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prologue


I met Death at a party. It was my sister Priscilla’s twelfth birthday and I was five. She wasn’t particularly frightening, Death, but then I had been told all about her, so seeing her made no adverse impression on me. Until I realized she was there for my dad.


When I was a little girl, I shared a morning ritual with my father. It started with the sound of gushing water through rebellious pipes, a moaning screech when Dad first turned on the tap. I still live in the house where I grew up and it’s the same today. But back then the sound meant my dad was awake.


I remember I would trundle up the stairs, rubbing sleep from my eyes, feeling my way in the dark hall to the closed bathroom door. Of course I would knock, and my dad would sing out, “Is that my Princess Lulu?”


I loved that because it gave Lucy, my given name, a fairy-tale flair, and such things are hugely impressive to a five-year-old. He would open the door wide and the light would sting my eyes as he ushered me into the bathroom, our inner sanctum—just me and my dad. It was a small bathroom; the tub took up one whole wall, and the sink had this minuscule counter that could barely accommodate his shaving things and a bar of soap. Mickey whines about that same thing, even today. I would climb my little self up onto the toilet and open my book. That was my ostensive purpose for being there after all: to practice my phonics.


Meanwhile my father, standing over the sink, would start to shave, and every day when he was fully foamed, he would swoop in for a kiss and a giggle. I’m thirty-three now and can still smell his shaving cream, still hear my own laughter.


My father was a big man. His belly practically hung in the soapy sink, and sometimes when he leaned close to the mirror to inspect this or that, he would straighten to find a froth of suds clinging to his bare stomach and he’d say, “Well, looky there, Lu, got me a creamy middle just like an Oreo.” Another kiss and giggle.


When he was all finished cleaning and combing and gargling and spitting, he would splash Old Spice over his face and fill the bathroom with that unforgettable scent. I’m still a sucker for Old Spice, but I won’t let Mickey wear it.


I remember everything about those mornings. From the yellow towels on the floor to the sink full of soapy water, to Paul Harvey down low in the background, and the freshly pressed uniform hanging on the back of the door.


The town where we live, Brinley Township, knew my father as Sergeant James Houston—Jim to the world and Jimmy to my mom and his partner, Deloy Rosenberg. I loved watching the transformation from sleepy, hair-everywhere, shirtless dad, to Sergeant James Houston. When he walked out of that bathroom in the blues my mom ironed for him every night, I thought he was invincible. It was utterly inconceivable to me that anything could ever hurt him, least of all two tiny bullets. I thought that’s what it meant to be Sergeant James Houston of Brinley Township—indestructible.


But then Mrs. Delacruz, my kindergarten teacher, told us all things die. “Everything, no exceptions,” she’d said, and it got me worried. I’m sure I must have asked Dad about it, though I don’t really recall. I just remember him kneeling by my bedside one night to discuss it. Lily, who was four years older than me, was pretending to be asleep in the next bed, so he was whispering when he made this terrible declaration: Mrs. Delacruz was correct, all things did die. I suppose it was in response to my horror that he took my hand and kissed it and ran it over his bristly chin. He said to me, “Lulu, you don’t need to be afraid of death. In fact, there are secrets about death that not everyone knows.” I remember he came even closer and said, “Do you want to know what they are?”


“Secrets?” I said. It sounded far-fetched, but my father never lied to me so I kept listening.


“Lulu, there are three things about death that I promise you. I promise you it’s not the end. Feels like the end—that’s why people cry—but it’s not the end. And it doesn’t hurt. That’s another very important part of death that people get afraid of if they don’t understand. It doesn’t hurt. And finally, if you’re not afraid of death, Lu, you can watch for it and be ready. Do you believe me?”


His face was so earnest, so reliable, that I simply nodded. “What does it look like?”


“I’m not sure, but I bet it’s pretty.”


“Is it nice?”


“Very nice, and very gentle.” At this point he explained to my little, spongelike brain that death was not the same as dying. That sometimes dying did in fact hurt, but with it came a little bit of magic because you got to forget the hurt as if it never happened. This opened up a huge discussion about all the gory ways a person might die, and how lovely it was that you got to forget. I must have seemed skeptical, which is strange because I didn’t doubt what he was telling me. Still my dad said, “Lulu, do you remember being born?”


I recall soberly considering this and answering, “No.”


He nodded. “See, death’s the same. You get to forget.”


I was amazed. My dad was right. He was always right. I don’t remember everything my father said, but I do remember the way the mystery of death utterly dissolved that night in his honest eyes. I trusted him completely, and his words have stayed with me and petrified in my grown-up soul. Of course I realize they were merely a gift bestowed on my innocence; reassurance to a little girl who couldn’t sleep. But who knew the calm he gave me would see me safely through so much loss and cradle me when I almost lost myself.


Of course he was right: death happens to everyone. But if it’s not the end, and it doesn’t hurt . . . well, then what was there to fear?


Certainly this was the logic of my five-year-old self. So, when Death showed up at Priscilla’s birthday party, I was intrigued, but not alarmed.


The party was in our backyard. The barbecue was sizzling with hamburgers, the coolers overflowing with beer and Hawaiian Punch, and Mom was arranging candles on Priss’s cake. Besides half the junior high, a lot of my parents’ friends were there. Jan and Harry Bates, from next door, were trying to get their goofy son to stop chasing my sister Lily around with his ferret. (They were nine years old, but I knew even back then that Lily would marry Ron Bates. Everyone did.) Dr. Barbee was there and the Witherses from the funeral home down the street, my dad’s police friends—even the mayor was there.


I was setting paper plates on the picnic table when I noticed her. I knew immediately who she was, and she didn’t seem all that threatening or wrong. In fact, she looked as if she’d be kind, though I’ve come to wonder about that. If I had to describe her, I don’t think I could, because how do you really describe the feeling attached to an apparition? It seems to me now that it was more like a raw knowing that took on a shape and dimension that something in me recognized. I’ve seen her since and have personally assigned her as female, mostly by instinct and impression rather than anything resembling proof. All the same, I’d know her anywhere.


I wasn’t scared by her presence at all. In fact, I remember being quite intoxicated by the sound of her whisper above the noise, though I never heard what she said. I watched her kind of float among our guests, her whole bearing no more substantial than the inside of a cloud. At one point she even looked at me, right in my eyes. If my father had never told me about her, I think I would still have known who she was. It was an irrepressible connection, completely undeniable. She knew me, too. She smiled at me—at my little-girl self—but she saw my grown soul and my grown soul understood. She would come for me, too. But not then.


No, she was there for my father. And my dad must have felt it, too, because he found my gaze from across the yard. I can still see his face, the knowing in his eyes. They told me not to be afraid—he wasn’t.


I still thought him too big to die and much too solid to ever spring a leak that would kill him. But two tiny bullets did just that. He died the day after Priscilla turned twelve, when he tried to stop a drifter from robbing Arnie’s Gas N’ Go.


Death came for my mother twelve years later. And then it was just we three girls, Lily, Priscilla, and me.





one


Dr. Barbee. Lunch with Lily. Pick up dry cleaning. Hospital to hug Mickey. I was lying on the exam table, freezing, planning my day out on my fingers while I waited. Charlotte Barbee said she’d be right back to finish up with me, but that had been several minutes ago. I counted my fingers again. Lunch. Dry cleaning. Mickey. There was something else but I couldn’t remember. Actually I just couldn’t think past Mickey. He’d been there six days so far—but of course not really Mickey for days before that. But this morning he sounded good, he sounded nearly back.


Charlotte hurried back in apologizing. “Darn insurance company! Think I have nothing better to do than . . . ,” she huffed, then breathed. “Now, where were we, Lucy?”


In just a moment, I was back in position, my bare feet firmly resting in the metal stirrups, freezing just like the rest of me. “Why do you keep it so cold in here, Charlotte? That’s just mean.”


When she didn’t answer, I lifted my head off the pillow and watched her face float between my bent knees. She was down there adjusting a pair of duckbills to get a better look at what should never, in my opinion, be looked at in the first place.


“So how’s Mickey this week?” she asked, still probing, ignoring my concerns about the temperature.


“Better than last week,” I said, gasping at her touch.


“Is he still in the hospital?”


“Yes. But he can come home Friday, if he’s good. And I so hope he’s being good.”


Charlotte Barbee smiled her knowing smile. “How long have you two been married now?”


“Almost eleven years.”


“It hasn’t been that long, has it? Where does the time go?” she said. “Now give me some deep breaths.”


The deep breaths made me cough and then I remembered: pick up cough drops.


It was my annual physical and Charlotte Barbee was nothing if not thorough. She knew what she was looking for, and if she found it, I would see it in her face where I’d seen it before. To the casual observer, this might have seemed like an ordinary physical exam, but the truth was more complicated. I was being scrutinized for recurring cancer. I’d had my first bout seven years ago, when I was twenty-six. That pathology used to place me not in the healthy-adult-female column, but in the more tentative cancer-survivor column—that is, until I’d been clean for five years. I breathe a little easier now that I’m in the healthy column with my two sisters. The same cancer that claimed our mother and grandmother threatens Lily, Priscilla, and me as well. With these fickle genetics skulking through our blood, we’re all very vigilant, especially Dr. Barbee, in whom we put our trust.


Lily offered to come with me today for moral support, but in all honesty, these checkups are almost harder on my sister than they are on me, so I declined her generosity. Lily is the real worrier among us, and me getting sick again is the absolute sum of all her fears. These days, where physicals are concerned, she prepares for the worst possible outcome, the whole time praying to hear Charlotte’s magic words of reprieve: Everything is fine. That pronouncement is like winning the lottery every time, and until Lily hears it, she is convinced dedicated worry will produce a good outcome.


As for me, I just expect more time. For five years I was happy to be granted life in half-year rations, which I relished and celebrated as if I’d outsmarted fate. Now, if I’m healthy at my checkups, I’m entitled to bigger chunks of time. Today marks my second annual physical, and I have to say, twelve months beats the pants off six. Even so, my routine is the same—I get the good news, praise the Lord, and dance on through my life. But only until it’s time to gear up for my next appointment and again ponder the statistical possibilities, which are bleak. If cancer returns, it usually returns with a vengeance. When fear creeps up on me, which it does occasionally, I repel it with my father’s words from so long ago.


I wonder sometimes if he had any idea that I would take his wisdom so fully to heart. But because of it, at the end of the day, death doesn’t really scare me. The dying part, however, does give me pause. I’ve done that before and I was not good at it. To watch the people I love, the terror in Mickey’s eyes . . . I thank God every day we’re through that because I’ve figured out that I’m much better at letting go than I am at being let go of.


“I need a urine sample, and then I’m done with you,” Charlotte said, jolting me back to the business at hand.


“So, am I good?”


She placed strong, capable hands on my shoulders and looked me in the eye. “I think we’ll send all your juices to the lab and they’ll call me and tell me you’re fine.”


“I knew it. So I shouldn’t worry that I’m tired?”


“Lucy, I’m tired. You don’t have the corner on tired,” she scolded.


“What about this little tickle in my throat?”


“Open up.” She probed my mouth with a tongue depressor. “I don’t see anything here that concerns me. Tell me again how long you’ve been coughing?”


“I don’t know, a few days maybe.”


“I’ll swab you for strep, just to be safe.”


“You’re such a good doctor.” I gagged as she reached back for her sample.


“I try.” When she was done, she placed her swab in a small plastic vial and smiled at me. “Alrighty then, wrap this gown around you and go across the hall for your mammogram.”


“Yippee,” I said sarcastically. Having my small breasts crushed between two sheets of Plexiglas and examined for microscopic changes was, for me, the hardest part of this ordeal. Cancer starts in a single cell that recruits the surrounding cells in its rebellion, and then proceeds to destroy the neighborhood. Once dots appear on a mammogram, damage has a toehold. Charlotte lifted my chin with her finger and looked at me as if she’d read my thoughts. “Lucy, I’ll call you if we need to talk. But I don’t have any concerns, so don’t be surprised if I call just to chat.”


I nodded. “Okay. Good. Let’s go to dinner next week.”


Across the hall, I forced small talk while Aretha manhandled my boobs like they were so much bread dough. She was Brinley’s only mammogram technician, so she knew the breasts in our small community probably better than their owners. She was a tall, horsey woman—all-business—and I found myself wondering what came to mind when she saw us outside the office living our regular lives. Did she recognize the chest before the face registered?


I liked Aretha. Her son, Bennion, was a student in my history class over at Midlothian, and I knew she checked his homework. I thought of thanking her for that, but as I said, she was busy. In all the times I’d been coming here, Aretha never really said anything to me until she was finished, and this time was no exception.


“There ya go, Lucy. Always nice to see you. Benny sure liked your class.”


“He’s one of the good ones. You should be proud.”


“I am.”


I got dressed and brushed my hair. It’s long, so I kind of lost track of the brushing as I stared into the mirror looking for her. I have to do this every time I have a physical—it’s part of the ritual. I look for any sign that Death might be lurking in the corner, or in the mirror standing behind me, or floating just outside my periphery. But there was nothing, which was profoundly comforting—right up there with Dr. Barbee’s magic words.


After I got dressed, I walked to Damian’s, where I was meeting Lily for lunch. The stroll through the sunshine and warm breeze was delicious on my face. I love living here. Brinley, Connecticut, is a small town where you can walk just about anywhere in less than fifteen minutes. From the boat harbor to the Loop—Brinley’s answer to a town square—it’s nearly two miles, and the side streets that make up our neighborhoods stretch only about another mile on either side. Connecticut is rife with history and charm, but to me, Brinley is just about the best of everything: dignified, old neighborhoods, tree-lined streets, the grizzly kind of politics unique to small towns, like emergency meetings in the Loop to discuss the problem of dog poop or the need for a hose-winding ordinance.


A lot of people were out and about this afternoon, and none seemed in a big hurry to be anywhere. But maybe that was just because I didn’t have to be anywhere now that school was out for the summer, and I’d finished grading 170 finals.


I saw my neighbor Diana Dunleavy, walking her granddaughter, Millicent, to ballet class. The little jelly-bean-shaped girl was pirouetting her way past Mosely’s Market in a hot-pink tutu. Diana waved at me. “She gets all that talent from me, you know,” she shouted from across the road.


I laughed watching as Millie glissaded right into Deloy Rosenberg, who was coming out of the Sandwich Shoppe with a takeout order. He dropped his cardboard tray and a bag tumbled, but apparently no damage was done. Still, Millie hid her red face in the folds of Diana’s skirt until Brinley’s police chief gave up trying to soothe her and walked away with his lunch. Every time I see Deloy in his uniform, I think of my dad.


I spotted Lily and Jan across the street, so I jaywalked toward them. Jan Bates, our next-door neighbor, did eventually become Lily’s mother-in-law, just as I’d predicted when we were kids. What I didn’t know then was that she would become every inch a mother to me as well.


Oscar Levine was pounding a sign onto the gate of our tiny park when he saw me. The bony little man dropped his hammer and shouted, “Lucy, you’re coming to the Shad Bake on Saturday, right?”


“Of course she is, Oscar,” Lily answered for me.


Jan gave me a quick hug. “Just say yes,” she whispered in my ear.


“I wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “And Mickey will be home by then so he’ll be there, too.”


“Atta girl.”


The Shad Bake was a spring ritual all along the Connecticut River Valley, but we Brinlians did it up right. We pay homage to the supposedly endangered fish by nailing it to oak planks around a pit fire, then gorging ourselves on it until we can’t move. It’s just one of the many things I love about living in Brinley.


“Well, I’m off to teach little boys how to paint pine trees,” Jan said, laughing. “You girls stay out of trouble.” Jan pecked us both and we watched her walk away.


My sister then turned to me with an overly broad smile that failed to hide her anxiety. “So how did it go?” she said, linking her arm through mine.


“I’m good. Charlotte had no concerns. And Aretha said my boobs look fantastic.”


“Yeah, I can just hear her say that.”


“Actually, she said they’re nicer than yours.”


Lily laughed. “Well, now I know you’re lying.” My sister was beautiful, with short blond hair, fair skin like Mom’s, and in the sunlight, she looked almost translucent. “So you’re good?” she asked, turning serious.


“I’m good,” I promised on a little cough.


She leaned her head into mine and I felt the shudder of relief pass through her. “Liar.”


“What?”


“I know it’s too soon to know that for sure.”


“Maybe, but Charlotte was not one bit concerned, so neither am I.”


Lily bored her eyes into mine as if searching for a hidden truth. She’d done it our whole lives.


“I’m fine, Lil. I feel it.”


She nodded, but did not move her eyes from me. “Okay. Because . . . you know, I refuse to bury you, Lucy.”


“I know,” I said, squeezing her hand.


At the corner George Thompson, the only florist in town, was loading flats of spring flowers into the trunk of a Cadillac. He grunted an indeterminate greeting at us as he arranged the blooms with a scowl on his grizzled face.


“How’s Trilby, George?” Lily asked as we approached. “Is she feeling any better?”


“No, and she’s grumpy as a wet hen. Somehow it’s my fault she broke her foot. Wasn’t me who was jazzercising, for hell’s sake. Stop your laughing, Lucy!” he scolded. “It’s not one bit funny!”


Lily elbowed me and said to George, “Well, tell her the antique mirror she ordered came in. She can pick it up when she feels better.”


George stopped what he was doing and straightened. He didn’t seem aware of any antique mirror and the moment was just about to turn awkward when Muriel Piper saved us. “Hello, my angels!” she cackled. “Isn’t it a glorious day! Look, I’m going crazy with flowers.” She laughed, deep and throaty. Muriel was a Brinley matriarch, pushing ninety but not about to admit it. She was wearing pleated blue jeans, a cashmere hoodie, and diamond studs so heavy they made her earlobes droop—a casual gardening ensemble, for sure.


Muriel pulled me close in a firm embrace that belied her age. “Lucy, you’re too thin. I want you to come over so I can cook for you. You never take care of yourself when Mickey is doing poorly.”


“He’s coming home on Friday. And I’m eating just fine.”


“Not till Friday? He’ll miss Celia’s memorial service tomorrow.”


I nodded.


“Well, bring him by this weekend so I can give him a hug. I just love that boy.” She turned to Lily. “And yours! Do they come any better looking? Oh, my goodness.”


“I’ll tell him you said so, Muriel.”


“Don’t you dare! I’d be so embarrassed! Well, I better skedaddle. These flowers aren’t going to plant themselves.” Muriel waved at us as she drove away with a trunk full of petunias and gerbera daisies.


My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I flipped it open. “Hey, Priss.”


“Is all well?” my oldest sister said with no preamble.


“Charlotte said I looked fine. But she’ll call if my labs are off.”


“Good. I’m headed into a meeting, so call me later. I want the details.” Then she was gone.


I snapped my phone shut and looked at Lily. “No wonder she’s a great lawyer.”


“She just wants to know you’re okay.” Lily shrugged. “So,” she started as we walked into the diner, “Mickey’s coming home on Friday. Did he know about your appointment today?”


I shook my head. “He’s just barely getting back on top, so I didn’t want to tell him until I had all the good news to go with it.”


“You’re a good wife, Lu. Mic’s lucky to have you.”


I shrugged off her compliment thinking it was really the other way around. After all we’d been through, I knew I loved Mickey Chandler more today than the day I married him.





two


JOURNALING = PROCESSING = INSIGHT
JUNE 7, 2011—FOR SESSION WITH GLEASON


It’s taken a week to lift myself out of the hole this time. But at least I didn’t let go of the edge and drown in its depths. I knew I was in trouble as I balanced on the rim and once more imagined I could lift my feet and be airborne—swoop and glide over and around the chasm that I knew could swallow me. It has before, thankfully this time it didn’t.


That’s my life: continually stepping up to and away from the edge of a hole that is by turns fascinating and terrifying—filled with whatever my faulty imagination dictates at any given time. It is absolutely imperative that I keep my distance, but the closer I get, the better I feel. Or the worse. And that’s the ridiculous irony because I am compulsively drawn to this danger, and the closer I get, the closer I want to be. Those depths hold unimaginable escape—at times utter exhilaration, at others, pain so intense I can’t begin to describe it. Either way the edge calls to me with its lies that sound like promises. Soft, seductive lies that I can’t always resist.


Medication helps. That, and regular therapy. My own willpower helps when I can find it. So does my intellect, which astoundingly is not tied to the other rogue functions of my disabled brain. I have the highest education personal experience can offer. In the midst of it, I almost always know what’s happening to me, even if sometimes I know it at a distance, like a spectator. Still, I try to implement one of the many strategies designed to keep me from being swallowed up. It doesn’t always work.


My strongest influence is my wife. And thanks to her, I am determined to stay a good distance from the edge, even if I’m not always successful. Sometimes, like when she got sick, the edge comes to me. Sometimes that happens for no reason. The chasm widens inexplicably even as I run from it—run for my life—until the ground beneath me evaporates and I am again lost despite my best, but futile, efforts.


For most people this hole does not exist, but it’s a real threat for those who have bipolar disorder. I know I sound like a drug addict, but no drug feels the way mania feels right before it blows up in your face, or despair just after you give in to it.


JUNE 7—LATER


As I reread the journal entry, I checked it for any telltale bullshit that would prompt my psychiatrist, Gleason Webb, to toss it and make me do it again. But I didn’t see any place I’d overdone it too horribly. It was pretty much me, and I thought I’d articulated the situation pretty well for a nut job.


I was waiting for Lucy on the front steps of this old asylum that sometimes felt like my home away from home. I was having a good day, inside and out. I could feel my stable self emerging slowly but surely, and I had to admit I’d missed that guy. I was content with him. He wasn’t too exciting, but he was comfortable and safe and I could count on him to be a clear thinker.


I checked my watch and wondered where Lucy was—she said she would be here by now. I got up and started to pace but quickly sat back down. She’d be here when she got here, nothing to get worked up about. I chuckled because, just like that, I realized my meds had kicked in. I was able to reason with myself and it made me smile . . . the miracle of psychotropics. This would make Lucy happy—she liked Stable Guy better than she liked me, which isn’t exactly true. Lucy loved me—the me made up of loose parts and extra parts and screwed-up parts. She loved the whole package—she said she had to or there was no point in loving me at all. She’d sworn it was true a lifetime ago, and she’s been true to her word. Who would have believed it? I’m still in awe of that woman. Especially at times like this, when the first thing I can clearly make out as I climb foggy-brained out of the hole is her love. Every faultily wired nut job of a human being should be so lucky.


Mickey was waiting for me on the steps of Edgemont Hospital looking not one bit like a patient in his jeans and gray T-shirt. As soon as I walked across the street and he saw me, he lit up and I wanted to giggle, he looked so good, so healthy. His broad shoulders and long legs were signature Mickey. But his smile was the barometer for his sanity, and from this distance it looked just about right. He stood up and pushed his sunglasses into his dark hair that was still thick, the silver thatch of bangs, still as prominent as the day I met him. Mickey walked toward me with a slow grin, and when he got close enough, he wrapped me in his arms and just held me tight. Tight, but not death-grip tight; that was a good sign. I even thought I could see my Mickey in there, in his dark eyes that just days ago had been wild and unfocused.


“How you doing?”


Mickey pulled back and ran his hand over my hair. “I’m better, Lu. And I saw Gleason this morning. He said he’d definitely okay me going home Friday.”


I kissed him. “Good for you. Good for me.”


“Yeah.” He pulled me close again. There he was. There was my Mickey.


“What are you doing out here?”


“Waiting for you. Peony said she’s watching me.” He looked up and I followed his gaze. Sure enough, Mickey’s nurse, Peony Litman, was standing at the third-floor window wagging her finger. She was seventy if she was a day and, true to her early training, was outfitted completely in white, including a cap. “She said we can go for a walk if you’ll be responsible for me.”


I looked up and waved. The old nurse smiled, then wagged her finger at me, too.


Edgemont is an old colonial hospital that’s been restored a couple of times. It still looks quaint and antiquated on the outside, but this full-service facility accommodates Brinley and New Brinley. The hospital sits in the midst of impeccably tended grounds, and several patients were roaming around on this warm afternoon. I pulled Mickey’s arm over my shoulder and sucked in the soft fragrance of lilac and lavender.


“I’ve missed you, baby,” he said.


“Me, too.”


“At least I didn’t get on a plane or steal anything. I didn’t dig up the yard.”


“Small blessings.”


Last week, Mickey’s mood and energy had been sky-high, which had come on gradually as he’d tweaked his medication. That’s the rub with Mickey; keeping his depressive symptoms at bay with, say, Prozac, can sometimes push him into hypomania—which he rather enjoys and is not eager to amend. He always thinks he can contain the energy. But this time, despite his doctor’s attempt to manage him outpatient, he’d stopped sleeping. Psychosis would have followed without intervention. Thanks to an adjustment of his medication and a little time here at Edgemont, he was now hovering around what is considered normal for the rest of the world, but feels a lot lower than that to my Mickey. Still, mania was easier to recover from than his depressive episodes.


“What have you been up to?” I asked.


“Not much. Just a whole lot of stabilizing. And when that gets boring, I count Peony’s chins.”


“Don’t pick on her; she’s got a hard job taking care of you. Has Jared been by?”


“Twice. He heard back from the architect and wanted to show me some plans. They’re good. I think we’re going to knock down that far wall, open it up for more tables.”


Mickey and his business partner had been talking about this expansion of their club for the past year. It would be nice to see something finally happen.


Mickey looked at me. “I need to tell you something, Lu.”


I stopped. Those words were usually a prelude to disaster, so I steeled myself. Had he bought another bus on eBay, hired more migrant workers to paint our house, borrowed a goat to eat our weeds? “I’m listening,” I ventured.


“It’s not that bad. It’s just that about four months ago, Lucy, I . . . I was good then and I booked us on a cruise.”


I looked hard at him. “A cruise?”


“I wanted to surprise you.”


“Okay, I’m surprised. When do we leave?”


“Well, we were supposed to leave last Thursday. You know, your last day of school.”


“Oh,” I sighed. “That would have been fun. Why didn’t you tell me?”


“I was going to, but I wanted it to be a surprise.”


“That’s sweet.”


“I’m working on getting the money back. I might be able to get half back because it was an emergency hospitalization. I’m sorry, babe.”


“Me, too! Can you imagine? Beach sex at midnight. Skinny-dipping in the ocean. I almost wish you hadn’t told me.”


“Beach sex?”


“Beach sex, Michael. A lot of it.”


Mickey grinned down at me, my perfectly gorgeous, astoundingly normal-looking husband. “How about this—how about Hawaii for your birthday, in September?”


“Hmmmmm.”


“Really. Let’s do it. It’ll keep me good.”


I can’t exactly say how many times this very thing has not worked out—maybe not as many as I think since we’ve simply learned not to make too many plans. Still, the idea of Hawaii sounded fabulous. I kissed his chin.


“Lucy, I swear I’ll make it work.”


“How ’bout this,” I said to my looming husband. “We save the money. We make the reservations, I buy the bikini. And three months from now on my birthday, with or without you, I go to Hawaii.”


“Oh, I’ll be there. You’re not going without me.”


“I know you’ll be there, but just in case . . . you still get to keep your promise.”


He draped his arm around me and we strolled the grounds, dreaming and planning, until Mickey’s medication made him too thirsty to talk. When we got back to the third floor General Psych and Substance Abuse unit, Peony was there to check us in. “Lucy! It’s good to see you, honey. How are you?”


“Not too bad.”


“You finished with school for the summer?”


“I am, and it feels good.”


The old nurse chuckled. “People think I got a hard job, but I wouldn’t work with teenagers if they paid me double.”


I smiled. I felt the same way about her job. She handed Mickey his pills along with a paper cup of water and then watched him take them. After he swallowed, she checked under his tongue, and this small intrusive act always surprised me. In our regular life, Mickey was a bright, funny, successful business owner. He was laid-back and conversational. He was the guy who cooked dinner if he got home before me. Whined when I asked him to run to Mosely’s for tampons. He rotated my tires and paid the light bill. He was the guy I still couldn’t resist fresh from the shower. And he was this guy, too. The one who periodically slid off his carefully maintained course far enough that Peony had to make sure he hadn’t cheeked his medication. I squeezed his hand and he squeezed mine back.


After years of patience, perseverance, and expertise, Gleason—Dr. Gleason Webb—had finally pinned down an effective prescriptive cocktail to treat Mickey’s bipolar disorder. A cocktail that my husband sometimes abandons for reasons that make sense only to him but that always lead back to a gradual reintroduction of said cocktail, where we are now. It takes a small handful of pills a day to keep my husband even. He takes a mood stabilizer, usually lithium, sometimes Depakote, frequently both. Sometimes Risperdal, to keep him from hearing voices. Neurontin, which keeps him from having convulsions—a side effect of the Risperdal. Symmetrel, for Parkinson-like symptoms that can occur secondary to the Depakote, Propranolol for tremors and Benadryl for muscle stiffness secondary to the tremors. Klonopin for bad anxiety, and Ambien to help him sleep. That doesn’t count the antidepressants thrown in when needed. But all of it works like magic to normalize Mickey’s behaviors and moods and reactions, but only if he takes what he’s supposed to when he’s supposed to, which is frequently a crapshoot.


That is the background music to our life: is Mickey taking his medication? If I were a different kind of wife, one who counted out pills and watched Mickey swallow the way his nurse did, the answer would be a resounding yes. But I couldn’t fathom taking that responsibility from him, that dignity, so I’ve tried never to encourage Mickey’s reliance on me. In sickness or in health, I liked him empowered, not dependent. That doesn’t mean I don’t keep track of him, and it doesn’t mean I don’t take care of business when he gets nutty. That’s what you do when you love someone like Mickey. I’m not whining. Not when I’d been warned about living this life. Not when I’d had a dozen chances to change my mind. The truth is I think I loved Mickey a little the moment I saw him. And thank goodness, because now I can’t imagine loving anyone else. Or, being loved by anyone else. Despite the pitfalls (and the occasional missed cruise) I know I’d choose Mickey all over again.
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She gave me her phone number, and even though I knew I would never call her, I memorized it anyway. I couldn’t help it. No one ever saw me the way she did. I’m sure that sounds odd, but looking at me and seeing me are two very different things. And I know the difference since I’ve been looked at by women, and not a few men, most of my adult life. But Lucy seemed to view me not through a young girl’s prism of attraction, but a much less forgiving light, rawer and more revealing. First of all she totally disarmed me as I sat flirting with her sister, who, I have to say, was pretty hot herself—blond, smart, and definitely interesting, though not really my type. But as the crowd gathered for a birthday party at my club, I was just enjoying myself in her company. And then this girl—and she was just a girl—walked in the door and the mood immediately changed, it elevated. Everyone knew her, and she was clearly adored. It’s cliché I know, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she worked the room. She had a hug for everyone and an easy laugh. She had on a tight black sweater with a short skirt and boots—and she was just my kind of pretty. I thought she might have caught me staring because when finally she walked over to us, I got a little anxious. But it wasn’t me she came over for. She came for the girl I’d been flirting with, and you could have knocked me over when I found out they were sisters. She smiled at me in an openly appreciative way and said her name was Lucy Houston. It fit her perfectly. She was smaller than her sister and had amazing chestnut hair that I just wanted to touch. Where her sister Priscilla struck me as a showpiece—carefully and beautifully maintained—Lucy was more effortless, and believe me, she needed no enhancement: clear skin, big green eyes, little upturned nose, full kissable lips. Add all that to her seeming to be just plain nice, and little Lucy Houston was practically irresistible.


Well, it turned out we were celebrating her twenty-first birthday, which made her much too young next to my twenty-nine. But something happened when she came onstage with me. I was just trying to do my thing, crack a few jokes, get a few laughs, business as usual. I called her up to do a little sparring and she didn’t hesitate. Then the world just sort of fell away and it was just her. I don’t know what she did, but somehow she drew me out from behind the careful persona I showed the world and got a look at the real me. And she didn’t flinch. When in pure fun I kissed her, and she kissed me back, I think I simply recognized her in some cosmic way, like a missing part of myself I didn’t know was missing. I don’t know if that kind of thing really happens to normal people, but it was pretty undeniable for me. And for someone standing far beyond the blessing line, it was shocking to the degree that it terrified me. And it terrified me to the point of stupidity. That gorgeous girl gave me her phone number and I let her walk away.


I met Mickey Chandler in 1998 while I was a student at Northeastern University in Boston. Lily had lured me home to Brinley for my twenty-first birthday, where she had cooked up a party and invited everyone we knew. The occasion may have been my birthday, but I knew she needed a break, too; my sister and her husband, Ron, had just been through an adoption gone terribly wrong.


I didn’t think poor Lily would ever recover from waiting and waiting for that precious child. She’d named him James Harrison Bates after our dad and Ron’s dad. We were all in love with him, that big, healthy, bald, adorable baby boy. Then we lost him when the fifteen-year-old mom changed her mind. That girl—with her idiotic mom and their attorney—just knocked on Lily’s door and asked for her son back. The legal term, of course, was adoption revocation, and in New York where the mom was from, she had forty-five days to file her intent to revoke consent. She filed on the last possible day, and it tore a gaping hole in Lily that I didn’t think would ever heal.


My sister vowed that she would never try again. No one could blame her. Not after two miscarriages and tedious procedures to fix the problem—incompetent cervix. Now another failed adoption. The first mom changed her mind before the baby was born, so it was tough on Lily, but not as tough as losing Jamie. After Jamie, the subject of babies became completely off-limits. And later, the topic simply became unnecessary—I swore never to reproduce, and Priscilla married her career, insisting she had no interest in a family. But back when Lily first lost her son, Ron was so desperate to heal her heart, he bought her a dilapidated Victorian on our historic Brinley Loop, and their “baby” became an antique store they named Ghosts in the Attic. They closed the deal the day before I turned twenty-one, so my big night out was their celebration as well.


Lily had gone to great lengths to make my twenty-first birthday completely fabulous. She found the venue and recruited the owner to make a fuss. Then she invited all my friends and even some of my surrogate moms. I’d had several of those over the years, since I was only seventeen when our mother died and—in the eyes of Brinley’s womenfolk—not fully grown. Three women in particular had stepped up to the plate, and they were all at Colby’s that night for my party—Jan Bates, Lainy Withers, and Charlotte Barbee. Of the three, I was probably closest to Jan. She was a gifted artist who’d once painted a portrait of Lily, Priss, and me with our dad and surprised Mom with it out of the blue. Jan had pieced it together from photographs taken when we were young, but you’d never know we hadn’t posed for it. It had hung in Mom’s bedroom until she died, and now Lily had it over her fireplace. Jan and Harrison Bates had been my parents’ closest friends, and they couldn’t have been more loving or supportive of us if we were their own flesh and blood.


Lily pried me from Jan’s hug and swallowed me in a hug of her own, and I swallowed her right back. My sister had grown bony and there was a thin ring of pain around her eyes, but she was doing a good job of hiding it, especially when Ron sang out an off-key “Happy Birthday” that hurt our ears. Priscilla—our glittering jewel—was in the corner draped over a good-looking man who seemed a little in need of rescue. I walked over and she flashed her brilliant caps at me. My oldest sister looked utterly tantalizing in her tight jeans and an even tighter T-shirt the color of Fuji apples. She was flirting like a courtesan, but Priscilla was a study in contrasts. To look at her now one wouldn’t guess she was doggedly climbing the ladder of corporate law and could rob an opponent of his ability to speak in full sentences. She was a hard-coated triple threat: beautiful, brilliant, and driven. But Priss had a soft underbelly few besides Lily and me even knew existed.


“Hey,” I said.


“Hey, back,” she said, unclasping her hands from the toned arm of her friend long enough to give me a hug. “Happy birthday, Lu,” she whispered quickly in my ear. Then she resumed her place next to the handsome man, who was now looking hard at me.


I smiled. “I’m Lucy.”


He stood up. He was tall with very broad shoulders and a tapered waist. I, on the other hand, am quite small and boyish, and I had to lift my gaze to meet his. He extended his hand and I took it.


“This is . . . well, to be honest”—Priss grinned—“I don’t even know your name.”


“I’m Mickey.” The man smiled his nice smile that seemed to hold a little something extra for me. I glanced at Priss, whose look warned me that she’d seen him first, which was a shame, because he was very cute. He had the most wonderful hair, dark and wavy with a wide silver thatch that fell over his forehead and made his age tough to determine—I’d say thirty. He had a great mouth and beautiful dark eyes that didn’t stray from me once as I took him in, thinking, I could get used to this. But I’d never competed with Priscilla for men, and I wasn’t about to start now, so I pulled my hand away and simply said, “Nice to meet you.”


His eyes held mine long enough that I knew if I were competing with Priss, she’d be in trouble. But my sister was clearly in her element, and I left her to it as I worked the room and caught up with my friends.


Colby’s, a club in the next town over from Brinley, was rocking that night with music and beer and chatter. I was having fun catching up with my friend Chad Withers, whom I’d known since kindergarten and who now ran Brinley’s only funeral home with his father. He was filling me in on his anemic love life when someone thumped on a squealing microphone and said, “Is this thing working?”


Everyone stopped and turned their attention to the small stage at the corner of the room. I figured Ron would have given management the heads-up on my birthday, and that at some point the occasion would be acknowledged. But I was surprised when Priscilla’s hunky friend with the great smile did the honors.


He said, “Welcome to Colby’s! It’s good to see you. Having fun? You’re all from Brinley, right?”


Chad whistled between his fingers.


“Good. Good. They say Brinley is known for fun. I know this is probably a step down from bingo at the town hall, but . . .” Mickey laughed, then put his hand on his heart in mock apology. “Just kidding. I love Brinley Township. People are real nice over there. And rich, I hear, which is even better, so . . . you know, feel free to spend lots of money. Howie’s over there making specialty drinks, and he’s working on one tonight called the Lucy Comes of Age in honor of our special guest.”


Whoops of laughter echoed through the club, and I felt a little heat rise in my face.


“Yeah. It’s twenty-one bucks a pop, so drink up, I’m late with my mortgage payment.” He chuckled and slipped his hand in his pocket and out again. “Soooo, anyway, I’m Mickey Chandler, and we love special occasions here at Colby’s, especially birthdays, and tonight we’re roasting Lucy Houston.” He patted down his shirt and pulled out of piece of paper. “I want to thank her sister Lily for providing me with all the dirt on Looooosy—if you know what I mean. Where is she, anyway? Anybody seen the birthday girl?”


In the dim room, a spotlight found me and I bowed dramatically as my friends erupted with cheers.


Mickey clapped a couple of times. “There she is. Lucy is now twenty-one years old—so watch out. So let’s see . . . you’re a student, right?”


I nodded.


“Going to school in Boston, living the good life with roommates, I suppose. So let me ask you something. Is your fridge cordoned off in neat little roommate sections? It is, right? And I bet your name is on your cheese and each one of your eggs. Admit it, Lucy.” Mickey chuckled. “Guys are so not like that. It’s all community property, right, guys? Food, beer, girls. It’s all up for grabs. Am I right?”


Chad hooted as if he knew exactly what Mickey was talking about, and I laughed just because he was so cute! But more important, Lily laughed, which she desperately needed to do, so I was an immediate fan.


“Lucy, c’mon up here,” Mickey said. “Help me out before I screw this whole thing up and y’all leave me and go back to bingo.”


Not shy, I was on my feet before he finished asking, passing Priscilla on the way. She looked a bit peeved, but there was nothing I could really do about that. Onstage, Mickey’s smile was back—the good one from when we first met—and without my sister blocking its warmth, I marinated in it. My sisters are beautiful blondes, but I’m the one with the really good hair—thick and reddish brown—from my dad. That night it was loose, and Mickey reached over and ran his hands through it, coming close to inspect it. He smelled terrific.


“How come you’re not blonde like your sisters?” he said away from the mike as he rubbed a handful between his fingers. Then he caught himself and let go. “So, uh, Lucy . . . twenty-one. What do twenty-one-year-old girls like to do for fun?”


“Well, Mr. Chandler, I’m pretty sure the same thing dirty old men like to do for fun.”


“Was that an old joke?” he said with mock offense. “You’re killing me, here. But I’ll cut you some slack since you’re such a hot little birthday girl.”


“Why, thank you. You’re not too bad yourself.” I reached over and patted his solid chest, and when I did, his eyes shifted in a way that I would not have let go of for money.


He quickly recovered. “Don’t you love college girls? Guys, am I right? Young, gorgeous women? But you gotta catch ’em at just the right moment. You know, in full bloom but just dumb enough still to give us a chance. After they get serious about their lives, forget it. It’s over for guys like us. Right, Lucy?”


“Are you talking about me personally?”


Mickey looked around theatrically. “I don’t see anyone else up here.” Then he lifted another handful of my hair. “I better check again for blond. Yes, I’m talking about you,” he said, standing close to me.


“Well, I’m pretty sure you’d stand a chance with me.”


Again, he was flummoxed, and my friends were now egging him on. I grinned.


“It’s pity, right?” he said. “You’re an honors student who feels sorry for a guy who graduated magna-cum-nothing and wound up working stand-up in a comedy club?”


“You kidding me?” I sang out. “A comedian with a degree? I’m sold!”


His laughing eyes held mine as he decided what to do next. Finally he said, “Well, all right then! Let’s go!” Mickey Chandler pulled me close and made a big production of giving the little college girl a birthday kiss. I think it was meant to be a harmless little peck, but I went for it—it was my birthday, after all—and to be fair, he went for it, too. Something in the way our tongues danced and our teeth clanked together was almost familiar. It was delicious, and I wasn’t the one to break it off.


When we finally pulled ourselves apart, I was breathless and a little embarrassed. Mickey’s mask had slipped again, and he looked as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened. I laughed and tripped off the stage to a bawdy rendition of “Happy Birthday,” and to the crowd the whole thing had just been good fun. Well, Priss looked a little annoyed. But I wasn’t sorry. It was my night, and Mickey’s act. He kept looking over at me, trying to be nonchalant about it, and that made me happy. As I headed back to the bar, Priss intercepted me. “What was that?”


“Nothing. It was nothing, just some fun.”


“It looked like more than that,” she said, miffed.


I laughed as I glanced back at the stage where Mickey Chandler was still looking my way as he told a funny story about a couple of dogs and an ATM. I tried to picture what he was seeing. Tall, stunning, blond Priscilla, man-made voluptuousness spilling out of her top, getting mouthy with her smaller, considerably less voluptuous—but nicely put together in a skirt and boots—younger sister, who was having none of it.


When Mickey was leaving the stage, I said, “Now’s your chance, Priss.”


My sister took a beat to weigh this, but then glanced over my shoulder. “I have some catching up to do. So consider the funny man my birthday present.”


I turned to find Trent Rosenberg staring at my sister like she was a meal and he hadn’t eaten in about a year. Trent was an old boyfriend from high school, and he and Priss were the oldest running rumor in Brinley. I wanted to believe my sister was better than the likes of him. Especially since he was married with children. “Don’t be stupid, Priss.”


“What? It’s nothing.”


I would have said more, but just then Lily wedged between us and asked Ron to take a picture. She pulled me in front of her and Priss and we all smiled; the Houston girls in our traditional pose; me flanked by my big sisters, each of us holding tight to one another.


After that, Chad grabbed my hand. “C’mon, Lu, they’re playing our song.” And indeed, Wang Chung poured from the jukebox, transporting me right back to the senior prom.


When nearly everyone else had called it a night, I decided to look for Mickey Chandler. The bartender pointed down the hall, where I found an office with the door slightly ajar. I cleared my throat and knocked. Mickey Chandler looked up from his computer. “Hey.”


“Hey, I just wanted to thank you for the fun.”


“My pleasure.” He grinned.


I’d scribbled my phone number on the back of a napkin and I handed it to him with my best smile. “I had a great time.”


He took the napkin and looked surprised that I’d offered it. “You were a natural up there,” he said with a self-conscious smile. But then he didn’t say another word. Nothing. So, before it got too awkward, I just said, “Well, thanks again,” and walked away. I was confused and a little disappointed, but I refused to believe that I’d misread him.


Mickey Chandler intrigued me. While I was teasing with him onstage, I knew I’d caught a glimpse of something very real behind his clown’s mask. He knew I’d seen it, and I could tell he wasn’t sure how he felt about that. But it was this glimpse of the man I saw hiding in the buffoon that so affected me. I tried not to dwell on it, but I have to admit he crossed my mind a few times over the next eight months.


It was late May of 1999 when Priscilla showed up at my apartment near campus at four in the morning. I answered the door bleary-eyed, but the sight of her standing there trembling woke me fully. Her hair was wet. “Priss? What are you doing?”


“I need you to drive me home,” she said, hurrying past me. She wasn’t wearing any shoes. “Where are your keys?”


“Priscilla, what are you doing?”


“Can you take me?” She lifted pillows and moved quickly around the room. “Where the hell is your purse!”


I grabbed her hand and she tried to tug it away, but I yanked. “Priscilla, stop! What is going on?”


“I found a lump!” she shouted. Then softer, terrified: “I found a lump.”


I looked at her and didn’t breathe.


“Please, Lucy. Can we just go?”


We drove home to Brinley in our pajamas, Priss in quiet panic and me wondering if I’d missed something. I’d seen my sister fairly often while I was in Boston, but I’d never seen Death looming anywhere near her. Now I was afraid to look. We’d driven more than halfway in silence when I reached for her hand. “Priss, talk to me.”


She squeezed and let go. “Just drive, Lu.”


Charlotte ordered a biopsy later that morning. Then we waited. We were all in her office when the results came back, Lily and I each holding one of Priss’s hands. Thank goodness the news wasn’t terrible. The lump was malignant, but it was completely encapsulated and would be removed in its entirety—practically cause for celebration. But not quite. The area near the growth would need to be thoroughly examined for abnormal cells. If any were found, that would be reason for concern. So Priss went into surgery and we waited again. It was a long day of hand-holding for Lily and me. “I don’t think I can watch her go through this,” Lily said more than once.


“She’s too ornery for this thing to bring her down,” I replied.


Late that night we finally got the report that the surrounding cells were clean. We nearly melted with relief, especially Lily. Ron took her home around eleven, but I stayed because Priscilla was so restless.


It was close to midnight when she finally got to sleep—thanks to a hefty dose of Demerol. I needed a break, so I walked down to the cafeteria for a drink. It was dimly lit, and quiet. Most of the chairs had been placed up on the tables so the floor could be mopped. Just one little man was working the counter. I asked for an order of fries and a Coke, and he told me he’d bring them to me. I looked around the big, empty room for a seat and discovered I was alone except for a couple of doctors in the corner, and one guy sitting by himself.


I recognized the silver streak in his hair immediately and locked eyes with Mickey Chandler. When he didn’t look away, I walked over and said, “Hey, Funny Man. Remember me?”


He looked at me as if he were seeing a ghost. “The birthday girl.”


“Yeah.”


“How ya doing?”


“It’s been a long day, but I’m good. You?”


“I’m swell.”


“Swell?” I said. “I’ve never actually heard anyone use the word swell before. You really are old, aren’t you?”


Tonight, Mickey had no witty comeback for me. His grin was gone and his eyes looked a bit haunted.


I cleared my throat. “Well, it was nice to see you.”


The cafeteria worker was on his way over with my fries. Mickey pushed a chair out from the table with his foot. “Do you want to sit?”


“You sure? I don’t want to disturb your brooding.”


This time he chuckled. “I do remember you. Sass all the way.”


I sat down and the little waiter placed a humongous plate of fries between us. “Hungry?” Mickey teased.


“I ordered these for you.”


We tap-danced a little, talking about Northeastern, the weather in Boston, my studies.


Then he asked, “What brings you here in the middle of the night?”


“My sister is upstairs recovering from surgery. You remember my sister Priscilla. She wanted to eat you for dinner.”


“Oh, that sister. Is she okay?”


“Yes, thank goodness. We’re very relieved. It was cancer but they got it.”


“Well, that is good news then.”


I nodded. “It’s great news. And you, Mr. Chandler, what are you doing here in the middle of the night?”


He looked around and came back to me. “Looks like I’m just sitting here with a pretty little college girl.”


“Yeah, yeah. That’s cheating. What’s the real story?”


“It’s funny, actually. I was just walking by and thought, ‘I bet I could get a good table in the hospital cafeteria without a reservation.’” It was weak humor and he knew it. I waited for the real answer to my question, but it was not forthcoming.


I cleared my throat. “Do you live around here?”


“Just over in East Haddam. I have a house on the lake. You?”


“I live over in Brinley. Well, not at the moment, actually. I’m still in Boston for another year, but I’ll be moving back as soon as I graduate. Do you have a wife that lives with you in that house on the lake?”


“No.”


“No?”


“No.”


I smiled and it felt good after this day. “Tell me about your house.”


“It’s ancient. Actually it’s a freaking money pit that’s been in my family for years. It has a lot of original wood and glass and I’m restoring it, then I’m going to sell it. I like doing it. It’s good for me. Very physical, and I can work at it all night if I want.”


I nodded.


He smiled. Not a full smile, but something more vulnerable, more stripped and without pretense. It invited my boldness. “How come you never called me?”


He looked sideways at me. “I don’t know.”


“You don’t know?”


He shook his head. “I had fun with you that night, Lucy. I remember that.” Then his gaze drifted somewhere over my shoulder. “But it wasn’t real. That guy’s not who I am.”


“What do you mean?”


His eyes came back to me. “I mean you wouldn’t have liked the guy I really am.”


“Oh? Are you sure it’s not something easy, like you’re already involved? Or gay? Are you gay?”


“No. That’s not why.”


“Well, that’s good. Did you think you were too old for me? Was that it?”


“Hadn’t thought of it, but now that you mention it, I am too old for you.”


“What are you, forty?”


“Hey, don’t let the hair fool you. I’m not even thirty until next month.”


“Thirty’s not bad. Are you an ax murderer?”


“Not yet.” He grinned.


I watched this incredibly handsome man sitting there in his white T-shirt and a hospital gown he was wearing like a jacket. Hospital gown? I watched his face and listened to his voice and was struck by how sad he seemed. “You’re serious? You thought I wouldn’t like you?”


“Dead serious.”


“Why? What is there about you I wouldn’t like?” When he didn’t answer, I got bold again. “I only ask because I’m still interested.”


He tried to look embarrassed but didn’t seem to have the energy for it. He laced his fingers together and looked at me with steady eyes. I didn’t look away, and it took a long time for him to say anything. Finally, he cleared his throat. “I have a lot of problems, Lucy.”


“Don’t we all?” I said, taking a sip of my Coke. When he didn’t respond, I put down my drink. “What are we talking about here? Ex-wife? Debt? Criminal record? What?”


“That’s nothing you couldn’t live with.”


“You’re right. So what is it?”


“A long history of mental illness, for starters.”


I swallowed. Hard. Mental illness? “That’s it?” I said shakily. “That’s all you got?”


“Believe me, that’s enough. You should get up and run away right now.”


I leaned back in my chair and folded my arms.


“You’ll be sorry.” He laughed. “I’m a sick man.”


When I didn’t react, his smile faded and he looked down at his hands.


“What?” I coaxed softly.


He shook his head and didn’t look up. “I’m a patient here, upstairs on psych.”


I paused, more than a little taken aback, and trying to cover it, I blurted, “Did you try to kill yourself?”


He looked at me and shook his head. “Not this time. I wasn’t rational enough.”


I took a moment to digest this and at the same time do a little inventory of the room: shadowy lighting, industrial furniture, doctors discussing something serious in the corner. But nothing else. No familiar apparition looming. I looked into his sad eyes. “Do you want to tell me about it?”


He shook his head. “Nothing to tell, really. My chemistry gets out of whack and I go nuts. End of story.”


“Why?”


“It’s complicated.”


“I’m pretty bright. I’m sure I can follow.”


He chuckled. “Sass.”


“I’m sorry. I’m awfully nosy, aren’t I?”


“Yes, you are.” There was an awkward silence and I thought it might have been a good time for me to leave, but then Mickey Chandler locked me in his gaze. “You really want to know?”


I nodded.


“Okay. My deal is I never know who I’m going to be when I wake up in the morning, and I hate that. I hate not being able to count on the guy in the mirror.”


“I don’t blame you. Why are you like that?”


“There’s a problem with the chemicals in my blood, or the lack thereof, so I have to take a lot of pills to balance me out. If I don’t, I’m pretty much all over the place. I’m only considered stable when I’m chemically altered, and sometimes even the pills don’t keep me in check.” He looked at his hands. “So, I get frustrated and just stop taking them, and then everything blows up and I end up back in the hospital.”


“That stinks. Is there a name for this condition?”


“Bipolar disorder.”


“Have you had it a long time?”


He nodded. “Yes.”


I looked at him. “For what it’s worth, you look normal. How do they treat it?”


“Therapy and medication. Depends on what symptoms I’m presenting. Lithium. Sometimes antipsychotics, but mostly mood stabilizers and sometimes antidepressants, but that can be tricky because they can push me into mania. Sometimes all of the above. More pills for the side effects. They experiment with me a little because I’m a rapid cycler—I move pretty quick between the highs and lows and they want to keep me in the middle.”


“Is that your safety zone?”


“Yeah. Safe but boring.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to explain, but when you know you can feel invincible, flooded with so much energy you could take over the world, then safe and stable just don’t cut it. I self-medicate some to keep myself a little on the edge.”


I nodded. “I can understand that.”


“Really? You get that?”


“What’s not to get? Who doesn’t want to feel good?”


“Yeah well, my ‘good’ gets out of control really fast. Then I stop thinking right, and I don’t take my medication, and I climb higher and higher. I don’t eat. I don’t go to bed. I work out like a maniac. I get hyper and irrational and I do bizarre things because I’m thinking bizarre things. And then I crash.” He tapped his knuckles on the table a few times. “Eventually I realize what I’ve done. And I get depressed about it. Then I get more hyper and irrational, and sometimes, if it’s real bad, I just want to . . . I just want it to be over.” Mickey Chandler took a deep breath and shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m sitting here telling you all this.”


I wanted to cry for him. He was so exposed, so unprotected. “Who takes care of you? Who helps you stay on your pills, and tells you if you’re . . . I don’t know, off? Who picks you up when you crash?”


“Well”—he shrugged—“my doctor, Gleason, is always there after the crash. And he’s usually there while I’m not doing what I should be doing. But it’s pretty much just me.”


“No family? No girlfriend? Nobody to help you?”


“No. I mean there have been plenty. But they don’t usually stick around for this part.” He sighed. “Before I got smart and bought Colby’s—when I was just doing stand-up—I would get very valuable feedback from my employers because when I was crashing, I wasn’t very funny, which is sort of important in my line of work. I tended to get fired.” He ran his hands through his hair. “But when I’m manic, I’m a pretty funny guy—and it’s intoxicating. I want to be more productive, funnier, better, and I can do all that while I’m climbing. But I can’t sustain it. I have to crash. And I know the crash is coming, I can taste it, but I can’t stop it. Well, actually I can, but I always think I have more time to stop it, until I don’t. And then I fall—fast and hard—and disappoint just about everybody.” He shook his head. “It’s why most of my relationships are short-term. It’s a very unstable, sick, stupid way to live.”


I nodded. “I don’t know what to say to you.”


“I’ve freaked you out, haven’t I?”


“No. Well, a little maybe. I just can’t believe you have to live like that. You do have a family, right?”


“I have a brother in Denver, but we’re not close. I talk to my dad once in a while, but he’s been in New Orleans for years and I don’t get down there much.” Mickey shrugged.


“Do you have a mom?”


“No. She died when I was a kid.”


“I know a little something about that,” I said. “But at least I have my sisters.”


“I’ve got a great business partner who’s beyond understanding, and I’ve got Gleason—Dr. Webb, my psychiatrist.”


“So you’ve been fighting this bipolar thing pretty much on your own? For most of your life?”


“Pretty much.”


“I think that’s amazing. You’re amazing.”


He shook his head. “No. I’m not. I’m just a guy trying to play out the hand I was dealt. And, you may not believe this, but I’m a lot of other things besides mentally ill.”


I smiled. “No doubt.” Mickey Chandler was breaking my heart. I was trying to maintain perspective because it didn’t make a lot of sense to be so profoundly attracted to a mental patient. “So, are you supposed to be down here in the middle of the night or did you escape?”


He grinned. “Actually I’m pretty good tonight, so I have cafeteria privileges.”


“Well, then, congratulations on your good behavior.”


He laughed and I remembered the way his smile had sucked me in on my birthday. I found myself looking for evidence of his illness in that smile, but I couldn’t see it. It was there in his eyes, but not in his smile.


“Tell me about you, Lucy Houston.”


“Oh, it’s late, maybe another time.” I started to get up from my chair, but Mickey grabbed my wrist. “I don’t think so, missy. I spilled my guts, now it’s your turn.”


I sat back down, intensely focused on his hand. I didn’t want him to let go, but I pulled away from him anyway. “Well, okay,” I said, finger-combing my hair. “I go to Northeastern—well, you know that already—I’ll graduate next spring. Then I’m going to teach world history. I have two sisters, Lily and Priscilla—you met them. I was born here in Brinley and I’ll come back and teach at Midlothian.”


“Parents?”


“I had great parents. Unfortunately, my father was killed when I was little. He was a policeman. And my mother died when I was seventeen—of cancer. Cancer also got my grandmother and my aunt, which pretty much wiped out my entire maternal line.” This came out sounding a lot glibber than I’d intended and I struggled to correct my tone. “That’s why Priscilla’s here. They caught it, thank goodness, but we Houston girls are always steeled for the worst.” I was still playing with my hair, which I tend to do when I’m anxious. I stopped, feeling self-conscious. “That’s my demon. That’s the unknown I wake up with every morning. Am I healthy today? Did a cellular uprising take place while I was sleeping? Any cytoplasmic rebellion I need to be aware of? It’s hell. And if I do say so myself, my hell is worse than yours, because I not only have to worry about me and my cells, but I have to devote serious anxiety to my sisters as well. It’s exhausting, worrying like that. It’s a very unstable, sick, stupid way to live.”





OEBPS/xhtml/BackCover.html




FEATURING A GALLERY READERS GROUP GUIDE



An unvarnished portrait of a marriage that is both ordinary and extraordinary, Dancing on Broken Glass takes readers on an unforgettable journey of the heart.



Lucy Houston and Mickey Chandler probably shouldn’t have fallen in love, let alone gotten married. They’re both plagued with faulty genes—he has bipolar disorder; she, a ravaging family history of breast cancer. But when their paths cross on the night of Lucy’s twenty-first birthday, sparks fly, and there’s no denying their chemistry.



Cautious every step of the way, they are determined to make their relationship work—and they put their commitment in writing. Mickey will take his medication. Lucy won’t blame him for what is beyond his control. He promises honesty. She promises patience. Like any marriage, there are good days and bad days—and some very bad days. In dealing with their unique challenges, they make the heartbreaking decision not to have children. But when Lucy shows up for a routine physical just shy of their eleventh anniversary, she gets an impossible surprise that changes everything. Everything. Suddenly, all their rules are thrown out the window, and the two of them must redefine what love really is.








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
dancing
on
broken

glass

a novel

Ka HANCOCK

Gallery Books

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO
SYDNEY NEW DELHI









OEBPS/images/9781451637380.jpg
The best kind oflbve

follows its own rules. .

2 =
.y -
, .

DANCING
M

BROKEN
GLASS

v g novel =o

KA HANCOCK

[ ®)







