine.”

By now, the small of her back was aching from lying flat all this time. When they reached the waiting area, David got the orderly to raise the gurney so she could sit up just a little; they propped her leg with pillows again. After about half an hour, a doctor came in holding three glossy black X-ray negatives. He clipped them onto a light box and the orderly dimmed the room’s lights.

Despite knowing what she was likely to see, Clarice still couldn’t help sucking in her breath when the image came into view. Her right shinbone was in three pieces; the jagged edges of the breaks were visible on the screen, like tiny saw teeth inside her leg. The pieces of bone were angled back and forth, like wrecked cars after a multiple-vehicle accident. And the side views showed the smaller bone of her shin was broken as well.

“Your right tibia is fractured in three places,” the doctor said. “Here, about an inch below your knee; here, about four inches farther down; and here, about two inches above your ankle. And your fibula is snapped about halfway down. Fortunately, it’s a cleaner break.

“You’re really lucky your knee and ankle joints are unharmed. But it’s still going to be a long haul, most likely.”

“How long?” David asked.

“Well, it all depends on how serious you are about your follow-up therapy,” the doctor said. “But I’d guess we’re looking at, minimum, four months to let the bones knit thoroughly and then probably eight months to a year to regain full use of the leg.”

David looked at her. Clarice felt herself wilting inside. A year? She tried to picture herself showing houses from a wheelchair or hobbling around on crutches while her buyers watched. This was going to set her back on her goals . . .

And then she hardened herself. Fine. If the doctor said it would be a year, she’d be back to full speed in six months. If there was an award for fastest healing, she was getting it. When the going got tough, the tough got going, right? Excuses were for somebody else. What was that phrase from her motivational CDs? “Loser’s limp.” No loser’s limp for her—figurative or literal.

“How soon can we get into surgery?” Clarice said in her most businesslike voice. “Seems to me like we’re wasting time here.”

Even the doctor looked surprised. She saw the look that passed between him and David. “Well, I can get a surgery team prepping right now,” he said. “But don’t you want a little time to at least talk this over?”

“Doesn’t seem to me like there’s any choice,” Clarice said. “Let’s get it on.”

The doctor looked at David again, then shrugged. He turned to S. Khan. “Let’s get Mrs. Johnson prepped for surgery. I’ll write the orders. And find out who’s the anesthesiologist on call.”

The orderly nodded and started wheeling Clarice away. David laid a hand on her arm. Her husband was looking at her with that sad look of his, halfway between a little boy trying to find his mama and a man whose favorite team is down by two touchdowns with only a minute left to play. “Reesie? You sure about this? You don’t want some time to kind of, you know, brace yourself?”

“What is there to think about, David? The sooner we get started, the sooner I can finish.” She looked up at S. Khan. “Let’s go.”

The gurney moved away and, though she expected David to follow her to the room where they’d prep her for surgery, he didn’t. Her husband stayed behind and Clarice could see him in her mind’s eye standing in the hospital hallway with his arms hanging at his sides, his eyes staring after her until she turned the corner and was gone. For a second or two she wanted to have S. Khan stop the gurney. She wanted to call him and have him with her until the medical people pushed him out. She wanted someone there to call her “Boo” and tell her everything was going to be fine, just fine—even though she already knew it would be.

But she didn’t hesitate. She let S. Khan push the gurney ahead and through the wide, swinging doors. Somebody would send David to her when it was all over. She’d wait until then. There’d be time for David after she’d taken care of what needed to be done.



Dave felt someone move in beside him as he watched Clarice go.

“Your wife seems like a pretty determined lady,” the doctor said.

“You got that right. She’s the strongest woman I ever met. Nothing gon’ get in her way.”

The doctor clapped a hand on Dave’s shoulder. “Well, don’t worry. We’ll take good care of her. I’ve seen worse breaks.”

Dave nodded and tried to smile. “Yeah. Thanks.”

The doctor left him and one of the nurses pointed him down the hallway to the waiting room. The room was empty and Dave slumped down at the end of one of the green vinyl couches. He sorted through the dozen or so dog-eared magazines piled on the end table beside the couch. He found a Sports Illustrated and held onto it a few seconds, before realizing it was over a year old. He tossed it down and leaned his head back against the cushions of the couch, putting his hands over his face.

He pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to clear his mind. He glanced at his watch; just two hours had passed since the wreck. It seemed like a week. He thought about all the paperwork they’d get, all the bills that would have to be paid. Somehow, though, none of that mattered so much—or at least it was easy to let go of right now.

The big thing on his mind was Clarice. He knew his wife. She was already fretting about the loss of independence imposed on her by the broken leg. If you wanted Clarice to do something, all you needed to do was let her think you didn’t believe she could. Her sales manager had used this technique on her more than once, Dave guessed.

Dave wondered if she knew how much he wished he could just take her in his arms and rock her like a baby. He wondered if Clarice had any sense of his longing to protect her, to guard her like a pearl of great price. When they were first married, he’d been able to find that soft place in her that wanted to feel safe and cared for. That place was getting harder and harder to find, though. Maybe it was gone. Dave tried to imagine living the rest of his life with a woman who didn’t need him—and who certainly didn’t approve of him as he was. The prospect stretched before him like a long, straight highway into the desert.

They’d gotten married in the church Dave grew up in; he’d attended with his grandmother every time the doors were open. Dave’s main regret was that Granny hadn’t lived long enough to see him happily married.

The minister who performed their service wasn’t the one he remembered from his childhood, but this younger man did something during the ceremony Dave would never forget. He’d draped one end of a gold cord around Dave’s shoulders, then draped the other end around Clarice’s shoulders before reading some verses from Ecclesiastes:



There is one alone, and there is not a second; yea, he hath neither child nor brother: yet is there no end of all his labour; neither is his eye satisfied with riches; neither saith he, For whom do I labour, and bereave my soul of good? This is also vanity, yea, it is a sore travail.

Two are better than one; because they have a good reward for their labour. For if they fall, the one will lift up his fellow: but woe to him that is alone when he falleth; for he hath not another to help him up.

Again, if two lie together, then they have heat: but how can one be warm alone? And if one prevail against him, two shall withstand him; and a threefold cord is not [easily] broken.1



“Dave and Clarice,” he’d said, looking at them, “this cord I’ve just draped across you represents the cord in this passage. I believe the threefold cord the writer mentions is two people, plus God. Sometimes we hear about a ‘love triangle’—we know that means trouble. But I promise you this: A triangle that’s made up of the two of you and God is the best thing there is. As long as you both put God first, your marriage will be a threefold cord that nothing can break.”

Dave remembered turning around, Clarice’s hand in his, at the end of the ceremony. Just before the minister presented them to the audience as Dave and Clarice Johnson, Dave’s eyes had fallen on Clarice’s mother, sitting in the front row. Her arms were tucked up under her elbows and she was as dry-eyed and somber as a judge. She was looking right at him, Dave remembered, with an expression that said, “I hope you’re sure about what you’re doing, boy, ’cause I’m sure not.”

The other vivid memory Dave had was of dancing with Clarice at the reception, thinking, My wife. Clarice Johnson. I’m her husband. We’re married. They spun in soft circles with Lionel Richie crooning “Three Times a Lady” in the background.

Why was he thinking about all this now? Shouldn’t he be checking with the nurses, or seeing about their insurance, or finding out when he could see his wife? Shouldn’t he be more worried about this immediate crisis than all the maybes of the future? Dave prided himself on being a practical man, on not being one to borrow trouble. But when Clarice had looked at him with that no-nonsense face of hers, when she’d let him and everybody else in the room know, in no uncertain terms, that she was in charge here and there was no time for “messing around,” Dave suddenly realized Clarice didn’t need somebody to take care of her; she needed someone who could stay out of her way.

Clarice’s mother. Dave sighed and dug in his pocket for his cell phone. He’d need to let her know, of course. He keyed in her number and stuck the phone to his ear. He listened to the ringing tone and stared at the blind eye of the TV mounted on the wall in the corner of the waiting room.



Chapter Three

Julie Sawyer was tired. She let her Sentra coast into the parking spot in front of the YMCA and shoved the lever into park. She turned off the engine but the key still hung there because there was something wrong with her ignition switch and of course she didn’t have time, much less money, to take it to the shop and get it fixed. So the alarm pinged at her while she fussed with the key and finally freed it from the switch.

She got out of the car and walked toward the front doors of the Y. It was spring, the time of year when things were supposed to be coming alive, but Julie didn’t feel so alive this evening. The days were getting longer, the signal to her that summer’s heat was just around the corner. Around here, summer seemed to last forever. A rain shower during the dead of summer was enough to make you want to throw a party. She made a mental note to try and improve her attitude . . . 

tomorrow. Right now, she just didn’t have the energy to spare.

She leaned against the glass door, entered the building, and went past the reception desk, down the hall toward the pool. She began to hear the faint sounds of splashing and the reverberations of voices bouncing around the tiled chamber that held the indoor pool. She passed through the double doors and the scent of chlorine washed over her in a damp wave.

Bryson was there, as he always was, sitting on the bench with wet hair. He had his street clothes on, as he always did, and grabbed his gym bag as he came toward her.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hey, bud. How was practice?”

“Fine.”

“Ready?”

He nodded and passed her, holding the door for her as they went back into the hallway.

“Did Dad call back yet?”

Julie allowed herself a mental sigh. “No, bud, not yet.”

“Okay.” They walked a few paces. “You let him know about the meet next weekend, right?”

“Yeah, son, I sure did.”

“I hope he can come this time.”

“Me too, bud.” But, of course, I also hoped he’d come to the last meet, just like I hoped he’d get in touch to congratulate you on swimming your personal best time three weeks ago. Or maybe send you a card in the mail, for crying out loud.

“What’s for supper?”

“Not sure yet, kiddo. We’ll have to see what’s in the cupboard when we get home.”

“Cupboard?”

“Yeah. You know, like Old Mother Hubbard’s cupboard?”

“But we don’t have a dog.”

“And I’m not old. Not yet, anyway.”

“Why don’t you just say pantry or fridge? You make it sound like we live in a cottage in the woods or something.”

“Oh, where’s your poetic, whimsical sense, Bryson? Can’t I have a cupboard if I want one?”

“I guess. Just don’t try to feed me a bone.”

“Deal.” She grinned at him and ruffled his wet brownish-blond hair. They came outside and headed for the car.

“How was school today?” she asked, as she jiggled the key into the ignition switch.

“Pretty good, I guess.”

“Homework?”

“Done, except for a little English and some reading.”

“Right after supper, okay?”

He nodded.

They pulled into the driveway at home. This time, the key slid out of the switch easily, to Julie’s relief. “Drop your wet stuff on the washing machine, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She went to the fridge and gave the contents a critical scan: The chicken-and-cheese casserole was from Sunday’s lunch; it was only Monday—too soon. The pizza from Saturday night was still okay, but not as nourishing as Julie thought they needed. There were still some canned vegetables in the pantry from her last trip to the store and she thought she had most of what she needed for a salad.

She felt it then. Creeping over her, twining through the muscles of her shoulders, arms, and legs, was the weariness of the day. She was on her feet all day, coaching and coaxing and cajoling her patients to do “just one more” leg lift or elbow bend or step up and down from the platform to the floor. All the while she empathized with their pain, their fatigue, their frustration, their discouragement. It was up to her to reassure them and counsel them and sometimes scold them—whatever she had to do to keep them going, making progress. And tomorrow at eight a.m., it would all start over. She looked through the doorway to the slightly worn overstuffed couch sitting in front of the TV in her living room. She sighed and slid the pizza box from the fridge.

As she peeled loose one of the cold, stiff wedges from the pizza box and laid it on a plate, Julie remembered the memo she’d gotten in her mailbox at the clinic, something about a mandatory employees’ meeting the next day after closing. She’d been hoping to finally get her hair done tomorrow, but depending on how long the meeting ran, that might have to wait.

She put a paper towel atop the pizza slice, slid the plate into the microwave, and punched the cook button. Julie thought briefly about calling Ted one more time and leaving yet another message on his voice mail, reminding him to make some effort to come to his son’s swim meet on Saturday. She hated to see Bryson wounded again by his father’s carelessness. How does he find the strength to keep hoping his dad will actually take an interest?

She guessed that no matter what, kids want to believe in their fathers . . . even when their fathers stop believing in them. The microwave beeped and she poured her son a glass of milk. “Come eat, Bryson.”

Bryson came in and collected his plate and milk, then went to the table and started eating. Julie punched the microwave button again. She turned to watch her son as she waited for her pizza to heat.

Bryson carefully touched the tip of his tongue to the melted cheese atop his pizza. He started to pick up the slice, then thought better of it. He got up and went to the silverware drawer, retrieving a fork. He sat back down and methodically cut a piece from the tip of the wedge, stabbed it with the fork, blew on it a few times, then put it in his mouth.

When had her son become so careful? Lord knows he has plenty of reason, she thought. When your home breaks apart, who knows what might happen next? It was best to take it easy, look ahead, and think of all the ways something could go wrong. Bryson was a forty-year-old inside a sixth-grader’s body.

The only time Bryson approached life with anything close to recklessness was when he was swimming. The 50– and 100–meter freestyle were his specialty, and the crawl was his weapon of choice. His arms flashed and wheeled, cutting the water with the untiring regularity of propeller blades. He was almost never nervous before a meet, as far as Julie could tell. Instead, there was a kind of quiet confidence about him, as if he knew he was going to do well—it was just a matter of how well. When his coach hauled him out of the water at the finish line, Bryson was usually smiling like someone who’d just won the lottery, even on those rare occasions when he didn’t finish first in a race. Julie guessed that for Bryson, swimming was the thing, and recognition was the icing on the cake. When Bryson swam, he was a different kid, and he knew it.

He had far too much class to brag or swagger, but he was one of the best swimmers in his age group at the Y swim club. His coach had told Julie he was considering adding Bryson to the age fourteen-and-up sprint relay team, a group at least two years ahead of Bryson’s own age group. Julie had heard the coach say more than once that Bryson could “go all the way,” whatever that meant. She hoped it had something to do with college tuition, because on what Julie made, that was the only way her son was likely to get an education without incurring a mountain of debt. Ted sure wasn’t likely to be much help.

She pulled her plate from the microwave, got herself a canned soft drink from the fridge, and went over to sit with her son.

“Pizza okay?”

He nodded. “Fine,” he said around a mouthful.

Julie took a bite of her pizza and a sip of her drink. She looked at the clock on the microwave: seven-thirty. Could she make it to ten o’clock without falling down from exhaustion? And where were the laundry elves when you needed them?

Bryson was looking at her. She gave him a smile and reached across the table to pat his arm. “Better eat, bud. You’ve still got homework.”



The orthopedist walked into the waiting room. Dave came up off the couch and met him just inside the door. “How is she?”

“Your wife came through the surgery just fine. We did a spinal, so she was awake the whole time. The bones are all put back together and we’ve got her in a cast just to hold everything still.”
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