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It could be worse.


I made the words my mantra. A daily chant, an affirmation – and the best part was that it was true. It could, in fact, always be worse. Pestilence. Famine. Disease. Death.


Any of those were much worse, obviously, than my own puny little grief.


There were so many people who got divorced. Many of them had no idea that their marriages were even in trouble until it was all over, just like me. I wasn’t the only one, the only fool. I couldn’t be. Just like I couldn’t possibly be the only one with the great misfortune to come home unexpectedly and find her spouse in bed with someone else.


It could be worse. Couldn’t it?


But I was getting ahead of myself.


I got out of court surprisingly early that day, thanks to a ‘sewage issue’ in the local courthouse I wanted to know as little about as possible, thank you, which meant I had to take a break from fruitlessly arguing Benjy Stratton’s latest DWI charge before the granite-jawed and perpetually outraged Judge Fennimore – who was as unamused by Benjy’s antics as I was now that we were on round three and Benjy was not yet twenty-two. I headed for my car, breathing in the perfectly blue, early September afternoon, and made the command decision not to go back to the little law office that Tim and I had spent the last few years building into a fairly robust practice for Rivermark, New York, if I did say so myself.


I knew that if I showed my face in our converted little Victorian offices of Lowery & Lowery, a few steps from Rivermark’s picturesque town square, the overtly busty and only intermittently helpful office manager Annette would bury me beneath the reams of paperwork she always claimed to need help in deciphering.


Help from me, I thought, expertly roaring along the back roads out of the centre of town and up toward the ridge where our house stood sentry. Never help from Tim.


Instead of dealing with another conversation about why it wasn’t appropriate for Annette to ask me to ‘check her work’ when both she and I knew perfectly well that always meant I ended up doing it for her and then paying her for the privilege, I decided to stage my own, personal revolution and go home. Even though it was barely 2 p.m.


I could catch a yoga class, I thought giddily, kicking off my appropriate court heels the moment I walked through the door of the house Tim and I had spent so much time making into the perfect refuge, up high on the ridge overlooking the pretty valley that was Rivermark, my home town.


I tossed my jacket on the bench in the front hallway, and debated whether or not to go down the hall into the kitchen to grab something to eat. I went over the shopping lists in my head – different ones for the local supermarket, Trader Joe’s and Whole Foods, of course, because we needed different things from all three – and decided that if I hurried, I could make the yoga class I liked and then treat myself to something delicious at the little coffee place next door afterwards, when I would feel lithe and long and more inclined to choose fruit over the chocolate-drenched pastry I actually wanted.


I started upstairs, thinking about pastries and chocolate and how virtuous yoga would make me feel, and how very much I wanted to feel virtuous after another day spent listening to Benjy Stratton spew out his entitled rich-boy views on his own poor decision-making skills. I also noticed how cool the bare wood was beneath my feet as I walked up the stairs, like some kind of massage.


There was no sense of foreboding. At all.


The sad reality is that I simply walked down the upstairs hall, completely unaware, as I’d been doing every day for all three years Tim and I had lived here. Right past the carefully framed photographs that captured choice moments from Tim’s and my life in all their candid glory. Our first trip together to his favourite beach down in Delaware. That first Christmas at his parents’ place in Maryland, when he’d proposed out in their woods surrounded by all that quiet and snow, a whole eighteen months before they’d died so suddenly and heartbreakingly, one right after the other. And our wedding, of course, that slick and spare affair in a modern loft in Manhattan, filled with all of our New York City friends, so few of whom we saw now that we’d moved way out into suburbia.


I’d put all of those photos together myself, picking and choosing our memories, making a certain group of three pictures real and representative of who we were, of our life together, while casting another set into dusty purgatory in a box beneath the bed. I’d had them all framed in complementary distressed woods, looking at once elegant and inviting between the built-in bookcases that lined the long hallway. I had always been the custodian of Tim’s and my relationship mythology – I even thought of myself that way with some measure of pride – but that day, I didn’t look at any of those pictures. Why would I? They had long since become a part of the décor. Just colourful parts of the wall I really looked at only when suffering from some kind of melancholy. Or P.M.S. Or, as was too often the case, both.


I walked down the hallway and into our bedroom. I didn’t hear anything. I didn’t sense anything. I thought I was alone in the house, as I should have been, at two o’clock on a random Tuesday.


I was already pulling my blouse off as I went. I’d dumped the dregs of my coffee on myself earlier that morning on my way into court, and was fuming slightly about our outrageous dry cleaning bill. But I’d pulled the blouse up and over my face as I walked through the doorway, just as I’d done a million times before, and as I finished yanking it over my head I automatically tossed it toward the bed, the way I always did—


Which was when everything slowed down. Turned to glue. Stuck.


It was as if the blouse stayed in the air for a long, long time. I watched it float in a graceful sort of arc, a silken scrap of royal blue, suspended there before me. I focused on the blouse because what was on the other side of it, what was happening right there on my bed, pale-yellow sheets and crisp white comforter strewn this way and that, was impossible.


Disgusting.


Impossible.


They had their eyes closed. Of course they did, I thought, from some kind of paralysed distance. You’d want your eyes closed if you were going at it the way they were. With all of that intensity. With so much physicality. I felt as if I were some kind of alien research scientist flown in from an outlying planet to make notes on this strange couple, who could not have anything at all to do with me.


Who could not be who I thought they were.


She was on her hands and knees, both hands braced hard against the mattress, making deep grooves in it with her palms. He was behind her, his body curved over hers, one hand on the mattress beside her and the other wrapped around her slender hip, slamming her back against him. Again and again.


This must be what it’s like to watch porn on mute, I thought dimly. I’d always meant to get my porn on as part of the supposed sex-positive third wave of feminism or whatever, but had never got around to actually doing it. My consequently uneducated impression of porn was that it was supposed to be very loud, filled with all of that desperate moaning and shrieking and oh baby-ing I’d glimpsed in brief moments in sad hotel rooms, but this was not. They were both breathing hard, their sex-reddened faces screwed up with all of that taut, silent, terrible focus. And beyond that, there was the faint sound of flesh slapping against flesh.


My blouse hung in the air.


I stood there, frozen solid, not breathing at all.


Until the blouse landed, right on her face, and everything came to a screeching halt.


I realized then that I was half-naked, for all intents and purposes.


This horrified me so much that it was almost as if the rest disappeared. Almost. I wanted to cover myself, but I couldn’t seem to move, and the fact that I was partly naked too, that I was exposed like that in only my raggedy old bra with the slightly stained straps I kept meaning to replace – well – that was what finally sent me over the edge.


I screamed.


Because there was, it turned out, no other adequate way to process the fact that I had just walked into my bedroom to find my husband fucking my sister. My sister. There was only the screaming.


It could be worse. I knew it could. Amputated limbs. Suppurating sores. Cancer of everything.


There were other thirty-three-year-old women who woke up on a Tuesday morning feeling comfortable – even, dare I remember the hubris, pleased – in their little worlds, only to find the whole of it in shattered pieces by nightfall. Tim was out of the house – a touch dramatically, I could admit, but it turned out that it felt good to throw his fucking clothes out of second-storey windows on to the driveway below, especially his shoes as they made so much noise – that very same night.


I couldn’t think about my sister Carolyn and the things she’d screamed back at me without shaking violently and nearly vomiting, so I didn’t. I couldn’t.


My situation wasn’t even anything special, I told myself as I sat where I’d eventually collapsed, in stunned silence in the empty living room, staring at nothing and still wearing the skirt and pantyhose I’d worn to court beneath the sweatshirt I’d shrugged on to cover myself. People went through things like this all the time. Hadn’t someone I hardly remembered from high school posted three different articles on facebook in the last few months about how infidelity strengthened a marriage? It was all about weathering the storm, I told myself piously. Desperately.


That, I could do. And did.


I assumed that the abrupt and horrible discovery of his tawdry affair would shock Tim back to reality. I expected that without me in his daily life, he would notice that Carolyn, my faithless sister, older by two years and heretofore obsessed only with herself and the marketing career she’d been let go from eight months ago, was a complete disaster in every possible domestic department. She’d always been very vocal and proud of her inability to do her own laundry, for God’s sake. She’d always claimed loudly that her refusal to perform domestic tasks was a feminist act, while I rather thought it had less to do with ideology and more to do with Carolyn not feeling like washing a dish or her own socks and underwear.


Tim had always rolled his eyes and agreed. But that was before.


While Carolyn could perform doggy-style sex enthusiastically – an image I would now be forced to carry with me to my grave – could she make the dinners Tim liked to have ready for him when he got home? Buy groceries and keep the house stocked so that she could toss together a dinner for two, six, or eight clients or friends at a moment’s notice? Make the bed every morning or take care of the house so that an unexpected visit by anyone would never embarrass us? Do any of the hundreds of things I did daily, none of which Tim even necessarily specifically noticed, yet all of which kept his life running smoothly, prettily and competently? All while also maintaining my own career as one half of the practice?


I didn’t think so.


I didn’t even attempt to process what had happened. What would be the point? It was unprocessable. It was impossible, and yet it had happened. I simply sat there on the plush sofa, surrounded by all the things Tim and I had gathered over the course of our seven years together, two years of dating and five years of marriage. All the detritus of more than half a decade. The by-products of intimacy. I threw out all the sheets they’d touched and put that mattress on the kerb. I sat. I waited.


But Tim did not call. Carolyn did. And not with the expected grovelling, prostrate, tearing of hair and rending of garments sort of apology either.


‘I am so sorry,’ she said. Her voice did not sound rough with shame. Or grief. Or horror at her own behaviour and the pain she’d caused. She sounded the way she always did. ‘I really am. I never meant to hurt you.’


I was unable to speak. I wasn’t sure why I’d picked up in the first place. Anger and betrayal and something else that hollowed out my lungs and sent acid coursing through my belly stole my breath, my words. I could only stand there at the island in my kitchen, frozen into place with my cell phone clamped to my ear and the refrigerator door swung wide open and abandoned behind me, unable to process what I was hearing.


‘I love him,’ Carolyn said in that same perfectly normal way of hers. But it was impossible. Absurd. And yet she said it as if in her world there was a cresting soundtrack and all the right kind of lighting, making her the heroine of this moment instead of its villainess. ‘And he loves me. I’m sorry. I really am.’


But she wasn’t sorry enough to stop. She wasn’t sorry enough to give me back my husband, who, she told me, was staying in one of the bed and breakfasts in town.


With her.


She wasn’t, I recognized, sorry at all. Not in any meaningful way. Not really.


It could be worse, I told myself bitterly as, over the next few weeks, I was forced to come to terms with the fact that Tim appeared to be remaining in that bed and breakfast. With her. A step up for Carolyn, who had been riding out her unemployment at my parents’ house. A step down for Tim, I told myself. It had to be.


I attempted to work from home because I didn’t want to go into the office and face him. Or, worse, the judgemental Annette. Her inability to ever treat me with one iota of the deference she’d slathered all over Tim struck me now, in retrospect, as a clue I should have heeded. There I’d been, furious that she wasn’t respecting me as she should, and meanwhile, had she known the whole time that Tim was sneaking around behind my back? Was that why she’d steadfastly refused to do what I wanted her to do? Had she assumed that I simply didn’t matter enough – to anyone?


Because that was certainly how it felt. Even from my parents.


‘Oh, Sarah,’ my mother said in that sad way of hers that always made me feel as if she thought she was the victim, no matter what the issue was. She patted my hand as it lay between us on her kitchen table, the house free of Carolyn’s presence, but only because she was currently tucked up in bed with my husband, and sighed heavily. ‘We don’t condone what Carolyn did, of course, but we don’t want to get involved. We don’t want to be in the middle.’


I didn’t understand how there was a middle of this to be in, when it seemed like there was a very clear side to choose here – that this was one of the very few situations in life that was not grey at all. But I had never had any success figuring out what went on in my mother’s head before, so the fact that I couldn’t now? Not a huge surprise.


I told myself it didn’t even hurt.


And it could be worse, I reminded myself when Tim sat me down for a ‘friendly chat’ about six weeks after he’d moved out, and long after I’d figured out how to navigate going in and out of the office without having to see him – i.e., monitoring his calendar to see when he was in court or out with clients. It was strange to see him again, after so much had happened. It was stranger to note that our ‘friendly chat’ had a clear agenda. It was all about what was fair and what we both knew to be true about our marriage (except I hadn’t known anything, a point he glossed over) and the best way for everyone (by which, it became clear, he meant himself and Carolyn) to get what they wanted out of ‘this unpleasantness’.


I slouched there in the deceptively uncomfortable faux-leather Starbucks armchair, wearing my post-sister-in-bed-with-husband uniform of ancient grey sweats and a navy-blue zip-up hooded sweatshirt, breathing in the competing scents of burnt coffee beans and warm milk, while staring at my husband, the man I had chosen to spend the rest of my life with, forced to contemplate the possibility that he was a complete and total stranger to me. Or, alternatively, a zombie in Carolyn’s evil thrall.


I preferred the latter explanation, if I was honest.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I felt as if I choked on the words, but my voice sounded normal enough, if a little unhealthily high. Also, I wasn’t sorry. I cleared my throat. ‘Did you just call sleeping with my sister “this unpleasantness”?’ I laughed slightly. It felt like a saw and sounded worse. ‘Because I can think of other words.’


Tim sighed. I knew every line of his boyishly handsome face, every single expression he was capable of producing, and I knew that one, too. I assured myself I was reading him wrong. Because if anyone had the right to look resigned, it was not him.


‘Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be, Sarah,’ he said. Gently, but with that undercurrent of exasperation to which he was not in the least bit entitled. Then he smiled. ‘We’re better than that, aren’t we?’


I was ashamed of how much I clung to that, how much my heart swelled and my breath caught. His use of the word we.


Long after we’d separated with an awkward almost-hug in the chilly parking lot, long after I had returned to the empty house on the hill and got back to the important work of hollowing out the perfect position on the sofa cushions to hold me as I brooded and shoved things in my mouth without thought, I still turned it over and over in my head. We. A word that did not, could not, had never, included Carolyn. We.


Tim did not call or stop by to reiterate any of the things I felt sure were lurking there in that one, meaningful syllable. We. But I still thought it was only a matter of time before the impossibility of living with Carolyn – because he’d told me that, too, that the two of them were now living together in that damned bed and breakfast, right there in the centre of town where every single person we knew would be sure to see them – became clear to him. How could it not? No one could live with Carolyn. In the sixth grade I had moved down into the largely unfinished basement of our parents’ house so that I would no longer have to share the upstairs bedroom with her mood swings and melodramatic demands. College and post-college roommates, boyfriends, even that insufferable hippy she’d been engaged to briefly during her strange period in Portland, Oregon – everyone agreed that Carolyn was too selfish, too immature, too adolescent to live with.


I held onto that when Tim asked to meet again, about two months after he’d moved out, to discuss the quick, no-fault divorce he thought we should get. As if it were something we could just pick up downtown together from one of the specialty shops, as easy as that.


‘It seems to me that there is a fault,’ I said after Tim presented me with all the paperwork and explained that this was the best way out of what he called the situation. As if our marriage were a preposterous guy from New Jersey, all steroids and terrible hair, soon to be discarded and forgotten. He sat there as if his own faux-leather Starbucks chair were perfectly comfortable, and I had the near-uncontainable urge to throw my not-nearly-foamy-enough pumpkin spice Halloween latte at his head. ‘Your fault, in fact.’


I actually thought it was Carolyn’s fault, but I also thought that there was a lot of grovelling Tim could do – like, any – before I let him know I understood that. I had elaborate fantasies of his extended apologies, all of which I would eventually, graciously, accept with varying degrees of longsuffering goodness, and all of which involved him on his knees. Or prostrate before me on a public street. In tears, of course. Begging me to take him back—


‘Do we really want to drag all this out?’ Tim asked, interrupting my favourite fantasy, which featured him somewhat bruised and battered and writhing on his stomach in the driveway. In the rain.


He smiled in that way that made his blue eyes dance and his dimples show. He reached over and put his hand over mine, right there in front of half of the town, and I thawed a little bit, like a fool. See? I wanted to shout at all the pricked ears and averted eyes that surrounded us. See? We are still a we! We are!


‘Are we those people?’ he asked softly.


And I still wanted to impress him. I still wanted to show him that I wasn’t the one who was unreasonable, who made impossible demands. I could never be those people, whoever they were. Just like I could never be the notoriously demanding, high-maintenance, haughty and sister-betraying Carolyn.


A week or so after that, Tim and I met to discuss the shape our divorce would take. It could be so much worse, I told myself, as we sat there awkwardly in a more secluded mid-range restaurant this time, a gesture that I found suspicious at best, as Tim was not the sort to think of such things. I was the partner in our marriage responsible for gestures. I could feel the controlling, deceitful hand of Carolyn hovering over everything, and told myself that was why I couldn’t bring myself to so much as pick at the warm bread the waiter had delivered to the table in a big, fragrant basket.


We would save ourselves the trauma of a long, drawn-out, agonizing divorce proceeding, Tim said. I wouldn’t fight him for anything, he said, right, Sarah? Because we weren’t like that. We were reasonable, logical people, and a big battle over hurt feelings – well, who did that serve? We could share everything. The law practice too, of course! Why should our careers take a hit simply because our marriage hadn’t worked out as we’d planned?


We, we, we. I felt noble. I nodded along, earnestly. He’d cheated on me, in my own bed, with my sister, and yet I sat at the tiny table too close to the busy kitchen and felt gracious. I’ll show him how reasonable and logical I am, I thought fiercely, as if our divorce were a competition and I could actually win it.


And I was sure that when this insanity with Carolyn died down, Tim would wake up from this spell he was under and remember just how easy I’d made all of this. He might even thank me, I thought smugly. I drove back to our dark, empty home with visions of Tim’s thanks dancing in my head, like bloated pre-Thanksgiving sugarplums.


Shockingly, the thanks didn’t come.


But … it could be worse, right? Luckily, everyone I knew was appalled. Scandalized and horrified. They told me so at the supermarket, at stoplights. The joys of living in a mid-sized village in the Hudson Valley were that everyone I met in the course of my day knew the whole of my business. More to the point, they also knew all there was to know about Carolyn. And there was so much to know. Carolyn’s entire history of shocking, self-obsessed, her-needs-above-all-else behaviour, was laid out and dissected in detail over the produce section in the grocery or in the shampoo aisle at the drugstore, and, everyone agreed, no one could possibly trust that Tim now that he’d proved himself to be such a terrible judge of character …


Until Carolyn announced their wedding plans, to take place in roughly six months, which was, I couldn’t help but note, just about how long it took to get a no-contest divorce in the state of New York. The minute the divorce goes through, is what she meant when she waxed rhapsodic about a June wedding. I wondered if there was fancy wording for that sentiment that she could include on the invitations.


If so, I felt certain that Carolyn would find it. And use it, with as much shame as she’d exhibited thus far: none.


‘I know that somewhere deep inside of you – even if it’s buried right now – you’ll understand that we just want to be happy,’ Carolyn confided to my voicemail, as I had stopped taking her calls after that first, horrible one. ‘And we want you to be happy too, Sarah. We really do.’


Which was when I started to think hard about plagues. AIDS, I thought fiercely as I considered the laborious process of making a new life for myself when I’d had no hand in dismantling the old one. Bubonic plague. Tuberculosis. I thought about insects. Locusts and bird flu. Ebola, I chanted to myself as I navigated a home town, a courthouse, a gauntlet of clients filled with all those knowing, pitying stares. Mad cow. SARS. Necrotizing fasciitis.


Because it was getting harder and harder to convince myself that there was anything at all worse than this.


‘I think we have to start considering the fact that this is really happening,’ Lianne said, carefully, as if I were inordinately fragile and might shatter if she used the wrong tone. As Lianne was my best and, really only, remaining friend from high school, and had thus known me since we were both infants, I had to consider the possibility that, in fact, I might. ‘I don’t think he’s coming back.’


We stood together in Lianne’s bright and inviting kitchen, drinking coffee out of charmingly mismatched ceramic cups that somehow seemed perfectly grown-up and planned, like everything else in her happy life with Billy, whom she’d started dating way back in the eighth grade. We were having our longstanding Wednesday midday coffee date that we’d instituted not long after I’d moved back to town three years ago. I couldn’t remember the last time either one of us had cancelled it. These days I considered it my lifeline – to a degree I was afraid would make Lianne a bit uncomfortable were I to tell her.


‘It’s okay,’ Lianne said in that same gentle way, such a far cry from the usual matter-of-fact briskness that made her such a good nurse in the OBGYN practice where she’d worked for years. ‘We’ll get through this. We’ll be just fine. I promise.’


Her use of we, I noted in a kind of dazed amazement, was even more comforting than Tim’s had been. And also meant exactly what I wanted it to mean – no contortions of reality required.


‘It’s fine,’ I said. It wasn’t. It was any number of things, many of them in direct opposition to each other and all of them changeable and contradictory, but it certainly wasn’t fine. And yet I found myself producing a smile, however faint. ‘I mean,’ I heard myself say. ‘It’s not like we’re those people.’


Lianne poured some more coffee into my mug even though, after thirty-three years of friendship and the fact that she had given me my first cup of coffee in her parents’ house when we were twelve, she was well aware that I was not the kind of person who liked ‘topping up’ my coffee. I preferred to fix the whole cup myself, so that it had the perfect ratio of coffee to creamer to sugar. But Lianne’s brand of nurturing wasn’t about coddling. It never had been.


‘Which people?’ she asked, not looking at me. ‘The people who argue about every last detail because they’re heartbroken and hurt and trying to fight back the only way they can?’


‘Tim and I aren’t like that,’ I said with a certain loftiness that I suspected was simply because I looked for any excuse at all to say that these days. Tim and I. ‘We’re not going to make a big circus out of this, whatever happens.’


Lianne blew on her coffee as if she expected it to be scalding. ‘Why not?’ She looked at me, then away. ‘This is the end of a marriage. Maybe it deserves a circus.’ She shrugged. ‘Doesn’t have to be the full three rings, but maybe a clown or two? Some trapeze artists? A parade of elephants?’


Thinking of trapeze artists made me think of Carolyn’s rather impressive contortions in bed. In my bed. Contortions, I couldn’t help but think, that my body simply wouldn’t perform, yoga or no yoga. Carolyn was built willowy and bendable. I was curvier and shorter and significantly less flexible. I thought of myself as solid. I wasn’t flashy, like Carolyn. I kept my more-dirty-than-blonde hair in a sharp, professional bob that I hadn’t cut since That Day. I wore professional suits that had to pass muster in court. I didn’t lounge around in tattoos and kohl, like Carolyn.


‘Is this supposed to be helpful?’ I asked, and I could hear the rage in my voice, but knowing it was unfairly directed at Lianne did nothing at all to dampen it. ‘Don’t you think this is humiliating enough? My fucking sister is sleeping with my husband, planning a June wedding to my husband—’


‘I have one question for you,’ Lianne said in a calm, wholly unperturbed way that was more effective than slapping a hand across my mouth. She met my gaze, her own steady and sure. ‘And I really want you to think about your answer.’


‘Am I tired of you talking to me like I’m a crazy person?’ I asked dryly. ‘The answer is yes.’


‘Are you upset that you lost Tim?’ Somehow, her very calmness made it worse. ‘Or are you upset that Carolyn took him?’


I spent a lot of time spinning that question around and around in my head. Luckily, I had nothing but time. It was increasingly more humiliating to leave the house and see anyone, because every single person in this town knew what had happened to me – what was still happening to me, right this very minute in the bed and breakfast in the centre of the village – which meant I had a lot of time to sit alone and brood when I wasn’t working, explaining to Rivermark’s drunk and wealthy why the state of New York was not going to be impressed with their pedigrees.


It was getting harder and harder to cling to my belief that Tim would shake this madness off one day, and come back to me, the way I knew he should. But I was nothing if not tenacious, hide it though I might beneath the veneer of pathetic despair and questionable dietary choices. My belief in what should happen, what had to happen, only grew as the days passed – took root and spread wide, created whole forests. I knew, I just knew, that Tim would come back to me. He had to.


He had to.


And then came the lovely day two weeks before Thanksgiving when nosy, gossipy Mrs Duckworth, who had always been such a stalwart supporter of mine, always eager to talk about Carolyn’s numerous trespasses with relish and glee, made that awkward, embarrassed face in the bread and cereal aisle at the supermarket where I had never, not once, seen the faintest hint of my sister. I had been secretly regarding that as incontrovertible proof that Carolyn’s unholy alliance with Tim was therefore doomed. Because I knew the earth would be well into another ice age before it occurred to Tim to do the shopping.


‘These things do get complicated,’ Mrs Duckworth clucked, holding a family-sized loaf of multigrain bread between her pudgy hands. I looked down, dazed, to see I’d clenched great big grooves into my own skinny, newly-single-person’s baguette. I forced myself to loosen my grip. Mrs Duckworth shrugged. Guiltily, I thought. ‘But it’s different when it’s love, isn’t it?’


Which was when I accepted the fact that maybe it couldn’t actually get much worse, after all.


But, of course, I was wrong about that, too.
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‘I can’t hear a word you’re saying, Mom,’ I said, frowning, barely able to hear my mother’s voice over the sound of Lianne’s family’s noisy Thanksgiving evening game of running charades – which mostly involved her kids careening into walls and their boisterous accusations of cheating. ‘Are you in a wind tunnel?’


I made an apologetic face at Lianne, who had just handed me her house cordless phone, and took myself out into the slightly quieter front hall. Behind me, her oldest girl screamed out a condemnation of her nine-year-old sister, with the kind of high-pitched outrage only a thirteen-year-old girl could manage to produce. I was smiling when I finally concentrated again on the phone call.


Not that I wanted to concentrate on this phone call. I’d boycotted my own family’s Thanksgiving dinner this year, and my mother had made her displeasure about that abundantly clear. I can’t make you change your mind about coming to Thanksgiving dinner with your family, Sarah, she’d said with a sniff, but it seems you’re determined to lash out and hurt your father and me as much as you’ve been hurt, and I can’t support that.


I imagined she was calling now, at almost ten o’clock at night, to rub a little more salt in that festering wound.


‘Are you there?’ I asked, girding my loins for the usual mother–daughter battle of wills. And, if I was totally honest, kind of anticipating it, too. Mom would be sad and wounded and often cold; I would, I swore, be calm and rational and not too ‘lawyery’, as she liked to accuse me of being. I’d been practising my speech all day in Lianne’s downstairs bathroom mirror.


‘I am not in a wind tunnel,’ came my mother’s frosty reply.


As far as I could tell, my mother had been this particular level of quietly angry with me ever since I’d thrown Tim out of the marital home, thereby, quote, sharing your private business with the whole town. Carolyn’s flaunting of said private business in a bed and breakfast in the centre of the village, subject to the eyes and ears and gossiping mouths of all our neighbours? Apparently not as grave a violation of the family honour. Thanksgiving had only made it worse: my ‘choice’ to ‘abandon the family’ and ‘force us to choose between you and your sister’ being confirmation that I was ‘determined to punish’ her. I checked the weary sigh that threatened to come out.


‘I’m at the hospital,’ she said. ‘You need to come at once.’


I felt a single greasy punch of nauseating fear, hard and incapacitating.


‘Is it Dad?’ I gasped, as terrible scenarios chased through my head.


I wrapped my free arm around my waist. I should have gotten over my damned self and gone to Thanksgiving at my parents’ house, the way she’d wanted me to do. I shouldn’t have taken a stand and refused to attend simply because they’d invited Tim and Carolyn as well. We can’t take sides, Mom had said, in that surprised, somewhat affronted way as if I’d suggested she shiv her firstborn in the shower. She’s our daughter too. I shouldn’t have replied with such ferocity. Pretending not to notice the problem is actually taking sides, Mom, I’d snapped back. Was it worth it now?


‘What happened?’ I gasped out.


‘Your father is fine,’ Mom said, her voice thawing slightly, but only slightly. ‘It’s not him. I’m afraid it’s Tim.’


I stared out the glass panel in the front door at the dark November night beyond. Something frighteningly large yawned open inside of me, too dark for me to look at directly.


‘I think you called the wrong daughter, Mom,’ I said evenly. When I could speak.


‘Carolyn is already here.’ Mom let out a small noise too sharp to be a sigh. ‘She tried to call you herself, repeatedly, but said you refused to answer her calls.’


I pressed my fingers hard against my forehead and told myself this was not the time to address all the problems I had with that statement.


‘What happened to Tim, Mom? Is he all right?’


‘We don’t know yet,’ she said. ‘He went out after dinner to pick up some beer. When he didn’t come back and he didn’t come back, Carolyn called him and an EMT answered his phone. Apparently the roads were icy and his car spun out. He crashed into a tree a few blocks down from the supermarket.’


I was outside of myself. My mother’s disembodied voice was in my ear, stringing together nonsensical words. The sounds of Lianne’s family shouting and laughing down the hall floated around me but didn’t touch me. The cold of the November night was a shock against my palm when I pressed it against the glass panel in the door, but I pressed harder, as if that could make it real somehow. Make me real, right here, living in this terrible moment. I saw that scrap of bright-blue silk, flying through the air, making as little sense as this. I struggled to pull in a breath.


‘Is …?’ I couldn’t form the necessary words. My throat felt as if there was a hand wrapped tight around it, crushing me. ‘Is he …?’


‘We don’t know anything yet.’ That was not the immediate refutation that I wanted. It solved nothing, least of all that choking sensation. ‘He’s in surgery now.’


‘But what do they think?’ I whispered. ‘What did they say? How bad is it?’


Mom was quiet for what was probably only a moment but felt like years. Long, iced-over ages, and I was suspended there in silence, waiting. Only waiting, as if there had never been and would never be anything but this moment. This telephone call. I was aware of the breath moving in and out of my chest, the seeping cold against the skin of my palm, the heat pricking at the back of my eyes, and that constriction in my throat like some kind of instant onset of strep. My mind raced and raced, but came up with nothing, and in the darkest part of me, that great emptiness seemed to stretch. Grow. Take over. I didn’t know how I could survive it. How anyone could.


‘You have to come, Sarah,’ Mom said then, finally. ‘You’re still his wife.’


I had been in the town hospital far too many times over the years, and didn’t like the fact I was back now.


I’d been born here, and had the pictures to prove it. But those pictures were the only happy memories connected to the place. The rest involved pain, of one sort or another. The time I’d fallen off of my bike in the fifth grade, breaking two fingers and giving myself a minor concussion. When I’d gotten my tonsils removed in the sixth grade and was given only ice chips to soothe the burn, rather than the promised vats of ice cream. My cold-blooded attempt to add good works to my college résumé in high school as a candy striper, which had involved entirely too many tragically dying people and my reluctant acceptance of the fact that I was terrible with other people’s physical pain and suffering.


When I’d had my appendix removed the summer after my junior year of college. When I’d visited Lianne’s mother while she was dying of cancer, and nineteen-year-old, just-married Lianne was falling apart. When my father had had pneumonia that winter. All of those memories seemed to chase me, nipping at my ankles as I walked down the gleaming halls, my head swimming with the scent of the industrial-strength cleaning agents and that underlying, cloying smell of unwell that never seemed to go away no matter how much they scrubbed. The lights were always too bright here, the walls somehow too dingy.


It was not a happy place.


I followed the signs up to the ICU, aware that my body felt like someone else’s as I walked. A borrowed body, one physically up to this task, somehow, despite the fact I felt as if I’d left the contents of my brain behind at Lianne’s. Not that it mattered, because none of this felt real anyway. I thought I ought to feel any number of things, really, but I couldn’t seem to get there. I just couldn’t. I was numb everywhere I should have felt something. Just frozen all the way through. I’d driven across town in a daze, parked in the overpriced lot, marched across the cold asphalt as if on a mission, found my way inside … all without managing to form anything in the way of a coherent thought. I would have said that was impossible, had I not just done it.


I walked to the nurse’s station in the ICU, identified myself as Tim’s next of kin, was told that Tim was still in surgery, and was then directed to the waiting room on the other side of the automatic glass doors, away from the low beeps and cloud of desperation that hung over the ward. The doctor would find me there when he came out of surgery, they said, with that dispassionate briskness that, I supposed, made medical personnel capable of doing their jobs in the midst of so much human misery. I swallowed and turned, wincing as my shoes squeaked against the floor, as if that might disturb the patients hooked up to their machines in all the curtained cubicles.


Obediently, I trudged down the hall to the room marked ICU Waiting Room, and walked inside.


And then immediately wished I hadn’t.


Carolyn slumped in one of the jarringly cheerful blue chairs near the door like some kind of opera heroine, one arm thrown over her eyes, her other hand clenched around our mother’s. Our mother who sat next to Carolyn as if she was personally holding her upright with her positive thoughts and boundless support. I couldn’t help staring at them, just as I couldn’t help the little bubble of anger and jealousy that seemed to pop inside my chest. This was my mother’s version of not choosing sides?


I jumped slightly when a hand came down heavily on my shoulder, but I knew who it was almost in that same instant, and smiled slightly as I turned into my father’s hug.


‘Terrible night,’ he said in an undertone, his low rumble of a voice like a small streak of comfort, lighting its way through me, making me feel that slightest bit less frozen. ‘Just terrible.’


Carolyn shifted in her seat just then, dropped her arm, and opened her eyes to look directly at me.


It was the first time we’d seen each other since That Day, and I’d gone to a good deal of trouble to avoid thinking about That Day, thank you. But suddenly, right here in the waiting room, Tim already dead for all I knew, not that I could allow myself to dwell on that, I couldn’t seem to think of anything else.


I concentrated on the blouse in the air, royal blue and frozen in flight. Better that than what lay behind it. Even now. Once again, I felt half-naked and exposed, dingy bra on display for all the world to see. My stomach twisted, then seemed to fold in on itself. Much like the rest of me wanted to do.


‘Sarah.’ She said my name and then seemed to think better of it. For the first time in my entire life, my sister looked like a complete stranger to me. I saw nothing I recognized in her familiar features – nothing I knew looking back at me from her eyes.


Or maybe I just wanted her to be a complete, unknowable alien. It made it so much easier to hate her.


I told myself she looked like Olive Oyl, that she looked out of place and absurd, but I suspected the real problem was that she made me feel so frumpy. Even in operatic upset, she still looked interesting. My still-untrimmed hair was definitely getting shaggy, and I hadn’t bothered to dress for dinner at Lianne’s, which meant I was in ratty jeans and a sweater which, I knew now, was far too staid and boring. I felt like someone’s sad-sack Aunt Ethel. I felt like the kind of woman who couldn’t hold on to her husband. Which, in fact, I was.


‘Well,’ I said, when I could no longer stand the uncomfortable silence, the surge of anxiety, the immediate and vicious dip into body hatred, ‘At least this time you have your clothes on.’


Carolyn stared back at me for another long, tense moment. Like she didn’t know me, either. I noticed her eyes were rimmed with red, and her dark hair was scraped back into a makeshift ponytail. She was too bony, as always, but tonight she actually looked fragile rather than chic. She bit her lower lip, as if she were physically biting back words, and dropped her gaze to the floor. My heart pounded in my chest, and I realized then that I wanted her to fight. Maybe I wanted the distraction. Or maybe I wanted the excuse to scream at her the way I had That Day – more proof that she was the kind of terrible, awful, reprehensible person who could do something like this to her own sister.


‘The nurses told me he’s still in surgery,’ I said instead, irritated that my voice sounded so hoarse. As if I had anything to be ashamed of here. ‘It looks like we’re in for a long night.’


I felt foolish, suddenly, as if I were aping medical dramas I’d seen in the past. As if I were speaking the lines to some script, and I was a terrible actress. I still felt as if my body wasn’t mine, as if none of this were real, as if I were somewhere else watching it all happen. What did it say about me that some part of me wished I really was?


But there was nothing to do but wait. And pretend that Carolyn wasn’t in the room. If my husband’s girlfriend had been anyone besides my sister, would I have allowed this? I knew I wouldn’t have. I didn’t know why I didn’t throw her out, too. But I didn’t. On some level, I was afraid that if I tried, she wouldn’t go. And worse – that my parents would back her up.


And the truth I had to sit with – for hours – was that I was far too cowardly to test that theory.


They told us he made it through surgery some time before dawn. And that we could see him, one at a time and for very brief periods. I was up and on my feet without thinking about it, and only noticed that Carolyn stood too as I passed her on my way out of the waiting room. I saw her hands ball into fists, but she stayed quiet.


I’m still his wife! I thought furiously. You haven’t won yet!


But then I hated myself that I could be so petty, even here. Even now.


I followed the nurse into his small, curtained space, and had to remind myself to breathe. No matter that I’d cautioned myself to expect the worst – and no matter that the doctor and nurse had made a point of mentioning that he was a little bit worse for wear. I still wasn’t prepared.


The last time I’d seen Tim he’d been Tim. That big grin and bright eyes that made you believe that whatever he saw in front of him, he loved. But tonight Tim lay on the bed, covered in bandages and connected to machines, looking pale and fragile and not anything like himself in the middle of it. It took me long, frightening, wholly disorienting moments to find the things in him I recognized beneath the tubes and the lines, the machines and the bandages. This was the beaten-up, gaunt and sick version of a man I always thought of as smiling and sparkly. I had a hard time reconciling the two.


My breath came then, ragged and almost painful.


‘You can talk to him,’ the nurse encouraged me in her relentlessly cheerful voice. ‘Some people think that patients in his condition can hear everything that’s going on around them.’


‘Do you believe that?’ I asked, and my voice sounded wrong, too deep and too distant. I had to squint a little bit to focus on the nurse, who smiled impersonally though her expression was warm.


‘The human body is a pretty amazing machine,’ she said, with kindness. ‘I believe almost anything is possible.’


That wasn’t really an answer, but I took it.


I moved closer and settled myself gingerly into the chair next to his bed. I smiled as best as I could at the nurse, and then waited for her to leave before I turned my attention back to Tim. Should I take his hand? Should I leave him alone, untouched? Did he find my touch repulsive now or was it just that he preferred Carolyn’s? There were so many details we hadn’t gotten to yet in our brand-new talk of divorce. And there were so many times I hadn’t been paying attention anyway – I’d been waiting him out. How was I supposed to know what to do in a situation like this?


I felt my breath catch in my throat, and realized with a mixture of shock and horror that I was that close to dissolving into sobs. The kind I’d steadfastly refused to allow myself since That Day, because giving in to the urge would be too much like surrendering, and I, by God, was not about to surrender. The kind I suspected might tear me limb from limb if I succumbed to them. I pinched the bridge of my nose, hard, and forced myself to breathe through it. In. Out. Until the worst of it passed.


I wanted a real adult to walk in here and tell me what to do. Not one of my parents, who were compromised and complicit simply by being a part of my dysfunctional family – and inexorably tied up in my feelings about my sister. A real adult, the kind who would exude competence and grace and know exactly what needed to happen. Even in a situation like this. It baffled me that I was supposed to be that adult right now. That I was supposed to be able to handle this, or at least survive it. Dignity and grace under these circumstances seemed like asking for far too much. Like for the sun and the moon maybe, when I was beginning to think I was lucky to be upright at all.


I straightened in my chair, and leaned forward onto the bed. The hospital mattress creaked like plastic beneath my elbows, and I rested one hand on Tim’s arm, well away from the vicious-looking IV drip that was taped to the back of his left hand. I studied him, taking him in from much closer than I’d been to him in weeks. He looked different, as if my memory were starting to blur him a little bit around the edges now that I no longer saw him daily. He looked like someone else with his eyes closed, with the brutal architecture of medicine and potential healing all around him and in him, and with the bright pull of him dimmed, somehow, because of it. Here, he was just a man, just a body, no more than broken flesh and bone.
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