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We were a large family once, you recall, a large and happy family.


—Shirley Jackson, We Have Always Lived in the Castle


We are the gardeners who might have been the garden.


—Leigh Anne Couch, “Obsolescence”
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prologue


Izzy was suffering from a dull, rattling hangover on the morning of the formal introductions. It had been too much for most of them, the years of anticipation for this very moment so overwhelming that they’d resorted to a few bottles of bourbon, which while certainly not forbidden was rarely encouraged.


“What would the children think?” Julie had said, deep into her third tumbler; her husband, Link, was playing a fast, carnivallike rendition of “She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountain” on his banjo. Izzy had started singing along, trying to keep up with the music, but found she couldn’t remember what the woman would be doing other than coming, forever coming round the mountain, never quite there, so she gave up and focused on the reassuring taste of alcohol, the thick coat it put on her tongue like gold plating.


“What would the doctor think, more importantly?” Harris said, who then adopted the tone of the young doctor. “Not in terms of bad and good, please,” he said, a fair imitation of Dr. Grind, “only kind and unkind.”


“Well, this bourbon is kind, that’s for sure,” Ellen said, giggling, none of them really trying to keep their voices down in the courtyard, not caring about the other couples who wanted a good night’s sleep before tomorrow.


“How different will it be, really?” Kenny said. “I know it’s important; it’s the most important thing, I guess, but I can’t wrap my head around what it will actually feel like.”


The men and women got quiet, allowed themselves the momentary lapse of imagining the future, and then collectively refilled their glasses, regardless of how much they actually wanted or needed.


Izzy was too smart to say it aloud, but she had an idea of what it would feel like, the way that giving something a name, whatever that name was, changed the way you felt when you touched it. She considered all the hugs and kisses that had come before, and how this would inevitably be different because the contact would expand their idea of the world. What had been known as one thing would become another thing. It would be terrifying and thrilling and, if she had her wish granted, worth everything that had come before.


Now, sitting in the classroom, all of them uncomfortably positioned on the floor because the chairs were too small for adult bodies, they waited for Dr. Grind to appear. There were nineteen of them, their names and faces so familiar to Izzy that she actually did think of them as her brothers and sisters, or, at the very least, as her extended family. However she defined them, she felt an intimacy with these people that never touched desire, thank god. There were nine couples and then Izzy, who came to the group alone. The others assumed she would meet someone, eventually marry, but Izzy had not considered it. There was something more important at stake, Dr. Grind always reminded them. They had to be fluid and open and no longer dependent on the expectations of their former lives, before they had come together.


In this cheery, brightly colored room, Izzy tried to focus, tried to ignore the creeping feeling that she was not just hungover, but was actively ill, in danger of, at any moment, throwing up on her shoes and ruining the moment. She willed herself into a position of strength, which was her greatest talent, how she steeled her weaknesses into something that could protect her and those around her.


Dr. Grind finally appeared, a weak smile on his face, as if his own happiness made him embarrassed just in case other people weren’t in a good mood and had to witness it. He was dressed in a white short-sleeve dress shirt with a red tie, gray slacks, and gray running shoes. It was a good look for him, his constant uniform. It wasn’t so stiff as to seem scientific or eggheaded and not so rumpled and absentminded that she worried about placing her trust in him. He was comfortable and clean. He looked much younger than his thirty-four years, childlike but serious. Was it any wonder, as he shuffled into the room, that Izzy was possibly in love with him?


“I’m not going to spend a lot of time talking about family and our purposes here and all that stuff we talk about all the time,” he said. Julie, who was also showing severe signs of a hangover, started to cry, and both Dr. Grind and her husband quickly leaned over to comfort her. She apologized, gathered herself, and the doctor stood up again to address the group.


“It’s a lot to process, no matter how much time you’ve spent thinking about it. I’ll let you guys move to the selected rooms and you’ll wait for the kids. Now, be prepared. As momentous as this is for you, these are five-year-olds and it will not be as momentous for them. Just remember that the important thing is not what happens today, but what happens after, for the rest of our lives, okay? You’ll have about thirty minutes, maybe a little more, and then the kids have a nature walk today, and we’ll have to round them up. Just remember, everybody,” he said, holding up his hands as if to show that there was no big secret here, nothing he was withholding from them. “Your kids are wonderful and they love you and you love them and nothing that happens today changes that.” He smiled again, now beaming with genuine affection, and then left the room. This was the power of Dr. Grind, always making meaningful speeches, always radiating kindness and capability, and then striding out of the room and leaving them alone again.


The staff met up with the adults and started leading them out of the classroom. One of the staff members, Roberto, who taught the children Spanish and was in charge of physical education classes, touched Izzy on the shoulder and gestured toward another room in the complex. She took a deep breath, took his offered hand, and stood up, ready for whatever came next.


She was in the dining hall, the big room empty and echoing. They had been instructed not to bring gifts, no pictures or candy or anything that might distract the children from the moment. But she wished she had something in her hands, something to occupy her nerves.


Of course she had seen him almost every day, had hugged him, had rocked him to sleep, but it would be different now. It would forever be different and yet, hopefully, the same as ever. She wished, not for the first time, that she had someone with her, a partner. Then, immediately, she shook off that hope; she wanted this moment just for herself, as it had always been, no one but her.


The door opened and Roberto looked in, flashed a thumbs-up sign, and Izzy nodded in response. Roberto disappeared from view and, suddenly, there he was. A little boy stood in the doorway. Her little boy. Her son.


He walked into the room, already waving, already smiling, but then stopped short when he saw her.


“Izzy?” he said, his face curious and open.


“Hi, Cap,” she said, the shock of seeing him standing before her, just the two of them, almost too much to process.


“You’re my mom?” he asked, tentative, afraid to come too close to her, which broke her heart in the places it had always been broken.


“I am, sweetie,” she said, smiling.


“You made me?” he asked, moving a little closer to her.


“We all made you,” she said, a mantra of the group, but she then added, “but I made you the most.”


“Mom,” he said, a statement of fact. He waved to her again and she waved back.


“I’m your mom,” Izzy said, another statement of fact, holding her breath.


“Good,” he finally said, smiling, and he stepped into her arms and let her hug him for what felt like the first time.


“It is good,” she said, this boy in her arms, the son she had given up and yet managed to keep, the child she had not wanted and yet could not love more than she did.


“We are a family,” he said, and she knew that he meant everyone, the other children, the other parents, Dr. Grind, but she pretended that he meant only the two of them.


“We are a family,” she responded, still hugging him so tightly, “we are the best family in the whole wide world.”




part one




chapter one


Three hours after she had graduated from high school, Izzy sat on a park bench next to her art teacher, Mr. Jackson, and told him that she was pregnant. Despite the awkwardness of the confession, she felt a buzzing excitement that kept pushing against her dread. She had graduated from high school, had hated almost every minute of it; now she was on the other side and free, those four years simply a scar that would add character in the long run. She was wearing the best dress she owned, a thin summer dress from the Target in Murfreesboro, green and white, like the flag for some exotic African nation. It went well with her deep, crowded freckles; her light brown hair cut short for the ceremony; and her round, bright face. She looked better than she felt, and this gave her some kind of invincibility that she worried would crumble the minute it was put to the test.


She was holding the cap from graduation in her hands, playing with the tassel to help calm her nerves. When all the other students had thrown their caps into the air, she’d held on to hers for reasons she couldn’t understand other than her inability to ever fully celebrate around other people. Happiness, she believed, was small and quiet and you expressed it when no one else was around. She had not, in fact, experienced enough of the emotion to support this firm belief that she held as fact.


Mr. Jackson had been her favorite teacher; he was in his thirties, had not yet entered into that phase of teaching when every other sentence was sarcastic and without genuine emotion. Before he’d come to Coalfield High School two years before, he’d been an actual artist, with an exhibition in Europe, and had the slightest degree of fame. He came from one of the richest families in the state. And, yet, here he was teaching dumbass kids at a nowhere high school, which made Izzy confused as to whether he was noble or stupid or, perhaps most important, damaged goods.


On the first day of Advanced Art, her senior year, he put an empty vase on a stepladder and asked the class if this vase was art. Most people said no. Then he put some flowers in it. “How about now?” he asked. Fewer people said no. He removed the flowers and then said, “What about if I urinated into the vase?” Nobody, including Izzy, said a word, but they certainly paid more attention to their teacher, who was wearing paint-spattered khakis and a worn, faded-blue chambray shirt, a pack of cigarettes in his front pocket. His face looked like an old-time movie star cowboy, lean and rugged but not from actual hard living. His close-cut hair was prematurely gray and made him seem even wiser. “The answer,” he said to them, smiling, “is that everything is a work of art, kids.” He then let the students offer examples to see if it passed his test. “What if you smashed it to pieces?” someone asked, and Mr. Jackson said that this was art. “What if you fucked it?” one of the stoner kids said, his friends making that awful “huh-huh-huh” sound that passed as laughter. “Especially then,” Mr. Jackson replied.


Izzy, before she could even think about it, asked, “What if you didn’t want it to be a work of art?”


He turned to her, his face open and inviting. “What do you mean?” he asked her, and she felt the embarrassment of having the entire class waiting for her to respond.


“What if you specifically told people that the vase was just a vase and not a work of art?”


Mr. Jackson’s eyes seemed touched with sorrow, as if he understood exactly what she meant, and he seemed reluctant to say what came next. He continued to look at her, the silence growing palpable. “Even then, Izzy,” he finally said, his shoulders softly shrugging, “I’m sorry to say that it would still be art.”


It was then that she fell in love with him, the tenderness of his answer. In that moment, the future spilled out around her: she would become his secret lover; they would spend most of the entire year wrapped around each other; she would now be pregnant with his child.


“I’m pregnant,” she said to Mr. Jackson, who had been sipping from a nostalgic glass bottle of grape soda. He went out of his way to find things that tasted better because they were rare. In response, he took the half-full bottle of soda and hurled it into the grass in front of them, the bottle breaking heavily into two pieces.


“That’s not good, Izzy,” he said, his head twisting to the side as if suddenly embarrassed, one of the warning signs that intense anger might follow.


“I know it’s not good,” Izzy told him, a little angry at his response. She had expected this, but she had hoped, deep down, that he would embrace her, tell her it would all be okay, and that they would be a happy family, the three of them. Hope, goddamn, she hated it, that tiny sliver of light that you believed could fill your heart. “I know it’s not good,” she repeated, “which is why I’m telling you, because the two of us made this happen, and now we need to figure out what to do.”


“Are you sure?” he asked. The desperation and the cliché of it.


“I’m as sure as you can be without getting other people involved,” she said. Five pregnancy tests, all stolen from the drugstore because they were more expensive than anything that depressing should ever be. Let the people who wanted a baby pay for them.


He was twitching like a cornered animal. Even now she felt a tenderness for him. She touched his shoulder, and with that, the slightest pressure against his body, he cracked open and began to cry, deep sobs like someone had dropped a boulder onto his chest. Izzy dropped her graduation cap and placed her hands on his face, willing him the strength to recover. It was confusing, she decided, which one of them needed more help. The point, she had realized quite some time ago, was that both of them needed help and how wonderful and lucky it would be if each could be the one who could save the other.


Mr. Jackson composed himself. His moods were a constantly shifting weather pattern. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m making this about me, I understand that.”


“It’s okay, Hal,” she said. “I understand.”


As if electrocuted by a hidden truth, his posture became rigid, and he stared into her eyes. “Is this why you still refuse to go to college?” he asked.


Why was it impossible to focus on the pregnancy? Izzy wondered. Was it so hard to accept the fact that she had gotten pregnant because they had spent a fair amount of her senior year having sex and that now the obvious problems of this pregnancy needed to be addressed, one way or the other? Did they need to bring other elements into this already combustible situation, just to see how they might interact?


“It has nothing to do with that,” she replied, removing her hands from his face, remembering that they were in public. “I never wanted to go to college, I’ve told you a million times. You thought I should go to college, but I never considered it. The baby is just our own singular bad luck.”


“Okay, okay, fine,” he said, waving her off. “Okay, let’s just think.” He paused. He reached into the backpack at his feet and produced a greeting card envelope. “I got you a graduation card,” he said, holding it out for her.


She slapped it out of his hand. “The baby, Hal. Jesus. Can we talk about the baby?”


“Is it a boy or a girl?” he asked, his face so open and sad.


Once again, she felt dizzy. It was so strange, how tenderness and mania could exist in one imperfect body.


“I have no idea,” she said. “I think it’s too early for anything like that.”


“What do we do, then?” he asked, and Izzy was relieved to see that he was finally addressing the issue, the elephant in the womb.


“I know what I want to do,” she said, “but what do we want to do?” She wanted, the minute the first test came back positive, to find some way to keep the baby, to raise the baby, to transform her unbelievably dim life into something beautiful because of this baby. But to say that out loud, to say it to Mr. Jackson, to Hal, seemed beyond her. She could not remember the last time she had asked for something and been anything other than disappointed. This time, she would keep her intentions hidden and see if they were granted as if by magic.


“That’s unfair,” he said. “Why can’t we just talk about what we want to do, honestly?”


“We can. I just want you to go first.”


Mr. Jackson looked down at the card again, lying in the grass at their feet. It was as if the answer was written on the inside of that card. “There’s fifty dollars in there for you,” he said.


“C’mon now.”


“I’m just saying we need to remember to get it before we leave,” he said. He stared out at the empty park, a pathetic excuse for a park, just a few benches, lots of trees, and a walking trail that had not been kept in walking order. They had met here dozens of times over the past year, one time, though not the time that created this baby, having sex on this very bench in the middle of the night. The recklessness of their actions, Izzy now considered; how had they not expected some kind of reckoning?


“All things considered,” Mr. Jackson finally said, drawing out each word, searching her face for emotion or guidance, “we should probably think really hard about . . .” He paused and took a deep breath. “We should probably think about not . . .” He again looked for any sign from her, but she was good at this, was as skilled as a robot at hiding her emotions. “Well, we should probably just go ahead . . . and just have this fucking baby, I guess.”


It was the least romantic, least touching way that the sentiment could have been delivered, but Izzy, at this point, was willing to accept it in any form. She did not need a heartfelt and life-affirming speech about their destiny together. She needed this baby, for reasons she was still hoping to understand. She needed this baby, and he had given it to her, again.


She kissed him, pressed her body as close to him as physics would allow, holding on to that kiss as if to keep any possible reconsiderations at bay. She let that kiss linger, forgetting, or really just ignoring, the fact that they were in public and they were a secret couple. Or perhaps that didn’t matter anymore, the secrecy. Pretty soon, she would be showing and he would be holding her hand in public and things would simply take care of themselves. She felt, in that quick moment, her entire life bend and shift by such a number of degrees that she felt nauseous from the new possibilities. She was, fuck it, as happy as she might ever be.


“What do we do now?” he asked.


“Let’s go see a movie,” she said, bending down to pick up the graduation card. She ripped it open and, without reading the card, produced the two twenties and single ten. “I’ll pay for it,” she offered, still smiling.


They drove for forty-five minutes into Georgia, their typical routine for any kind of public date, a habit they had no desire to break just yet. Izzy’s father would expect her to be out with her friends, unaware that she had none, to celebrate graduation, so she could be out late tonight without consequence. Izzy was not someone to show much affection, hated the obviousness of any romantic action that didn’t take place in private, but she kept resting her hand on Hal’s leg as he accelerated the car to where they wanted to go. She tried to focus on the good while keeping a realistic view of the possible disaster heading their way.


Hal had not said a single word since they got into the car. His jaw was tight and sometimes his lips pulled away from his teeth like a cornered dog showing its fangs, one of his nervous habits. Hal was a series of nervous habits, each one working in an ever-increasing symphony of compulsion. Sometimes his neck twitched, sometimes he bared his fangs, sometimes he shouted nonsense in ragged bursts of breath, sometimes his muscles stiffened so violently that it seemed as if he was having a seizure, sometimes he smashed his head into walls without warning. Izzy’s job was to try to anticipate these tics and direct them toward some goal. Usually, that was sex. Tonight, it was a movie. Whatever it was, she needed it to happen before he got too worked up.


Though it was still early and she wasn’t about to ruin the satisfaction of Hal’s allowance of the pregnancy, there had been no discussion about how they would make this happen. There had been no talk of moving in together. No talk of making their relationship known to the town, though it seemed impossible to keep it hidden much longer. There had been no talk of marriage, as strange as that discussion would be. She had hoped that perhaps some of these issues would be handled here, in the car, on the way to the movies, but Hal was working himself into a state of agitation. She simply stared ahead and hoped that, as the miles accumulated, they would find themselves changed.


Izzy had been a straight-A student in high school, so whip smart, seemingly without effort, that the teachers simply forgot about her. She showed so little enthusiasm for the subjects that her perfect scores on every test were seen as an anomaly and the teachers focused instead on the smart enough students who begged for attention. From her junior year until graduation, the guidance counselors assured her that she could receive a full ride to any of the state universities, but she informed them, politely, quietly, that she had no interest. She was smart and she wasn’t apologetic about it, but the studying and the memorization tore something loose in her each time, the fear that she was devoting her life to something that did not entirely interest her and would, ultimately, disappoint her. She imagined herself at a job making only slightly more than the minimum wage, as fucked as if she hadn’t spent four more years in school. Maybe, if things didn’t work out, she allowed, she would try community college, but for now she would continue to live with her father and keep working in the kitchen at the Whole Hog BBQ, which she’d been doing since she was fourteen. It was, she had to tell herself almost every single morning and every single night, a good enough life.


And then, Hal Jackson had appeared, or had at least made himself known to her, and, while she didn’t dream of altering her future for him, she allowed for an alteration to her present. She’d gone to him after school one day, a month after he had first shown signs of tenderness toward her, and had laid out her plan for him. The problem was this: She knew that she was the top student in the senior class. She had a perfect GPA, the highest average, and she did not skimp on the few AP courses the school offered, even if she had no intention of going to college. The problem, she now realized, was that the valedictorian, shit, even the salutatorian, had to give a speech at graduation. She could not do this. She could not imagine what that speech would sound like coming from her stunned lips. What could she possibly say that wouldn’t draw unnecessary and unpleasant attention her way?


Mr. Jackson had not understood the problem. “Just flunk a few classes,” he said. “I can’t do that,” she informed him. When he asked why not, she couldn’t give a satisfactory answer. “I guess I just can’t do it that way,” she finally said. “I have some pride, I’m finding out.” Mr. Jackson asked what he could do about it then. “You could fail me,” she responded, smiling.


“Actually, I’m going to give you an A plus just on the first month alone.”


“But I want you to fail me. I’m asking you to fail me.”


“Well, I just won’t do it,” he responded, folding his arms over his chest.


“If you don’t fail me,” she said, “I’ll just stop trying in your class.”


“So you will fail on purpose?” he asked.


She knew that she had walked into a trap, though she wasn’t sure who had set it. “I guess I will, yeah.”


“Do you understand why I’m confused?”


She nodded. She wasn’t asking him to understand; she was asking him to help her. “I don’t want to give that speech. I don’t want people to look at me. I don’t want them to wonder why I’m the valedictorian and I’m not even going to college.”


“Wait, why aren’t you going to coll—” he began to question, but she cut him off.


“The point is, I’m asking you to help me. You’re my favorite teacher, the best teacher I’ve ever had, and I’m asking you to please help me. I’ll do my very best in your class and you’ll give me an F and everything will be fine.”


She could tell that he had no idea what was going on. She watched the confusion and consternation disappear from his face with such suddenness that she was afraid of him for a brief moment.


“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it.”


“Thank you,” she almost shouted. “Thank you so much, Mr. Jackson.”


“But I won’t fail you. I can’t do that. I’ll give you a D. I’ll give you a D minus even, but I’m not flunking you.” He smiled, and she felt, again, the warmth of his kindness.


Without thinking, or perhaps thinking so forcefully that she made her fantasies come true, she put her arms around him and kissed him. When it was over, something entirely new having begun, he looked into her eyes and she smiled without reservation.


“Congratulations,” he said. “For reasons beyond me, you are no longer the smartest person in this school.”


“It’s nice to hear,” she said. “It feels so good to hear that.”


In Georgia, Izzy used some of the money from the graduation card to purchase two tickets for a movie that was so layered and complicated that it offered, according to reviews, at least three mind-blowing twists in the first hour. She chose it because she hoped the difficulty of the plot would force Hal to focus on the movie instead of the pregnancy. Of course, it could backfire and he would completely ignore the movie and simply vibrate with anxiety about his role, past, present, and future, in Izzy’s condition.


She ordered a bucket of soda so the sugar would keep them alert. She assumed that caffeine and sugar were bad for the child but it was so early in the pregnancy that she believed there must be some kind of grace period. It had been hard, in this first week after realizing that she was pregnant, to think of the baby as a thing separate from herself. She kept imagining the baby as simply some newly discovered muscle or bone in her body and that it didn’t require any alteration in her lifestyle. She did not want to acknowledge that the baby would demand attention to her own body in order to keep it safe. Throughout her adolescence, she treated her body as a damned vessel that she would pilot until it exploded or sank, without any upkeep or care. Once she paid for the soda, she asserted her belief in a grace period and took a long, satisfied sip, fighting back the hiccups that came immediately after. Hal, either in solidarity with Izzy or simply working himself into a smaller and smaller box within his mind, did not say a thing about the soda.


They found seats directly in the middle of the theater, space all around them, and Hal immediately took out his cell phone and popped the battery out of it. He was terrified of being a public nuisance, the mere idea of his phone ringing during a movie making him so scared that he did not trust even the act of turning it off. To suggest setting the phone to vibrate would send him, she imagined, into a fit. He handed the battery to Izzy, who had left her own phone in the car, prepared for this phobia of Hal’s. She put it in her purse so as to keep the phone and battery as far apart as possible. Still, fidgeting in his seat, Hal next removed his wallet and change and lip balm and placed them all at his feet with the hollowed-out cell phone. For anything that required relaxation, Hal had explained to Izzy that he needed to do a fair amount of prep work to even consider the prospect, and she was as fine with it as a person could be, because she actually liked watching the way, as he literally stripped the distractions from his body, that he gradually calmed himself. It was like viewing some strange, unsanctioned form of yoga. He handed his ring of keys to Izzy because they would make a jangly sound if his feet accidentally touched them on the floor. Now, his pockets emptied of objects, finally free to focus on the movie, he kissed Izzy on the cheek, the first sign of affection since they’d left the park. Just then, two young men shuffled into the seats directly behind them, jostling her seat as they sat down. She registered Hal’s irritation, the fact that any stranger would choose to be near another stranger, but he calmed just as the previews came on, and she watched the green glow of the screen reflect across Hal’s face and his eyes widen with anticipation. Whatever came next, his body seemed to suggest to her, he was ready.


Once Izzy and her teacher became a couple, in perhaps the loosest form of that word, her understanding of him both expanded and deflated in the most thrilling of ways. He was as kind and as funny and as knowledgeable as he seemed in class; the things she found to be interesting about him in that hour of class each day compounded and became solid. His considerable monetary wealth, a never-ending trust fund from his parents, gave him access to a world that Izzy found bizarre, even if she didn’t get to actively participate in it. She could not accompany him to Nashville for gala benefits for the Tennessee Arts Commission. She could not travel to Belgium for the week of spring break for the singular purpose of attending the opening of a famous artist’s exhibition. She could, however, hear about these things, the casual way that he mentioned these amazing occurrences, the casual way he accepted the fact of them. He was a high school art teacher and yet he was a millionaire bon vivant. It made him as close to a superhero with a secret identity that she could ever hope to know.


Being his lover, god, the awfulness of that word, the refusal on Izzy’s part to think of herself as anything other than his pal, as if she was in a 1930s comic strip, she also gained access to the secret diminishments of his life. He was a high school art teacher because his art career had dissolved almost immediately. He was not talented, he readily admitted, his famed European exhibition having been only a single painting displayed alongside a dozen others in a government building in London, and he was teaching only because his parents had forced him, after his aborted attempt to become a serious artist, to attend college and actually do something with his adult life. He was, he believed, a failure, albeit an insanely wealthy failure thanks to his family’s fortune. More troubling to Izzy, although she also found it soothing in some strange ways, was his obvious mental health issues, bouts of extreme depression offset by incredibly manic periods. All of this was supposedly controlled by medicine and therapy, but he sometimes ignored both and seemed to dare himself to fall into craziness. It was not immediately noticeable at school, his classes strange and offbeat even when he was in the best state of mind, but as she spent more and more time with him, especially in his private moments, she noticed the signs of instability and found herself shocked by the force of them. Some nights, after she had slipped away from her house or from the restaurant, she would drive to his farmhouse, acres of privacy yet she still had to park her barely running truck in the garage just in case, and find him slightly drunk and already bemoaning the awful fact that this illicit affair was ruining her and further ruining him.


“I’m doing my best here,” he once told her, “but I feel like, no matter how this plays out, I’ll make you hate the world.”


She kissed him, flipped through the complete series of Criterion Collection movies that he owned, films stranger than porn to her, and she said, “I already hated the world. You make me hate it less.”


Sometimes she could snap him out of it, but other times, when the depression turned into something more combustible, he would reach for whatever was close and smash it against the stone floors of his house. He would break things until the world was tiny and jagged and understandable again to him. Then he would grow sheepish and try to clean it up. The next time she was at his house, it never failed, he would stroll barefoot through the house and then wince when he stepped on a tiny shard of pottery or glass or plastic that his broom or vacuum had not found. These moments gave her pleasure, to watch the reminders of his behavior bite into him. She always, always, wore her shoes in that house.


Her own mother, who had died of heart failure when Izzy was thirteen, had been undiagnosed and unmedicated but so terrified of the world by the end of her life that she would not, except on the rarest of occasions, leave the house. Izzy was so used to mental instability she began to assume that everyone except herself suffered from it. Hal’s psychological problems were not a surprise but rather the eventual revelation of what she already knew. He was artistic; he was a failure in developing his artistic abilities; he taught at a public high school; he was in love with her, an eighteen-year-old girl; of course he was crazy. Sometimes she believed she was immune to psychosis, that she had spent so much time in its presence that she had built up defenses against it. And then she saw the multiple positive pregnancy tests, and she felt the strange, sweeping panic of unchecked emotion, and she knew that she had been foolish to believe that she, tiny and ridiculous, was anything close to invincible.


The movie was as complicated as advertised, so twisty that Izzy felt her mind constantly juggling the possible motives of the characters, never able to consider one long enough before she had to deal with another. The two guys behind Izzy and Hal had spent a good portion of the movie discussing, in voices just below a conversational volume, their theories as to what might happen next.


“That dude is bad, bet on it,” one of them said.


“They want you to think that dude is bad so that, like, when the real bad guy shows up, you won’t notice.”


“That’s why he’ll end up actually being bad, just to blow your goddamned mind.”


Hal, who had been twisting a napkin into tiny, sweat-dampened bits of confetti, finally turned to the guys and said, “Could you guys not talk about this, please?”


“Sorry, man,” one of the guys said, and Izzy quickly grabbed Hal’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Even in the dim light, she could see him force a tight smile for her benefit. Five minutes later, the two men started up again as if nothing had happened.


“His car is gonna run out of gas, bet on it,” one of them said, a little louder than before, as a matter of fact. “Why show the needle of the gas gauge unless he’s going to run out of gas later?”


“Well, of course it’s going to run out of gas, shit, man, that’s a given.”


Hal turned around again and whispered, his voice cracking a little with exasperation, “Guys? Could you not talk?”


“Why don’t you and your daughter move to another seat if it’s bothering you so much, man?”


Hal, his twitchiness and anxiety sometimes obscuring the fact that he was solid and fairly tall, stood up and turned to face the still-seated men. “Why don’t I fucking move you guys out of the fucking theater,” he said.


“C’mon, Hal,” Izzy said, immediately pulling on his arm, which he snatched from her grip. “Let’s just move.” She tried to calm him while knowing, the way he kept snapping his head to the side, that he was already well on his way toward that frightening stage of his mania, where he smashed something into tiny pieces.


“Jesus, man, relax,” one of the men said, smirking. “We’re sorry, okay? We’ll shut up.”


Izzy leaned toward Hal and said, “Let’s get the heck out of here, please?”


Hal kissed her and then turned back to the movie. “I cannot fucking figure this thing out to save my life.”


Less than a minute later, just enough time to believe that order had been restored, disaster narrowly averted, the man sitting behind Hal kicked viciously at the back of the seat. As if coiled in anticipation of this very action, Hal snapped around and punched the man squarely in the face. The man recoiled from the impact and slumped in his seat, stunned by the act. Before the other man could even react, Hal had jumped over the seats and was on top of him; they were wrestling and Hal kept grabbing for leverage while the man shouted, “Take it easy. Take it easy, man. Take it easy.”


Izzy didn’t realize it, but she was pounding on Hal’s back, trying to get him to disengage from the fight, to get his feet moving out of the theater. “Please, Hal, we have to go.”


By now, the rest of the audience was turned to watch the fight. “You had to be a fucking asshole, didn’t you? Like the world isn’t already full of fucking assholes,” Hal said, his voice still barely above a whisper, as if trying to be courteous to everyone else. Izzy nearly fell over the back of her seat trying to maintain her grip on Hal’s shirt. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go.”


Finally, Hal pulled away after he managed to land a single punch to the man’s ear, which made him howl in pain. Izzy pulled Hal down the aisle, out of the theater, not stopping to look around. The pocket on Hal’s shirt was nearly ripped off, and the knuckles on his right hand were as red as raw meat, but, otherwise, there was no immediate sign of a fight on his person. No one was yet following them out of the darkened theater. They moved swiftly but calmly out of the building, past the concessions, past the ticket taker, into the parking lot. Izzy tossed the keys to Hal and they sped onto the main road, putting traffic between them and the fucking calamity that they had made.


After nearly ten minutes of uneasy silence, both of them breathing so hard and their bodies radiating so much heat that the windows constantly fogged, Hal finally said, “Are you okay?”


Izzy was still unable to speak. She just nodded, not able to look at Hal.


“I’m sorry,” he said, and his foot touched the accelerator at this same moment and the car kicked forward. “Everything hit at once. I need things to hit in a sequence and things just hit all at once. I don’t know how to handle myself sometimes.”


“How is your hand?” she finally asked.


“It hurts, actually. I’m not going to say that I haven’t punched someone before, but I don’t think I’ve ever punched two people in the same fight. The human hand is not made for that kind of activity.” He was trying to lighten the mood in the car, but Izzy would not let him. This was what always happened, the tension ratcheting up until Hal exploded and then, a mess made, he grew sheepish and conciliatory. He grew self-deprecating, not quite self-loathing, and he hoped that his renewed good humor would save the day.


“That was bad, Hal,” she told him. “That was awful to see.”


Hal didn’t respond, just kept driving. After a few minutes, he said, “I’ll be a good father, Izzy. I’ll do every single thing you ask in order to be good to you. I fuck up, I know that, but I always clean up after myself.”


Izzy was shocked to remember that she was pregnant, had forgotten for a few moments that a baby was inside her and waiting to make itself known to the world. She had, in that rush of violence and activity, simply been a girl who was struggling to keep up with the awful shit around her. It was familiar and she fell into it without hesitation. Now she put her hand on her stomach and felt nothing on the other side.


“Cleaning up after yourself is not the same as fixing things,” she said. “It’s not the same thing, Hal.”


“I love you, Izzy,” he said. Izzy did not like this phrase and was both upset and weakened to hear it from Hal. Her family did not say things like this and she had worked so hard to believe that it was something that she did not need. She did not value love nearly as much as she valued kindness, not knowing if they were the same thing.


“You have to try harder,” she said, and Hal nodded. “More therapy. Constant medicine.”


“I will,” he said, his voice getting high and quick with the anticipation of forgiveness. “I will do everything to make us happy.”


“You can’t punch people in the face just because they’re rude.”


“Shit,” Hal said. “That was bad.”


“Well, it finally pays off that we go on dates in a different state.”


“You said it,” he said, and she knew that he was relaxing now. She was giving in to him, and she did not try to fight it as hard as she knew she should. He was a mess, nothing but imperfections, but he was still the most perfect thing she had ever touched. She did not need him, she told herself, but she wanted him, and so she would make the adjustments necessary to keep him.


“I better stop to get gas,” he said, pulling off the highway into a gas station. As he stepped out to fill up the car, Izzy walked toward the lit-up station. “I’m going to get a soda,” she said, wondering if it was better for the baby to drink regular or diet, still needing the fizz and burst of soda in her belly. “You want anything?” she asked. He shook his head and smiled. “Just come back,” he said.


When she walked back to the car, taking deep sips of the bottle of soda, she saw Hal slumped against the car, crying. She dropped the soda. “What?” she shouted, now running to Hal. “What? What?”


He looked up at her, his eyes so red that it seemed a movie special effect. He held out his hands, empty. “My wallet,” he stuttered. Izzy immediately felt a sickness start in her belly and paralyze her limbs.


“I left my wallet in that theater,” he said and then shrugged.


His wallet, his driver’s license, his credit cards, sitting untouched on the floor of the movie theater. She could see the way things would play out, were probably already playing out, the discovery of the wallet, the decision, easy enough, to press charges, the way things would get smashed apart. “God, I fucked up,” he said.


“It’s okay,” Izzy said, stroking his hair, uncaring about what anyone at the gas station might be thinking. “It’s going to be okay.”


“This is bad,” he said. “Everything is so fucking bad.”


“No, it’s not,” she said, but she found that she could not muster up the force that the statement required.


Hal gathered himself, readjusted his body so that he was now kneeling, so that he could better see her. “I can’t do this,” he finally said.


“It’ll be okay,” she said.


“I don’t want the baby,” he said, almost breaking down again when he said the last word. “I can’t do it.”


“Okay,” Izzy said quickly, just trying to get him to stop talking. “Okay, okay, okay.”


“You deserve so much better, Izzy,” he said, and she didn’t even believe him for one second. She didn’t deserve a fucking thing, she believed, but she would take what she could have. She reached for him and held him loosely in her arms.


What was the worst that would happen to him, rich and connected? Probation, probably, certainly not jail. Maybe another stint in a very expensive mental health facility, one where he got to wear his own clothes and have trips into town. How could he not hold it together for her? She could take anything if he had not mentioned the baby. Of course he was unfit; of course he didn’t want it. She wished he was able to keep those doubts to himself and soldier on. She felt her life disentangling from him, all the tendrils being tweezered apart, leaving bruises that she knew would never heal.


“I’m a mess,” he said, and she kissed him and then stood up, reached into her purse for the rest of the money from her graduation card, and walked back into the station to pay for the gas.


She would pay the man behind the counter, pump the gas, and then drive Hal back to the park, to her own truck. She would kiss him, and, as he drove away to wait for his own singular fate, she would sit on that park bench and she would play with the graduation cap and she would freak out in private, so hard and so long, until she had emptied everything inside her except the one thing that mattered, the only thing she wanted anymore. Let one person tell her she couldn’t have it and she would claw them into submission. Let one more person tell her what she could and could not have, and she would smile, nod, and, without apology, do whatever the hell she wanted.




chapter two


Izzy stood over a hog that was split nearly in two, its skin so reddish-brown that it looked like the finest leather. Wearing thick rubber gloves, she reached into the pig and pulled the meat from its bones, her hands shaking, some bits of pork somehow getting into the inside of her gloves, steaming against her skin. It took every bit of strength she had to fight the nausea, the morning sickness that swirled inside her. The smell of smoked meat, she had determined, ruined her now, and it angered her that weakness crept into her body and kept her from doing one of the few things she was so good at.


She wasn’t showing yet; she was tall, five feet nine inches, and skinny, and she hoped she could hold on to the familiar dimensions of her body for as long as possible. Still, even if nothing showed on her frame, something fierce was assembling itself inside her. The morning sickness spilled over into the afternoons most days, and she found a constant, buzzing irritation spiking her interactions with her father, not even close to recognizing her new state. She believed, in the most secret parts of her mind, that she could hide the pregnancy from everyone for the entire duration, simply appear one day holding a baby that people assumed she conjured up with a magic spell. Now, however, another wave of nausea washing over her, her gloved hands slippery with pig fat and juices, she realized how stupid she could be sometimes.


When she first started at the Whole Hog, she was a waitress, navigating the tables while balancing a tray filled with bucket-size glasses of sweet tea. She hated every second of it, but she needed the money, the tossed-off tips, almost always a mere 10 percent of the check. She didn’t pretend that she was a good waitress; she was too shy to check her tables often enough, believing that she was always a nuisance when she stopped by to ask if anyone needed more tea, more food, or the check. She did not like being witnessed while in possession of someone else’s food. The owner had given her the job as a favor to her father; the rest of the waitstaff was comprised of Mr. Bonner’s daughters and nieces. And she was truly grateful for the work and steeled herself to smile more, to be charming, to flirt with the farmers and factory workers who wanted young girls to serve them giant plates of pulled pork so they could call them sweetie and honey and baby doll.


On her breaks, however, while the other girls went off to smoke or to talk on their cell phones, Izzy would hide in the kitchen and watch Mr. Tannehill, the seventy-year-old man who worked the smoker, prepare the pigs. She watched him rub down the lifeless carcasses of the pigs with a simple mixture of salt and pepper, watched him somehow hoist these beasts onto the smoker, and watched him mop the skin with a prehistoric-looking implement before finally tearing the pig apart into something so delicious that it was not food but a miracle. The men and boys hired to assist Mr. Tannehill were shiftless and transitory, doing the bare minimum to earn a paycheck, and so Izzy, inching closer and closer to the action over a period of months, found herself, on occasion, the recipient of Mr. Tannehill’s clipped, specific instructions. He seemed pleased with the serious way she obeyed his orders, the fact that he only had to tell her something once and then she never forgot it. Sometimes, as the actual pit boys sat on a stool and read a magazine, Izzy would go over her allotted break and one of the other waitresses would yell for her to get back to work. One time, she heard Mr. Tannehill mumble under his breath when she had been summoned, “Damn it all.” It thrilled her, to be of use and to be good at it. Some days she would come to work before school started or stay an hour or two after her shift had ended and simply sit by the smoker with Mr. Tannehill, neither of them speaking, tending to the fire, maintaining the exact heat that gave the pork its singular flavor.


Once a year had passed and three successive pit boys had either quit or been fired, Izzy asked Mr. Tannehill if she could take the job. He talked to Mr. Bonner, who needed convincing, but soon it was just Mr. Tannehill and Izzy in the back room, left alone to handle the pigs, alchemists in a dungeon, two lonely people who understood meat better than other people.


Izzy felt a gagging sensation stall in her throat, and she hunched over the hog and tried to reclaim her bearings. Mr. Tannehill finally spoke up, his eyes barely visible beneath the brim of his baseball cap, “You feeling poorly?”


She shook her head and then, knowing it was no use to lie, thought up a lesser lie. “Hungover,” she said. She watched Mr. Tannehill wince at the admission, and she remembered, too late, the story of the man’s past, his own restaurant in North Carolina, written up in magazines by enthusiasts of barbecue, and the ruin his drinking had brought down on the establishment. Still, no other choice seemingly available to her, she soldiered on. “I drank too much last night, I guess.”


“Not a good habit,” he said, “but sometimes a necessary one.” He stood beside her and then lightly shoved her out of the way, his ancient hands, no need for gloves, tearing the meat apart. “Drink some water,” he told her, and she did, running the tap and slurping from her cupped hands. She felt the water stabilize her nausea, but she hung back from the hog and its inescapable scent. Recently, she had to start washing her hair twice, scrubbing furiously, to get the smoke and fat out of her hair so that she could sleep in some state of calm.


“I’m better,” she said, and she then took her place beside him, quickly working the meat from the carcass, their hands never once reaching for the same spot. Once they had finished, Mr. Tannehill cleaned the innards, saving them for the dishes that certain old-timers requested from off the menu. Izzy took a cleaver in each hand and started to chop the meat into a uniform size and consistency. She found a rhythm as the cleavers hit the wood, the knives an extension of her desires, never once betraying her. She wiped her blades clean on her apron and then sat on an overturned empty bucket of vinegar, wondering how she was going to make it through seven and a half more months of this.


“Looks good,” Mr. Tannehill said to her, not smiling, but his soft tone was kind enough to show his appreciation. He once said that, aside from him and Mr. Sammy, who ran the black-owned barbecue restaurant in Coalfield and worked exclusively with ribs and chicken, that Izzy was the best barbecue person in town. She once mentioned that the two of them should do a barbecue competition, head over to Memphis in May and show them how it was done. “Too much stress for me,” he said. “I don’t like competition. I like to cook the pig the way it’s supposed to be cooked and not worry about anything else. You get to be my age, Izzy, you just want peace and quiet.” Izzy sometimes felt aged beyond her years, and it made her feel inauthentic and silly, but she could understand Mr. Tannehill’s desire for solitude, to simply be allowed to do what you loved without interference.


And now, once again, she wanted to throw up. She ran out of the kitchen, into the bathroom, and dry-heaved herself rigid. She listened to make sure that no one had heard or was coming to check on her. She sat on the closed lid of the toilet and rested her head in her hands, so tired already, the uphill climb of each day since the pregnancy.


She had not heard from Hal since the night of graduation. All she had to go on were the imperfect rumors in town, but she was willing to settle for these as long as they had the slightest hint of truth. The police, apparently, had paid him a visit that same night, thanks to the wallet he’d left in the theater. It seemed either he had the charges dismissed or he was given probation, more people were saying probation. Her name was never mentioned and she was both relieved and slightly surprised by this fact; it was strange how, in such a small town, everyone seemed to know your business and yet Izzy had been carrying on an affair with her art teacher and was pregnant with his child and not a single person was the wiser. It was a testament to her cautiousness or her simple invisibility.


Hal was now spending the rest of the summer in the Northeast; his parents had sent him away to a facility to recuperate once again. She waited for a letter from him, a phone call, but none came. Either he was so dulled with medicine that he had forgotten about her or, more likely, he was ashamed of everything, the fight, the pregnancy, the affair, and he was trying to make her, the constant reminder of his bad decisions, disappear. She wanted to hear his voice, to have some reassurance that he cared for her. And, though it was crass and she did not want to think about it too much, she would have appreciated some gesture on his part, even if it was merely financial, that would help her get through this pregnancy, to show that he understood his complicit role in her current predicament. Was it so awful to hope that, having been impregnated by the wealthiest bachelor in town, Izzy could at least have the luxury of not going elbow deep in pig carcasses all summer? But there was only silence where there was once Hal, and so she focused on the baby, thinking about it all the time, hoping that it would not make itself known before she was ready to reveal it.


The next day Izzy woke up to hear her father in the kitchen, banging around for something to eat that would soak up the alcohol from the night before. She looked at her clock and saw that it was six o’clock in the morning; she pulled the covers over her head and wallowed in her misery. A few minutes later, her father walked into the room, eating a Pop-Tart, shaking her exposed foot to wake her.


“Dad, please. I need sleep,” she said.


“When did you get home?” he asked.


“Late.”


“I didn’t even notice you come in,” he replied. He had been passed out in his easy chair, the TV volume eight clicks too loud, when she crept into the house. Ever since her mother died, her father had slept on the couch, in the easy chair, or sometimes on the front porch when it was warm enough. The bedroom had turned into his closet, a place he entered only to change clothes.


“Well, you got something in the mail,” he said, tossing a letter onto the bed. “Return address is some city in Massachusetts. Who you know in Massachusetts?”


Izzy quickly propped herself up in the bed, staring at the envelope. There was no name on the return address, but she knew it was Hal. The morning sickness turned into a solid chunk of stone, a temporary relief.


“It’s just a friend. She’s at a camp up there,” Izzy said. Her father, true to form, asked no further questions. With her father out of her room, Izzy still held the secret of her pregnancy within her.


She opened the letter, ripping the envelope nearly in half, which momentarily distracted her, as if she’d ruined a keepsake. Inside the envelope were two sheets of unlined white paper, with Hal’s messy half-cursive, half-print handwriting in blue ink. When Izzy was eight, her mother taught her, forced her actually, to speed-read because of her love for John F. Kennedy, who was a proponent of speed-reading. Even though Izzy found it to be less than what her mother had promised, the practice was now ingrained, and it took Izzy a considerable amount of time to adjust, to slow down and subvocalize and actually consider what Hal was telling her, no matter how painful it might be.


She had read the letter five times now and it did not change, which tore out something tiny and perfect in Izzy’s heart. He loved her. He said this five times in the letter. He loved her more than anyone or anything else in the world. He was getting help and, though he had to be realistic about his situation, he thought it was going to help him function more easily in the world. He would be better to her, he promised. He wanted, and this lodged in her throat as she sounded it out, to marry her sometime in the near future, when he had proven to her that he was a good person. He had talked to his doctors and in his support meetings and he was pleased that they tentatively agreed with his assertions that Izzy was good for him, despite the age difference and the unfortunate circumstances of how they met. He would like to marry her and take his trust fund and go somewhere far from Tennessee and live happily with her for the rest of their lives. This was all on the first page and Izzy wished she could frame it or consume it or tattoo it on her skin. But. But there was that motherfucking second page.


He did not want Izzy to have the baby. He was not ready for kids, would probably never be able to handle the pressures of raising a child or, god help us, children. He wanted her, Izzy, and only her. He hoped that she trusted him and loved him enough to know that this was the right decision. They could be together, forever, but he could not handle the disappointment of how things had become ruined. Would she please agree to this? Would she write him back and let him know what was in her heart, if she understood how much he loved her and wanted everything to be good and perfect? He signed it With Love because of course he would, because who wouldn’t say it again at the end after using it so frequently throughout the letter?


Her morning sickness, which had abated during her examination of the letter, returned in full force, mixed with her own dread for the future, and she scampered to the bathroom and dry-heaved until her neck muscles ached. This could not be normal, she thought, the morning sickness or her life. When she could stand, she got into the shower and let the hot water seep into her pores and wash away the rancid smell of pork. When she felt human, she brushed her teeth, got dressed, and then tried to imagine the rest of her day, standing over the smoker, the humidity of summer turning the smell of vinegar into something chemical and harmful. Once she lay back on the bed, Izzy understood that she could not face work, not with the letter now in her possession, her answer necessary to turn the future into the present. She understood that she needed to call in, to let Mr. Tannehill know that she wasn’t going to make it into work, but the thought of that phone call, the embarrassment of disappointing him, kept her rooted to the bed. She closed her eyes and felt the ease of shutting out the world, however temporary. Sleep, the only space that did not refuse her, took over her body. Just an hour, she told herself, just two hours, just three hours, just a day, just two days, just a month, just nine months, just the rest of her life. That’s all she would sleep for, the rest of her life.


When she finally awoke, it was eleven o’clock at night and she felt the strange exhilaration of having erased an entire day from her record. The problem was that now she was wide awake. Izzy listened to her heart beating inside her chest and she mistook it for the baby, wondered if there was a difference.


She rose from the bed and called out for her father, hearing no reply. Sometimes he played cards in the back of the market with some friends, drinking steadily until the next morning, when he simply took up his post once again behind the counter. She suddenly felt the claustrophobia of the house, the need to get outside it. But where could she go, what place would have her? She picked up her keys and walked outside, convinced that if she drove long enough, she would figure it out.


Izzy drove five miles per hour under the speed limit, with the freedom of having no particular destination and no one around to hurry her. After about thirty minutes of aimless cruising, she finally drove to the Whole Hog and idled in the parking lot before she cut the engine. She walked behind the restaurant, smoke forever rising from the chimney, and stared at Mr. Tannehill’s trailer, which Mr. Bonner let him have rent free so that he could tend to the smoker at all hours. The trailer was dark, but she took a deep breath and allowed herself the rare luxury of intrusion, of needing someone. She knocked on the door and it was a full minute before Mr. Tannehill, still wearing his gray coveralls, appeared in front of her, his eyes wide at the sight of her. The only detail that suggested she had interrupted a private moment was that the front of his coveralls was unbuttoned enough that she could see a yellowing undershirt beneath it.


“What in the world are you doing here, Izzy?” he asked her, looking past her as if some irresponsible person had put her up to this.


“I’m in a bad situation, Mr. Tannehill,” she said. “I don’t know what to do.”


Mr. Tannehill had an expression that suggested that he did not want to know her trouble but could not figure out how to politely deny her. Finally, he readjusted his baseball cap and then gestured toward the restaurant. “Well, come check the pig with me,” he said, but she held up her hands and replied, “I better not. The smell of barbecue is making me sick these days.”


Mr. Tannehill considered her and then shook his head. “That is a bad situation, then,” he said. “Do you mind sitting on the steps here? I haven’t had another person in this trailer since I moved in and it’s a damn mess.”


They situated themselves on the steps and Mr. Tannehill said, “I figured something was going on with you when you didn’t turn up today. You’ve been out of sorts lately.”


“I’m pregnant, Mr. Tannehill,” she said.


“Oh lord, Izzy,” he said, shaking his head. “I was hoping you just needed to borrow some money.”


“I’m only a couple months along. I haven’t told anybody else.”


“Well, everybody else will find out soon enough, I reckon,” he replied. They sat in silence; Mr. Tannehill took off his cap and held it in his hands, fiddling with the band.


“I’m really, really scared,” Izzy said.


“I understand why, Izzy,” he said. “It’s a hard thing even in the best of situations.” He paused, and she noticed that he was blushing, fighting with himself to be polite but to also be her friend. “I imagine,” he said and then stuttered for a second before righting himself. “I imagine you know who the daddy is?”


“I do,” she said.


“And he’s gonna help out?” he asked, and Izzy shook her head.


“It doesn’t seem like it,” she said.


“And you,” he stuttered again, and then coughed. “Sorry about this, but I’m just wondering if you still think you want to keep it.”


“I do. I definitely do, however I can manage it.”


“Fair enough,” he replied. He looked at Izzy, his eyes the most unknowable shade of dark brown, not a flicker of emotion behind them. He reached for her and pulled her into an embrace, an awkward but generous hug. Izzy fell into it and closed her eyes.


“There are worse things in the world, Izzy,” he said. “You’re a good person and that baby will be lucky to have you. You’ll be a good momma, you can bet on that.”


She did not cry because she knew how embarrassed Mr. Tannehill would be to witness it. He had done her the kindness of this conversation, of his support for her desires, and she would not ask for more than that.


Having told another person, the burden of secrecy lightened by even an ounce, she could allow herself the expectation, however unsupportable, of a happy future. It made her, for the first time in weeks, ravenous. It made her want to eat the entire world and let whatever nutrients it held seep into her child. “I’m hungry,” she said.
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