



  [image: cover]








    

       

    




    Morality Tale




    A Novel




    [image: ]




    Sylvia Brownrigg




    Drawings by Monica Scott




    PICADOR








  



    

       

    




    In loving memory of Mrs. Harry Batten








  



    

       

    




    So heavy is the chain of wedlock that it needs


    two to carry it, and sometimes three.
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    Betrayal—It’s more complicated than you think. Don’t leap to conclusions. There may be hidden angles you haven’t considered.




    Above all, we’re human. And that “we” includes you.
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    He told me to stop thinking about him, so I tried. Tried to clear all the thoughts of him out of my head, like clearing away the ornaments after Christmas is over, taking them down from the tree and collecting them off the ground where they’ve squatted in dusty nests with the pine needles and ribbon bits and unseen shavings of wrapping paper. You box them all up and put them in the basement once the festivities are over, then forget about them till next year.




    That’s what I tried to do with my thoughts about him.




    The he in the first sentence is my husband. The him is the other guy. I had better not name him; it might get the man into trouble, and besides, people are more powerful if you give them names and they vanish when you don’t.




    He was called Richard.




    There were so many things I didn’t know about him—about Richard. I didn’t know what he liked to cook, I didn’t know what books he had on his bookshelf, I didn’t know how he voted. I knew he had a mom in Chicago and a dad who was dead, and a sister he liked a lot and a brother he didn’t. I knew he thought the universe didn’t make mistakes, which was a faith I found strange but intriguing, and I knew he believed in accepting what was and wasn’t given to you, which was noble and right but at times beyond my spiritual reach. I didn’t know what his mouth would feel like kissing mine, though Lord knows I imagined it. I once held his hand, that time on the park bench, and I thought of that old song about the guy with the whole world in his hands, because that’s how it felt.




    I guess that song is about God, though, isn’t it?




    I should certainly mention my husband in all of this. That was always the problem. I tried to box up my thoughts about Richard and they just wouldn’t stay boxed, and I tried to get them to settle onto my husband instead and my mind, like a bird, would flutter off to a different branch altogether. It took a certain discipline, takes it still, to keep my mind focused.




    He was in business. My husband. Of the two of us, he was the one with the job that tended to get referred to as “real”—as if mine were a chimera. He had a profession, though I remained womanishly vague on what it was precisely that he professed to do. He crunched numbers (like a trash compactor); he balanced books (like an acrobat). It was a position to do with finances and consulting, two words that made my mind dip into helpless narcolepsy. I could tell you that the work he did required the wearing of a suit, and that he went to an office five days out of seven, where he had a keyboard and a key card, an extension and an inbox, along with a gnawing job insecurity brought on by sinister managerial throat-clearings and co-workers he never went so far as to trust. Still, it was a job that gave him a place in the world, as jobs are meant to do, though mostly what mine gave me was standing-room only, behind the counter, next to the cash register and a handy panel of pens.




    Stationery. That’s where I was. It was funny, I always felt, to work in a business that was one of the nation’s more common misspellings, and don’t think I didn’t occasionally get notes from friends or relatives asking how went life at the stationary store, like all the other stores were on the move and it was just mine that stayed still. (Cemetery is another one, I could have worked at a graveyard and been in a similar situation.) That was my station in life, my husband liked to josh with his two boys. Pan, as Alan and Ryan had nicknamed me long since, after some joke involving pandemonium, and her station at the stationery store. Strictly speaking I had come up with the pun first—I have always enjoyed words, they are like candy or toys to me—but my husband may have forgotten that, and with everything else going on in our household it wasn’t worth spending extra bitterness on questions of attribution. As Richard would have said, we have to accept what the universe has given to us, by which I supposed he meant: when your husband irritates you, you have to learn to ignore it. It was a lesson I struggled with.




    Even now I find it difficult to go into how I met Richard, because when I think of that late-summer, near-back-to-school day it makes me happy, and I was never encouraged to be happy. About Richard, that is. (My husband tried to press on me the importance of the distinction: he did sincerely want me to be happy, just about anything other than Richard.) After the park-bench incident with Richard and the state of emergency that followed it—our family’s thankless Thanksgiving, soon succeeded by the annual joyless schedule battles over the boys’ Christmas—I did my best, as per my husband’s pleading demand, to find alternative sources of contentment. It wasn’t easy. My sapped spirit had become so accustomed to seeking solace in that special, Richard-reserved place. It had become a Zen room in my head, a meditation chamber, a soft spot. Stepsons bratty and unmanageable? Never mind, just think about Richard. Husband recalcitrant, barking orders and complaints? That’s all right, there’s always Richard to think about. Worried over the mistakenness of your own paths, wrong turns taken that have made you crave distraction? One day, certainly, you ought to come to terms with all that; but for now it is easier and more enjoyable to think about Richard.




    That December I worked on the problem of redirecting my thoughts. I felt like a road worker setting up one of those discouraging orange DETOUR signs right at the route you were hoping to take. It was the packed run-up to the holiday of Saint Nick, that stretch when every kind of paper product was in high demand, and at the store I waited busily on the hordes of harassed gift-givers while trying, surreptitiously, to be happy about something excluding Richard. On a rainy day, I tried to be happy that the yuletide skies gave us that calm, cleansing baptism, though as a matter of practicality it meant people were bringing in wet umbrellas all day and leaning them against the gift-wrap table where they dripped onto the rolls of printed reindeer and candy canes. I tried to be happy that the clothing-and-trinkets shop next door was playing its Christmas music so loud that every time our door opened, in blew a Winter Wonderland or jaunty, red-nosed Rudolph. My boss, Mr. Finkelstein, was a Hanukkah man himself, and drew the line at piped-in jingling and Fa-la-la-la-las. He stuck to Vivaldi to encourage the shoppers.




    I tried especially hard to be happy, as my husband urged me to be, that he and I were going to the fancy Christmas dinner at the hotel up the hill, as we did every other year when the boys were not with us. (Our holidays had a binary, on/off quality in those years: with, then without; with, then without.) The hotel would serve crab cakes and lamb roast and some ice-cream confection for dessert, and we would save the cocktail stirrers for Alan and Ryan who could stab each other with them later. My husband and I would both eat and drink more than we usually did, then wonder why we came home feeling bleary and bloated. Merry Christmas, he would say with brandy on his breath, before falling into a heavy, early sleep, from which he would wake uncomfortably, around midnight, looking for Tums.




    I tried these mental diversions all through that dim December, with mixed success. My thoughts seemed, devilishly, to have a mind of their own. And my husband instinctively knew it. Spouses may not yet be able to monitor all the other person’s thought waves, but my husband did the job as well as he could within the limits of what was technologically possible. If I didn’t laugh promptly enough at his jokes, he guessed (often correctly) that I had been listening to some inner monologue of Richard’s instead. If he caught me looking distractedly into what is literarily termed the middle distance, he assumed (mostly correctly) that my eyes were picturing Richard. If he caught me doodling on a sheet of paper, he might read the meaningless words there—FALAFEL; UNIVERSE, CHICAGO—and deduce (not incorrectly) they had something to do with that wretch of a Richard. In any of these instances, my husband would stamp or shout or hurl things around; or, worse, go very quietly gloomy, so that my heart sponged up guilt and became heavy and sodden. There was a point when it got so bad, my husband could practically read the ticker tape in my head that ran Richard Richard Richard, which meant I had to be careful when it came to eye contact when I was with him at home. That’s one of the problems with marriage: people learn to see through you. My husband stopped being fooled by my bright, perky deflections. His gaze bored straight through all of that, searching for Richard, and more often than not finding him, to his—my husband’s—despair.




    I met him at the store. That was another part of the problem: we had a work connection, so my husband couldn’t make stationery jokes anymore without his teeth clenching and a sound like a choked bark in the back of his throat. It was the middle of August, just after that dull, desert stretch in the midsummer calendar when there are no significant holidays. (Who sends cards for the Fourth of July? After the golf clubs and napping jokes of Father’s Day there’s nothing going on, date-wise, for months; the sensible people have fled town and are reading their once-a-year novels by the beach.) When mid-August rolls around we stationery employees perk up, as parents and children begin to contemplate the end of the summer and the dawning need for supplies for the new school year.




    Richard was the envelope guy. The new envelope guy, I should say, replacing hundred-year-old Milton, a specimen whose face had been lined by his long, dedicated years of correspondence-enhancing salesmanship. There was nothing you could tell Milton about envelopes that he didn’t already know. The man breathed envelopes. For all I knew, he ate them.




    Richard was not like that. He knew envelopes, yes, dimensions, colors and weights, and he could talk for a surprising number of minutes on the padded-versus-not-padded question. If you showed him a piece of paper of any irregular size, he would find you an envelope that neatly contained it, and he went to some lengths to prove the superiority of envelopes over boxes for most mailings. He could even, if you asked, give you the derivation of the name “Manila.”




    But none of that really interested him. I understood that immediately, that there was more to Richard than mere envelopes. Richard was a man who loved people and who loved stories. He was at heart a philosopher, in the narrative school. His real passion was for the cosmos and its workings: the stars and the planets, and why we are here. He was the kind of guy who read plenty of science fiction, which put him in touch with a great number of other universes, the parallel and the not-so-parallel both.




    “So you’re the new envelope guy,” I said when I met him on a Monday morning that fateful, fitful August. The skies were unpredictable, you could not know when or whether the cold morning fog would lift, and my moods, I’ll admit, had become similar: there were days when I kept waiting for the sun and good humor to break through but they just never did. My remark to the new man was something of a redundancy—Richard had appeared alongside our most recent shipment of envelopes, to make my and Mr. Finkelstein’s acquaintance—but I was trying to be friendly.




    “That’s right,” Richard said, and there was elastic in his voice. Springiness. Life. “Richard Applebee. Pleased to meet you. You may think of me as an envelope pusher, but I like to think of myself as someone who pushes the envelope.” He chuckled like a hen.




    The line did not have the fresh flavor of something the man had just thought up on the spot; it had more of the ziplocked staleness of something he had put together earlier and was now carrying around for new clients or friends. That was all right with me, though. We can’t always be original, every time. It would be far too tiring.




    “Which envelope do you push?” I asked Richard. I liked him right away. His voice was warm and his eyes were alight. He gave the impression of fullness: he was quietly hefty, with a rounded rusty beard and pink-leaning skin. An Irish Santa Claus, maybe. Somebody whose suit buttons didn’t really want to stay closed. Isn’t attraction mysterious? My husband was on the slim side, something I had considered a virtue, proof that he didn’t get carried away with his appetites—though the earlier part of our history might have suggested otherwise. And facial hair! I had never in my life thought the stuff was appealing, the way it made men’s skin so furry and primitive. Nuzzling against the undergrowth: wouldn’t it be like kissing a marmoset? Yet here I was, watching the orange steel wool scrubbing this man’s clean, shiny face, and thinking it might be nice to put my cheek against that texture. And all this before I knew the first thing about him.




    “Well,” Richard answered me, glancing at his notes, “I see you have a standing order for the McKinleys in nine by twelve and ten by thirteen, and I don’t see any reason to suggest—”




    “No, no.” I think it was then that I touched a couple of fingers to his sweatered arm. This boldness was unusual for me. Maybe I was testing, instinctively, to see whether he was real, or a mirage. Maybe I was wondering if I had somehow dreamt him. “I meant—which envelope do you push, generally?” And I gestured, with a flourish, at the wider world, a world beyond stationery.




    “Oh!” The carrot-headed man put his notes down on the counter between us, and I could see from his face he liked the question. I was taking his joke seriously. I was trying to open him up. “I mean, I enjoy looking at things from an angle. Thinking outside the box. I consider myself a person who marches”—now his voice sounded shy, endearingly so, in spite of his size and his beard—”to the beat of a different drummer.” That was his small speech. He put his hands together and rested them on the counter. The melamine might as well have been an altar, the way I felt at that moment, and the receipt for the envelopes, a ring. I was ready to follow this man, this big man, to someplace else. Someplace far away, someplace different. I, too, was eager to get out of the damned box; my own had become so airless and miserable lately.




    That was the size and shape of our first encounter. We talked a little more that day, but honestly, not much. He was conscious of keeping to his schedule, meeting all the people who for years would have known only Milton, and I, meanwhile, had the typical stream of humanity coming in needing its staple guns and tape dispensers, its Post-Its and paperclips. While Richard was still in the store, for instance, a troubled man came in searching for an envelope to fit his child’s passport. The passport had to be sent upstate to the child’s mother so that mother and child could go on a trip to Mexico, which the father didn’t approve of. (Divorce and its dramas: they’re everywhere you look. Is there anyone untouched?) People used to offer these stories about themselves even when you didn’t much want to hear them, and I was good enough at my job that I listened while customers gave the backstory of their particular requests. I was frustrated that it cut off the conversation with my new friend, the plain-suited St. Nick, but on the other hand it meant he got to see me in action. Perhaps I was showing off for Richard as I helped find a container for the customer’s travel anxiety; it was an envelope question, after all. We settled on a number four, padded, and I sensed Richard’s approval. (My husband, on the other hand, had not seen me perform in this way in a long while. He had not taken in that there were items at the stationery store I was quite skilled at selling.) By the time the guy, now calmer, was gone, I could see in Richard’s four-leaf-clovered eyes a glitter of respect and curiosity. “I hope we have chances to talk further,” he said rather formally, before he left, but I was fairly sure the formality was a thin cover for shyness.




    I thought about Richard’s hope that evening as I made my slowfooted way back to my husband, and to the worn-down lives we were worn out from living: the ones in which I’d pick up the remaining morning debris as I always did, cook some form of dinner as I always did, listen as I always did to my husband’s tense uncoilings about work. It was a short journey home from the stationery station, past the shoe shop and the bookstore and the colorful perfumed cave that sold clothes from Tibet, back to our bike-and-skateboardy neighborhood, where the leaders of tomorrow made their first helmeted attempts to weave and maneuver without crashing. As I walked, I considered the possibility of there being chances to talk further with the big red-haired gentleman I had met from Envelopes Incorporated, and how unlikely it was that there would ever be any. The truth was, Richard Applebee wouldn’t have much reason to stop by the store, in a professional capacity—shipping services would do the talking, for the most part; it wasn’t a horse-and-cart world in which he himself needed to swing by with the goods. And my own geographies had become so limited: overpriced health mart, where I picked up ingredients for two or for four, depending on the calendar; the children’s school for collection of the boys, depending on same; bookstore for reading material, without which so little is bearable; post office to send checks for our accumulated parking tickets and periodically mail missives to my dear, far-away mother. Oh, and every now and then a jaunt to the marriage counselor’s office, when my husband’s ex-wife Theresa (DDT, or Dear Darling Terry, as we sometimes called her, our little joke) had pushed one of us over some edge, and we needed the cool unflappability of Dr. Puffin to steady us. Really, that just about covered it. You see how small my particular circuit had gotten to be.




    It was hard to imagine Richard popping up in any of those places, though don’t think I wasn’t thinking about it the next day as I wheeled a cart up and down the overstuffed aisles of the holier-than-thou health mart, performing the twenty-first-century version of hunting and gathering. I hacked through the jungle of brand names, choosing healthy but fun cereal for the boys in boxes decorated with facts about the world’s waning wildlife, and selecting pasta made of colorful compressed vegetables designed to sneak nutritional content past fussy eaters’ taste buds. Up and down I pushed my cart like a baby pram while rehearsing the spontaneous, joyful greeting that would take place before banks of green and black olives, or out near the nut butters. “Why, Mr. Applebee!” I’d say. (It is regrettable that you can’t choose the names of the people you fall for; Richard was unobjectionable, but Applebee had the scent of cartoon to it, I couldn’t deny it.) Yet that was his name, and like the color of his hair not something he could help. “Why, Mr. Applebee,” I’d say. “Hello! And here you are, marching. How is your drummer?”




    Too forced?




    “Hello again—aren’t you Mr. Applebee, the man who pushes the envelope?”




    “Richard,” he’d correct me, warmly. That was something I had noticed about him almost immediately—his warmth. When he left that first day, he had clasped my small, cautious hand in his, and I had the fleeting sensation that here was someone who could whisk me away with him, who could take me far off from the mess of my life. Who knows why such an idea strikes you about someone you just met? A touch, even a brief one, can hold so much. That handclasp contained everything—a story, an excitement, a world—and the phantom feeling came back to me as I wandered the aisles, hoping I’d see him.




    However. What I actually saw, over in condiments, was a familiar brown-helmet-haired woman, with a face that was drawn like a queen’s—proud, stern, and baffled, as if disappointed by her subjects. The woman was contemplating ketchups. For all I knew she was making the same kind of food-provider decisions I was (how to strike a balance between healthy and tasty? Was there a way to avoid paying over the odds for such staples?), but in any case it was not the poignancy of the similarity between us that struck me. The important point was that she must not see me. Etched still into my eyelids—and for that matter my eardrums—was the shape and sound of Theresa’s shattering cry of years earlier, when she once caught sight of me at the entrance to said health mart, with Ryan pattering along innocently behind me. “NO!” she had shrieked simply, a denial of such vehemence and violence that it tore up the climate-controlled air and shredded the nerves of the shoppers all around us. The boy was petrified and confused. The clock stopped. It was hard to recover.




    From that point on I elected to do my shopping alone.




    So, noticing her there, parsing mustards, I retreated—away from the mercifully unaware Theresa and her crouched, attendant hysteria, back toward the checkout and my Richard-fed daydreams. It was a sunnier place to be, by far, though I recognized that the whole notion of a health-mart encounter with Richard was based on the wobbly premise that he might live near enough to us that he’d have reason to frequent that same institution, with its jacked-up prices and feel-good interior, its purified half-hourly water spritz over the gleaming green vegetables. While in fact one reason I was so drawn to Richard, doubtless, was that he had a distant air about him, the whiff of coming from somewhere quite else. He was in all likelihood not an inhabitant of our own constricted, suffocated, several-blocks quarter, that stretch of acreage that had become something like an urban dog run for me—fenced-in and colorless, without the cheer or freedom of a genuine park. Richard probably, I reflected, lived up the freeway or down from my husband and me, maybe even across one of the bridges. He might live on the other side of the water altogether, in a place where the air seemed cleaner and trees crowded round generously, and the nearby mountain conferred nobility on everyone in its shadow—even the rich and the foolish, of whom there were plenty.




    It was years since I had been there myself, to that town across the bay. I grew up there, under the skyscraper-high redwoods, in the fragrant groves of bay laurels. It was there that my mother and I had once lived, and where we had befriended our kind, diamond-hearted neighbor Millie, who was like a grandmother to me. I had been meaning to go back for a visit, but with the many demands of my husband and Alan and Ryan and the largely invisible but unstoppable DDT I had not managed it. The town might no longer be peopled and alive for me as it had been, but I had griefs lodged over there. Histories. Markers. We each of us have our private geographies of mourning, and that place, by the mountain, was one of mine.




    But I would prefer not to go down that thorny, overgrown path just now, the one that leads to memories of loss and abandonment. Let me instead remind myself that it was my husband, bless him, with his pleasant, clean-shaven face—the kind of face that could sell you life insurance or all-wool carpeting, in natural colors—who pulled me away from the particular darkness I inhabited when he first met me; who, like a strong swimmer, hauled me to shore, sodden maiden in distress that I was. I was miles away from all those old mountain shadows by then, but I’m sure you don’t need me to tell you that physical and mental distances are immeasurably different. That, for instance, the guy rejected by the only person he ever loved, a farm girl in Wyoming, might try to forget about her by traveling to India, only to find himself up on some peak staring at the dusky azure Himalayas, with his girl’s voice in his head and an overwhelming sense memory of the taste of her pound cake. There is no way to escape it: these things follow you. Dreams, yes, and demons, and the ugly snake of regret that coils at times around your heart, leaving you breathless.




    That was me, stuck, helpless, when my husband discovered me, back in my café-going days. I had the fanciful idea that I was writing a book—my Dictionary of Betrayal, I called it—a collection of words and their meanings that would gradually build a story, a world. Betrayal, Abandonment, Grief; Sex, Lying, Revenge. There was plenty of material. It was a slow dirge of a project, admittedly. It had me going in circles around actions I could not undo, trying to rewrite dramas whose scripts had already been played out. Sitting in a café with a pad of paper and a pen (I was, myself, quite a consumer of stationery products) allowed me to steam in my own juices, which may be what you want for a pot roast but is not the best thing for a person given to overly morose introversions.




    To his lasting credit, my husband understood this. Quickly, instinctively. He was capable, in those clear days before the chaos and tantrums (before the NO!s, the how dare yous, the get the boys out here, right now!s), of bright moments of perception when he turned his focus to me. He saw me. He took me in. When he found me scribbling in the café, what he saw was a muddled someone who needed the pen taken away from her for a while, the notebook retired to a high shelf out of sight, out of mind; a steady masculine arm to lean on as she tottered up and down the avenue. “I want to keep you like a key,” he used to tell me, in a voice that soothed so. “I want to put you in my pocket. I want to hold you close, make you safe, calm, and happy.”




    He did not have the idea, thank goodness, to replace the notebook and pen with a baby and diaper—there are some men (and women too, for that matter) who would have made that trade, but for him and me both, life seemed complicated enough without the extra patter of little feet around. Perhaps what would serve me best, he felt, would be a low-stress position at a nearby harmless enterprise like the stationery store. Stationery was always supposed to be temporary, a way station, but it turned into something quite different, and, like many elements of our first few years (divorce warfare, intense lovemaking, political disillusionment), lasted longer than expected.




    He imagined leading me out of my darkness, my husband, even as he first stood by my table holding a hot cappuccino, not yet mine at all. Later, he tended to tell the story in simpler terms: he said that when he saw me in my blue scarf and gray shirt, my pale cheeks and rosehip lips, he wanted to kiss me. And from there, that café moment, our story unfolded, with the heavy inevitability that clings to encounters of people who wind up getting married.




    I always found it worse thinking about all that murk, our beginnings, than it ever was to think about Richard, whether or not thoughts about him were banned, and even when I was trying my damnedest to cleanse the man from my palate. My guess after a certain point was that it was useless, that Richard was just stuck there, like a piece of corn in the molars or the so-called fresh taste of toothpaste, though the latter could, in my opinion, carry with it the hint of guilt (as in, what other lurking flavor was a person trying to conceal?).




    Water under the bridge, people say, to cover events in your life you might like to forget about or change, like marrying a man who meant well and saved you, in one sense, only to ruin you, in a different, spiritual one. Water under the bridge. What does it mean? You have a picture of yourself standing on a footbridge over a river, like the one I used to walk my dog across when I was a teenager; the dog would scurry on over into the park to meet his dog friends and acquaintances, while I paused on the bridge a moment, watching the flow of the water, only vaguely aware at the time of its metaphorical richnesses. Too young yet to have made large mistakes that I could imagine I was watching float along on the river under my feet. Back then it was all still in the future; the present was mostly a packed catalog of predictable adolescent embarrassments. Oh, there were winces of shame, sure, but they were in relation to saying something dumb to a cute boy in Physics, or rashly waving hello at a popular girl who might feign not to have seen me. At fifteen you’re not yet talking about holocausts of the heart or severe moral lapses, the deep troubled issues of character which, when it comes to your private consultations with God or your conscience, whichever one you believe in, are all that actually matter.




    So I could watch the water of my marriage rush past, or perhaps the marriage was a twig on top of the water caught in the flow of the river, and I could see it travel beneath and then beyond me, moving quickly downstream where I would never catch up with it. I could never take it back; my husband and I were destined to keep going together, as we had from the ill-planned beginning, on down and down, far past the footbridge. And so is it any wonder, if I was thinking of it that way, that there were long hours over stationery, when my husband couldn’t see me, that I mooned over Richard, pondering the big man’s words and his philosophies, the alternative he offered?




    It is important, when you’re reckoning (with God or your conscience, whichever one you believe in), to stand up and tell the truth. That much we all know from grade school, where the punishments were less severe for those who stepped forward and confessed. If you hold on to secrets they build up interest, like savings accounts, gathering more wickedness around them and doing more damage. Our nation’s president learned this rather publicly in the seventies, when I was an impressionable youth. I watched the false-smiling politician on TV as he worked out that no wall was high or strong enough to keep out nosy, persistent reporters. The taller you tried to build the thing, the louder the crash at the end. Watergate made a mark on me as on everybody, I guess. One of my keenest memories was of once saying to my mother, “I wish the president was dead!” in a precocious attempt to win approval for my political stance, since I knew she loathed the man—only to be told how deeply wrong that was, as a wish. My mother chastised me in no uncertain terms. It was my first remembered instruction in separating a person from the deed they commit; my first understanding that you must not wish someone dead, however much you despise them.




    He was married when I met him, that was the problem. My husband, I mean. You couldn’t tell that about him—he didn’t wear a ring, not that I was ever one of those people who notice rings (later my own would be demure and only lightly diamonded, as I felt the big rocks looked garish and nervous). He seemed like a regular guy, my husband, standing there with his cappuccino and a slightly hungry expression, though already there was a vibration about him that suggested a wish and a willingness—for story, for excitement, maybe. Still, I half thought he was simply getting ready to make a speech about life insurance or wool carpeting. I was naive and also not, in those days; innocent on the surface with a cunning ooze within, like a dark smooth chocolate with cherry liqueur hidden inside. I suppose I could see that he liked me, but I was willing to persuade myself that it was for all the right reasons. Besides, I didn’t know he was married.




    It was only on the third cappuccino that that detail came up. This was the third lunchtime in a row he had come into the café and discovered me at my dictionary (I put a protective arm over the notebook when he came up, not that my scrawl is so legible, but you hardly want entries on Abandonment and Cheating jumping off the page into the sightlines of someone you’re just getting to know). He was taking his midday break from the office where he did finances or consulting, or both (my brain jellied even then when he tried to explain it). And I responded to this man, deeply: he reminded me of someone kind I had once known, or imagined I had known, or would have liked to know. He had an old-world sturdiness. Internal, I mean. He was a man who knew what was what. When you’re rudderless, as I was then, there is an appeal in that certainty. I was in a wavery, irregular state at the time, like a kid’s mobile with the strings tangled, dangly and awkward. My to-be husband saw that about me, and wanted to fix it.
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