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For Twinkle






For there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, HAMLET
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Make an observation that defines a problem.

Every experiment begins here, in the first step of the scientific method: a witnessing, the bud of a question opening. When Jada woke one morning at the gray genesis of dawn, she felt the problem in her gut before she registered it in her mind, the body always knowing what the brain, in dreams, forgets.

For a moment, when she opened her eyes, the world was blank, innocent in its emptiness. Then context settled on the day like a layer of dust, and things came into focus in all their flaw and detail, and she made her observations, remembered where and when and who she was. Where: Pittsburgh, her bedroom, her husband beside her. When: eighteen months since her mother’s death. Who: a woman, grief-drenched and unexpectedly pregnant.

Next to her, Blake dozed, mouth hanging open. Here was the problem, bigger even than the pregnancy itself: although she knew he’d celebrate the news, she couldn’t bring herself to share it.

The sun rose, and the hushed world grew dense and strained as though packed into a space too small. She felt a weight on her chest like ghost hands pressing down. One of her own hands went to her abdomen, the other to her heart. So sweet, she thought, and good—the steadfast organ pumping devotedly away. Jada pictured her heart like a plump strawberry ripe in the crate of her chest, and she felt for that diligent fruit the kind of grateful affection she had tried and so far failed to feel for the cluster of cells that had attached itself to her uterine wall.

She had always assumed she would be a mother, had been primed for it ever since her sister, Maddy, was born just before their mother’s breast cancer diagnosis. Jada had become a surrogate parent at twelve, caring for Maddy while her mother underwent surgery and chemo, lost her breasts and her hair, her balance and control of her hands. Two bald girls in the house then, one in a bed and one in a crib, both crying inconsolably: mother and child. Before Maddy’s birth—their mother was forty and not trying—their parents had referred to her as a miracle. But although Jada loved Maddy, she was plagued by an unfair but unshakable vision of her as a kind of inadvertent bringer of death. Her beginning had been the beginning of the end.

Besides, Jada no longer believed in miracles. She believed in data, in the scientific method. She was earning her doctorate in social psychology, researching the mechanics of choice and decision-making in intimate relationships. Whether it was because of this training or her time raising Maddy or some innate flaw in her character that she could not view her own pregnancy as miraculous, Jada could not be sure.

She’d known for three days, and yesterday, she had almost told Blake. At least, she had considered it. Or at least, she had felt a surge of disproportionate, overwhelming tenderness toward him when he opted to use a stepladder rather than the arm of the couch when reaching up to screw a light bulb into a wall sconce. Tears had welled in her eyes. But she’d said nothing then, and she said nothing now, a pressure in her throat, a pounding in her head.

In the silence and the stillness her hands found each other, as they had often since her mother’s death—a childish habit, holding her own hand. She crossed them at the wrists and interlocked her fingers, and somehow it worked, even now; she felt calm, held. She should hold her husband’s hand. She should reach for him. Instead she drew into herself, rubbing her finger with her thumb, insisting, It’s going to be okay.

Then came the sudden, blaring hysteria of the neighbor’s car alarm. Jada let go of her hand quickly, like she’d been caught by a watchful chaperone. Blake’s alarm clock joined the chorus, a series of chimes and angry vibrations from his phone across the room, and he groaned, hauled his legs over the side of the bed, and stood. An impersonal morning boner tented his boxers. Jada closed her eyes and let one hand return to the spot over her heart.

The din of the day picked up around her: the whine of an ambulance siren, the squawk of a blue jay. Sunlight hardened into stripes like bars that crossed her blanketed body, locking her in a silvery cell. Her skin felt sore. But she rose from her bed, she smoothed the imprint of her body from the still-warm sheets. There was a day to be got through, a problem to be puzzled over. There were choices to be made.



She spent the day on the couch, laptop warming her thighs, a jasmine-scented candle burning beside her. She was working on the protocol for her latest experiment, a study of choice overload and reversibility on undergraduate daters, and she lost herself in the work until Blake got home—at which point, to her horror, she observed herself hiding from him in the hall closet.

It was an involuntary physical reaction that did not occur to her as problematic until she was settled, ankles crossed, arms wrapped around her legs. She was still in her pajamas when she heard the garage door yawn open and Blake’s BMW pull inside, and at first she told herself the pajamas explained her sprint to the closet, as if she intended to doll up for his arrival like some fifties housewife. But the closet she fled to did not contain her clothes, and besides, she had observed this much in her going-on-two years of marriage: in the dream scenes that flashed before your eyes as you zipped your wedding dress and fixed the clasps on your heels, you pictured yourself always that clean and well-clothed, an advertisement for happiness and good hygiene. But this vision was a delusion; marriage was mostly pajamas.

Anyway: he killed the engine; she bolted. Shut the door behind her and sat down beside the vacuum cleaner, where she remained as he wandered through the house, calling her name. He still didn’t know about the pregnancy. He didn’t know, either, how sometimes Jada took out a letter her mother had sent her years ago, placed a clean sheet of paper over the page, and slowly copied the handwriting, one loop at a time. Or listened to old voicemails from her mother on repeat, even the three-minute butt dial that consisted of nothing but the garbled TV noise of The Ellen DeGeneres Show punctuated with her mother’s occasional laughter.

What he did know, what they both knew, was that her desire was dead. When he reached for her, she rolled away. When he touched her, she flinched, floundered, too slippy to be held. The sex that had led to conception had been a chore, and now, with her legs crossed beneath her on the closet floor, Jada was forced to recognize this fact more directly than she had before. Make an observation that defines a problem: here she was; she was here. Now came the question: Why?

She’d left the candle burning in the living room and could smell the jasmine scent wafting through the crack under the closet door. Except for the vacuum and some winter coats, a few cleaning supplies, and the ukulele Blake had bought on a whim once in Maui and never played, the closet where she hid was empty. She and Blake had moved into the house shortly before they married—she’d owned almost nothing at the time—and it was bigger than they needed. He’d tried fireman-carrying her over the threshold but in the process had knocked the tender bone on the outside of her ankle against the doorframe, and this knocking now seemed like a symbol of something, some fundamental way in which she did not fit here on Fifth Avenue, in the too-fancy house he’d bought. She had cried out in pain, “My lateral malleolus!” and he’d dropped her, his chivalry spoiled. They were the first to live in the house, and its virginal purity—walls without scratches, pristine hardwoods—both delighted and unnerved her, satisfying her clean-freak tendencies but striking her, at the same time, as unmaintainable, unreal.

After ten minutes, Blake blew out the candle. Jada smelled the faint slither of smoke through the closet crack. She heard him ask the cat where she was, heard the cat meow apathetically, heard her phone ring from the spot on a shelf where she’d left it. He was calling her.

He padded past the closet, pausing outside it on his way down the hall, so close Jada could hear her phone ringing both in the living room and from the device held to his ear. Why was he letting it ring? Clearly her phone was home, and as far as he was concerned, she was not. Then the ringing stopped and the floor creaked, Blake shifting his weight from foot to foot, and she wondered if he could sense her presence. Equal to her fear of being caught was her fear of not being so; his finding her might indicate that they were connected by something, some invisible force capable of permeating doors, some connubial sonar in him that pinged in her proximity. She sat unbreathing in hope and fear until he moved back down the hallway, flopped onto the couch, and turned on the TV.

Even as her shame swelled—what kind of wife was she?—it occurred to Jada that there might be some strategic advantage to her position in the closet, that from its confines she might observe her way toward a better understanding of the man on the other side of the door. Fly on the wall, wife in the closet: same difference. She knew people changed their behavior when they knew they were being observed. She recalled the research, the psychologists concealing themselves in bathroom stalls or standing by soap dispensers in plain sight, counting the number of toilet users who washed their hands. The verdict was that most everyone washes—when they know they’re being watched.

What was the handwashing equivalent that Blake might let slide outside of her presence? Entertaining this question was a useful way of avoiding a larger, tougher one—the question of why she was in the closet at all—and Jada gave herself over to it eagerly. She was entitled to this information, she assured herself; in marrying her, Blake had agreed that his intimacy with her would grow over time to heights neither of them could fathom at the moment they exchanged rings. Marriage: the quintessence of informed consent.

But she learned little, only things she already knew. He liked to recite frequently aired commercials alongside their narrators. He liked to talk to the cat, trilling the occasional syllable in an imitation purr. In the beginning his dorky humor and the confidence with which he dispatched it had been part of what drew Jada to him. (“I’ll have the leg of salmon,” he’d said to the white-vested server at their first fancy dinner out, and winked at her as the server fumbled, confused. “The pay’s great,” he’d tell someone at a party, describing his job as an anesthesiologist, “but the work is mind-numbing.”) His jolliness took the pressure off her, allowed her to fade into the background, smiling and nodding, thinking and analyzing. She had always been the serious girl, the studious girl, and she had grown into a serious and studious woman, stressed out, living on a shoestring budget when she met Blake through a dating app, setting up her studies, wrangling research assistants, writing articles, driving home on weekends to visit her sick mother. How hungrily she’d gravitated toward the ease with which Blake glided through the world, opening his wallet, telling his jokes. She had wanted a slice of that ease for herself. She had wanted other things, too, back then.

For instance: frequent and athletic sex of the kind that, lately, had come to feel physically impossible to her. For instance: to be someone else. For instance: to truly believe, as he did, that things were generally okay and would remain okay no matter what happened, who lived or died, who was or wasn’t president. To be cared for, cooked for; to be handed mixed drinks if he was home when she came back from class or a long day of writing; to arrive at his condo and find him chopping a bell pepper or crushing cloves of garlic under the blade of a knife. He worked with a group that administered office-based anesthesia for pain management and worked set hours, and he drew sharp boundaries between his work life and home life in a way Jada respected but couldn’t bring herself to replicate. She could cook, as well—she’d fed herself through college, forgoing expensive meal plans; she’d fed Maddy when her mother was too shaky with neuropathy to hold a spoon—but it excited her to have the option not to. She could mix her own drinks but found herself glad to outsource the work. Gradually she began to understand how much of what she’d done throughout her childhood and adult life she had done not because she’d wanted to, but because she’d had to. Until she met him, she had not had the luxury of telling the difference.

At first it excited her that she and Blake had little in common. He’d never known debt or poverty; his parents had paid for his college and med school, bought him a condo in Philadelphia while he was at Penn Medicine, a house in Durham during his residency at Duke. Nothing terrible had ever happened to him, and he lived relatively free of any fear that it would. Yes, she’d read the research on heterogamy and homogamy, she had plumbed the meta-analyses, she had learned that while most of us claim to want a partner with opposite traits, in fact much of our attraction and relationship satisfaction is rooted in similarity. But you can know what the hot dog’s made of and eat it anyway. You can know something is true and still think it won’t be true for you. Rational choice theory has long been debunked; we are not rational choosers but creatures of want and whimsy.

Blake shut off the TV, and Jada heard him open the fridge, exclaim, “What! No milk?” and backtrack down the stairs, into the garage and into his car, rewinding his presence, and she scurried to the bathroom, turned on the shower, and prepared the lie she told herself was not one: she’d been for a run. (She had, yesterday. It was not untrue.)

He was a good man. He would be a good father. But as Jada stood with the water weeping down and scrubbed her skin raw, she understood with a clarity that was uncharacteristic of her that she would not have this child.
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“Obviously,” he said, “you can’t have it. I hope that’s clear.”

They’d met at the grocery store, having agreed that she shouldn’t come over anymore. He carried a shopping basket containing a bag of baby spinach, a package of ground chuck, a family of onions—two large, two small—and a bottle of maple syrup. She pushed an empty cart with a squeaky wheel.

“Obviously,” Maddy said, pasting a smile on her face as a shopper passed by, a woman in a shirt that read THE ONLY THING TOUGHER THAN A TRUCKER IS A TRUCKER’S MOM! Maddy was smart enough to understand the terms of their conversation without his having to lay them out for her: it was not a conversation at all, but a transaction, here in the canned goods aisle, and it should appear cheerfully formal. She had explained the situation to him over the phone—the test stick she’d peed on, its bold pink lines. It’s out of the question, he’d said, no matter how I feel about you.

She’d been distraught on the phone, crying and shouting, but by the end of the call the force of her emotions had worn her out, and she was ready to behave. Promise me you’ll do the right thing, he’d said, and she’d promised: I will. She’d agreed to meet him at Giant Eagle after she was done cleaning houses so that he could do what he did now: hand her a manila envelope, stuffed thick, nodding like, Go on, take it, be a good girl. So she took it, like a good girl, and placed it in her buggy’s collapsible compartment, the place where children rode.

What could she expect? That he’d want her to have it, keep it? She didn’t even know if she wanted it, and he wasn’t even her boyfriend, just—she flushed at the word—her lover. She didn’t know what else to call him. He didn’t love her.

Her eyes needed somewhere to go, so she focused on a row of baked beans. She thought, for some reason, of her sister. What would Jada do? Not be in this situation, for starters. And if she was, she’d know exactly what to do, and she’d do it. Take charge. Call the shots, like she always did.

“Maddy,” he said, and she realized her eyes had filled with tears. She kept her gaze on the beans, now blurry, and stood still. “You’re going to be okay.”

Anger welled inside her. Anger that he’d put her in this position. Anger that he expected her to do what he wanted automatically, without asking questions, moving her arms like a marionette, taking his money. Maddy felt a spark of determination not to give him what he wanted. She could not tell where this determination ended and her true desire began.

“That’s just a thing people say to make themselves feel better,” she snapped.

He shook his head. “You’re stronger than you think you are.”

“You could knock me over with your pinkie finger.”

“That’s not true.” He shifted his basket from left hand to right, looked around to make sure no one was listening. Said softly, “You’re one of the strongest people I know.”

Always, even now, the anger she felt toward him was followed by a swelling shame that built, broke, and washed the rage away. She could whine he, he, he all day, but she had done this, too. She, Madelyn Jean Battle. She hadn’t said no. Much worse, she’d said yes, ardently and often. It was her own desire, her own decision, that had led her here.

She glanced at him—he who had been so seasoned and so tender compared to boys she’d been with before, and who now stood framed by mustard bottles lined up in rows, buy-one-get-one tags flapping at their bases—and thought she saw pain in his eyes. At least some of what she’d believed he’d felt for her had to have been real. Didn’t it? A bolt of hope, followed by a rumble of fear: he was as strong and solid as ever, and it was true that he could knock her over with his pinkie finger, regardless of how he might feel about it. It occurred to Maddy, not for the first time, that he could kill her.

Not here, though. Not in the baked bean aisle. He’d never seemed dangerous, and even now the thought of his physically harming her almost made Maddy laugh; but he was stronger than she was, and he was desperate, and desperation drove people to do things you wouldn’t expect. Like destroy someone whose existence they found inconvenient, as he was capable of doing to her, as he was asking her to do to their child. Besides, horrible things happened all the time to girls like her, motherless, adrift. The only creature in the world that would miss Maddy if she disappeared, or at least the first who would notice, was an owl she worked with at the wildlife rehabilitation center where she volunteered, who courted her by leaving her gifts of his uneaten dead mice.

A thirtysomething woman in a pink camo hoodie, jean shorts, and flip-flops rounded the corner and shuffled down the aisle with a twelve-pack of Mountain Dew under her arm. Maddy’s lover drew back against a shelf of Heinz condiments, standing as far from her as he could, and the sight of him cowering against ketchup rekindled her anger. She wanted to wound him. She needed him to know she didn’t love him, to believe he had been nothing but an antidote to her boredom, her unbearable sadness. After the woman in camo turned the corner and disappeared, she said, “This was never about you, you know.”

She meant it as a blow to his ego, which she pictured as something alive and compact and, for some reason, furry, like a hamster running forever in a wheel inside the iron cage of him. She had meant to make it sound like she was cavalier enough to use him for casual fun. But he only said, “I know, and for that I am truly sorry,” and added a can of crushed tomatoes to his cart. “You have someone to drive you?”

She nodded, thought of Jada, three hours away and unaware of the pregnancy. They hadn’t spoken in months, hadn’t seen each other since Christmas. She knew Jada would want to be the first person she’d consult, would want to save her. For her, the solution to Maddy’s problem would be clear. She would promise not to judge Maddy for choosing what anybody could see was the right option. Everybody always pretended they wouldn’t judge you, but they did so assuming you’d come around to their point of view, assuming you’d choose correctly.

Maddy searched the library of her mind for her earliest image of her sister, thinking it might somehow be the purest, and found a hazy picture of Jada dressing for a school dance she’d gone to with Drew. She must have been sixteen or seventeen, Maddy four or five. Maddy remembered watching her emerge from her bedroom like a queen about to address a horde of stinky commoners, her mother zipping the back of Jada’s dress up to a point between her shoulder blades. She saw the narrow stem of Jada’s neck; she saw her mother dab powder from a compact onto Jada’s nose, heard the compact snap shut; she watched her mother hold something out to Jada, heard Jada say, “No, no lipstick.” Big sister went off to the ball bare-lipped while little sister smeared the rose-red stick across her mouth, perched on a step stool before the bathroom mirror, dreaming of dancing, clowning her face with wax.

A long silence had stretched in the baked bean aisle. He said, “Well, then,” and stuck out his hand, looking both ways as if about to cross a busy street.

Maddy stared at the hand. The furry knuckles, the clean nails.

“You’re still going to help me, right?” she said. “With the other stuff?”

“Of course.”

“You promised.”

He was still standing there with his hand out. “I’ll do my best.”

She took the hand. They shook. Then he said, “Take care, Maddy,” and walked away.

Take care, take care—she repeated the words in her head until they clumped together, shifting shapes, their meaning loosening and finally separating from them. Take care, take air, caretake. Care of what? He could have meant a baby. Do the right thing—he hadn’t said what it was. Maddy pushed her cart in the opposite direction from where he’d gone, moving toward meat, her stomach turning at the sight of raw chicken breasts on Styrofoam beds. It was cold in the store. Goose bumps formed on her arms.

Did she want a child? Did it matter? Like him, she’d thought at first that she should get rid of it. But then fear had clamped down on her heart like a claw. She’d seen those pictures of dead fetuses like mangled cocktail shrimp, bloody feet on roadside billboards threatening damnation. If asked, Maddy would have denied believing in hell, at least until faced with the prospect that she might go there. Now suddenly it loomed.

She looked down at the envelope he’d given her, turned it slot-side up, and worked the gold clasp out of its hole. He hadn’t licked the adhesive. She peeked inside and thumbed the bills she’d later count to confirm: four thousand dollars.

She wanted her mother. Panic rose in her chest, and she paused, breathing from her belly the way the school counselor had taught her in the brief time that Maddy saw her before graduating. The counselor had given her mantras to repeat when the panic struck. I am stronger than my grief. I am going to be okay. The same things her lover had said to her just now, or thereabouts, as if he’d known their power. I am going to be okay, she recited, rolling her way down the candy aisle. It was a phrase she repeated to herself almost daily, it was the thing she worked hardest to believe, and yet now that he’d said it to her it felt cheap, canned. Maddy swiped a bag of gummy bears from a shelf, tore it open, and popped a rainbow of bears two by two into her mouth.

No, she didn’t want a baby. But she didn’t not want one, either. She wanted only not to be in the situation she was in. She wanted not to have to choose.

The Haribo bag was half-empty by the time she wheeled her buggy down the checkout lane. She sealed the bag and placed it on the conveyor belt, then opened the envelope. Crisp hundred-dollar bills, collated into bricks and gum-banded together.

“This all?” the cashier asked, scanning the gummy bears. Her name tag read KAITLIN. She was about Maddy’s age and, Maddy noticed, also pregnant. Maddy slid a bill from its pack and studied Ben Franklin’s face, the droopy eyes and pursed lips. Didn’t he have glasses? She’d thought he had glasses. But what did she know about founding fathers?

“No,” she said, folding and unfolding the bill, taking in the rows of tabloids and candy that surrounded her. “That’s not all.”

She grabbed a Snickers bar, then two. A box of mints. Two packages of bubble gum, the kind that only held its flavor for the first few glorious chews. A magazine: RADICAL SPRING BEAUTY: QUICK FIXES FOR HAIR & SKIN! A bag of Twizzlers, a stick of cherry ChapStick, two bars of Daffin’s milk chocolate from a fundraiser box. Three bags of Peanut M&M’s, her dad’s favorite. She knew his new girlfriend Carole Ann’s favorite candy, too—3 Musketeers—and grabbed one for her before thinking twice and putting it back. She bore Carole Ann no ill will, but neither did she wish to shower her in gifts, to suggest that the three of them were some sort of family—her father, his girlfriend, and Maddy, cleaning houses for money and nursing birds in her spare time and still living at home, not a third musketeer but a third wheel, as squeaky and sad as the one on the buggy she now pushed to the end of the checkout aisle. The cashier bagged her stash and rolled her eyes when Maddy handed her the hundred.

“You don’t have nothing smaller?”

“No.”

Kaitlin gave Maddy a suspicious look and held the bill up to the light.

“It’s real,” Maddy said, too loudly.

Kaitlin stuffed Ben into the register and sluggishly counted change. “Aren’t you fancy,” she said.

In her car, her mother’s old Taurus, Maddy tore open a chocolate bar and stuffed the manila envelope crookedly beneath the passenger seat so that only an orange triangle poked out like a beak. She’d left the store with three thousand nine hundred seventy-some dollars, but the weight of the coins where the bill had been gave the illusion that she was leaving with more than she’d started with. That nothing had been lost.



Friday night, almost time for Dateline. Since her mother’s death, Maddy and her father had feasted on late-night crime shows. She’d grown hungry for the sight of other people’s suffering. Her fear that she could join their grisly ranks at any time, be stuffed in a trunk, buried in the woods, a body found in a cornfield outside of town, was a welcome reminder: she was alive, and she wanted to stay that way. She would not, as it was sometimes tempting to believe since she lost her mother, rather have died along with her.

Inside her parents’—her father’s—house, Maddy hung her jacket on a deer-foot coatrack, slipping the collar over the ledge of a cloven hoof. She plopped down on the other end of the couch from where her father slumped, feet on the coffee table as her mother would not have allowed, boots untied but not removed. The house was dirty—a film of dust on the coffee table, the bent and broken mini blinds, the TV stand with the mystery gunk on it that never scrubbed off; crumbs on the couch cushions; balled-up burger wrappers giving off a greasy smell—but after cleaning other people’s homes all day, Maddy could not bring herself to care about her own. She had not inherited her mother’s dedication to cleanliness.

Blue light illuminated her father’s face and the faded checkered curtains that had hung in the house’s front windows for as long as Maddy could remember. Inside each box in the checkerbox pattern was a white goose with a blue ribbon tied around its neck. Maddy tried to imagine her young mother hanging these curtains, but the image was painful and strange (why geese? when?), and she shooed it away. The windowsill was a mass grave, fly carcasses heaped behind the curtains, and it saddened Maddy to think of the creatures dashing themselves against the glass. She passed her father one of the bags of Peanut M&M’s, and he accepted it with a nod.

“A murder case full of heart-stopping twists and turns,” Andrea Canning narrated onscreen when the show began, “culminating in a gavel-rattling revelation! At the center of it all, a stunning thirty-year-old wife and mother.”

Normally Maddy consumed these mysteries in silence, but tonight she felt restless, cantankerous. She propped her feet next to her father’s. She could feel the breeze from the ceiling fan, which wobbled and ticked above her like a metronome, kissing the exposed flesh of her toes and the pads of her heels through holes in her socks.

“Why do they always do that?” she said. “ ‘A stunning thirty-year-old wife and mother.’ Why does it matter she was pretty? Would it be less sad she got murdered if she wasn’t cute, or if she didn’t have a husband and kids?”

Her father gave her a sidelong look. “Don’t know.”

“Kimberly lit up every room she entered,” said the dead woman’s friend. Her hair was perfect, her makeup was perfect. The sad people on these shows were always so clean. “That girl had a heart of gold.”

For some reason this jagged Maddy, too. “And that.” She pointed to the screen. The survivors were always saying things like this. She loved to laugh. She was always smiling. “Just once I’d like to hear one of these people say, ‘She was just okay. Kind of a dick sometimes.’ ”

“Watch your mouth.” He was shouting, probably without meaning to. His hearing was shot from his years in the sawmill, certain sounds and frequencies inaccessible to him. It was easy to forget this, his raised voice a constant source of conflict between him and each of the family’s women as, feeling yelled at, they responded in kind.

“ ‘She didn’t really have any interesting hobbies,’ ” Maddy went on. “ ‘Never remembered birthdays. Was always forgetting to pick up the kids from school.’ ”

Her father glanced at her. “Who put a burr under your saddle?”

“It’s not a burr,” she said. “It’s an observation.”

Her throat tensed, and her nose got hot. She thought of her plump, now jingling package of cash, which she realized—oops—she’d left in her car. The episode dragged on—Kimberly’s body found in nothing but socks, the tread marks of boots ground into her back—but it failed to work its magic on Maddy. Her stomach was a nervous tangle, her heart hammered in her ears. What the fuck was she supposed to do? Should she tell her father she was pregnant?

The phrase sprang to her lips, but she kept them closed. His ignorance on the matter made it feel somehow less final. It seemed to her that some form of patriarchal recognition was required in all things to make them fully true, to give them consequence and meaning. As long as her father remained in the dark, no matter how her body might change, she could entertain the illusion that nothing that was happening to her was real.

“It’s gonna be the ex-husband,” her father said, motioning to the screen, where dead Kimberly’s friend described Kimberly’s joy upon remarrying and finding herself pregnant.

“Nah,” Maddy said. “It’s gonna be the new husband.”

The light from the screen made the room look cool and underwater, like a shark tank or the ocean Maddy had never seen. She imagined a hammerhead slithering through the blue air, the side-to-side, sexy movement of its tail. The mean slit of its mouth. She crossed her arms and hugged herself.

Dad, she said in her head. But what would happen if she said it out loud?

Probably this: he’d demand to know the father, threaten violence. To him, maybe to her. Or maybe he wouldn’t be surprised. Maybe he’d even be happy. She wasn’t a child, after all; she was nineteen, would be twenty in June. She’d finished school, wasn’t really interested in college, no matter or maybe because of how often Jada bugged her about applying. She didn’t have a great job, but she had a job. Other girls she knew had had babies.

What would her father say about her if she was gone? She had a heart of gold?

Abruptly he swung his feet to the floor and handed Maddy the TV clicker, smudged with fingerprints, the numbers worn off the buttons.

“Going out,” he said, and tied his bootlaces.

“What?” she said, and he looked at her like, What’s the big deal? Between his nights at Carole Ann’s and his time at work, Maddy was used to having the house to herself. “You aren’t going to watch?”

He rooted through the debris on the coffee table for the keys to his truck. “Catch me up tomorrow.”

Maddy’s blood raced. Her palms were sweaty. Don’t leave me.

But he left.

“Hold down the fort,” he said, closing the door behind him. “See you tomorrow, Chiclet.”

When he was gone the house was too still, Dateline too loud and too creepy. Maddy got to her feet, as if she might need to run. She wrapped her arms around herself, touched her ribs. She had to get out of there.

The last thing she saw before she turned off the TV was the face of the man who had discovered the murdered woman’s body. “Damned shame,” he said, standing on a broken-down porch in the snow, a frozen field stretching behind him. “You never expect to find someone dead, least of all a pretty thing like her.”



When she climbed behind the wheel and started the engine, she didn’t know where she was going besides away from her father’s house. Past the junkyards and the three Amish farms tucked among the trees, curtains swept to one side, buggies reposing in driveways; past one buggy on the road, single horse clopping, the driver holding up a hand in greeting as she passed; down between the Methodist churches standing across from one another at the nearest intersection (one Free, one United; the sign at the corner: EVERY DAY IS PRAY DAY). She could leave this place, drive to Jada’s in Pittsburgh. At the stop sign between the two churches, she called Jada, but Jada didn’t pick up, and Maddy didn’t leave a voicemail. She did not want to need Jada, but deep down, she knew she did. It was a grudging need, and a futile one; Jada wasn’t here.

The number one cause of injury to birds is being hit by cars, so Maddy drove carefully. Past Mrs. Shivers’s Soft Serve Shack, not yet open for the season. Past a sign for stump removal (GOT STUMPS? GET ’EM DONE!); past a makeshift cross marking the site of a roadside death. Past the carcass of a groundhog, the carcass of a deer. A billboard for a gun raffle, another bearing the masked face of a raccoon: RABIES BITES! WILD ANIMALS DO NOT MAKE GOOD PETS! Past the Stumble Inn, its gravel lot packed, its sign, NOW SERVIN MOONS INE. Past yard sign after yard sign, flag after flag: MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN. She was Kimberly, the murdered woman with the golden heart, the pregnant mother found in a field. The twist: it wasn’t the ex-husband who put her there, and it wasn’t the new husband, either. In this version of the story, in Maddy’s version, it was the woman herself.

Eventually she found herself at the bridge. Approaching it, wiping her eyes, Maddy stopped at a railroad crossing and looked both ways. She pictured the pregnancy test she’d held in her hand, its two affirmative lines as parallel and cold as the steel tracks before which she brought her mother’s car to a full stop, following instructions, like a model citizen. It did not occur to her until the car had rocked backward, settling into the stop, that this was not something a girl set on suicide would do. She would sail forward, driver’s ed be damned, hurling herself toward the prospect of oblivion.

She bumped over the tracks. Past a sign for Stroup’s maple syrup (she thought, in spite of herself, of pancakes), gathering her resolve. When she reached the visitors’ center, she parked her car in the empty lot. The platforms and overlooks offering views of the collapsed railroad bridge were empty. On the platform just beneath the bridge, where the structure merged into the hill, she paused and stared through the hollow spaces between the remaining support towers, a latticework of rails and beams crisscrossed and foreshortened in the moonlight, looking like a tunnel to nowhere. At the end of the tunnel, Maddy knew, the bridge and its supports ended abruptly hundreds of feet above the valley floor. It was too dark to make out the other standing segment of the viaduct on the opposite side of its crumbled midsection, a thousand feet away.

She ducked beneath the chain blocking the entrance to the bridge and picked her way over its wooden planking, reinforced when the bridge was opened to pedestrians who came to take in its crumpled structure. She thought she had a vague memory of riding across the intact bridge on an excursion train more than a decade ago, but when she strained her brain to recall any definite detail, she realized it was unlikely the event had taken place; she’d been just three or four when the train stopped running, five when a tornado destroyed the central part of the bridge. The trip was probably one Jada had taken with their parents before Maddy was born, a joyride she had heard talked about and into which she’d only imagined herself.

She was, after all, an accident. Her family had been fine without her. They’d had a dog, Trigger, a Brittany that died when Maddy was a toddler. A photo existed of the dog licking Maddy’s feet, but she had no memory of him. Jada and their father, on the other hand, still reminisced about him, conjuring a bygone, better time when the liver-colored spaniel had stretched at their feet, tongue lolling, eyes full of love. Many times Maddy had dreamed of reaching out a hand to stroke the dog’s silky fur, but many more times she had dreamed simply of being qualified to join in her family’s nostalgia for the dog, this creature that bound them, this shared object of memory like a moon Maddy could orbit but on which she couldn’t land.

If she died, would they speak of her the way they spoke of Trigger? Or would Maddy, like her mother, become a subject of non-conversation, a topic they feared touching lest it burn them? What would their lives be like without her—a family of three, then four, then three again, then two? Her father would mourn her silently and then, as he’d done with her mother, let go. As for Jada, she’d suffer through the loss stoically, sturdier than this or any other, firmer bridge.

Maddy checked her phone. No messages, no missed calls.

What remained of the railroad bridge was a six-hundred-foot-long section of the original structure, which cut off chillingly midway across the gorge at a point three hundred feet aboveground. She trudged to the end of it, plank by plank, following the old tracks. Where the bridge broke off, the state had built an observation deck with a high wooden railing overlooking the valley, where Maddy stopped, squinting at the collapsed girders and twisted towers lying sprawled on the valley floor, lit by the moon’s dim glow. She moved to the center of the deck and planted her feet on the inch-thick window where visitors could stand, appearing to dangle vertiginously above the structure of the surviving bridge.

She was okay, she eulogized herself. Kind of a dick sometimes. In school she was voted “most likely never to be single.” Worst player on the softball team until she quit. A mediocre cleaning lady, she is survived by her dad; her smart, successful sister; her smart, successful brother-in-law; and the residents of the Pennsylvania Wilds Animal Rehabilitation Center, among them Wilson, the Eurasian eagle-owl; Warren, the one-eyed red-tailed hawk; Seneca, the screech owl with a broken wing; and some doves with concussions.

She bent her knees, wound up, and jumped. Stamped, stomped as hard as she could, landing with all her weight on the platform, the impact sizzling through her legs. One, two, three-four-five times on the glass—slam, slam—until she stumbled and fell on the platform, knees buckling. Her phone was thrown from her pocket. For a moment she sat there trembling, looking up at the railing, over which she could throw herself if only she could summon the courage. She looked down at the glass beneath her and imagined the plunge through the hole, her limbs pinwheeling and plonking against girders. She thought of her mother, lowered into the ground.

At the viewing before the funeral, Maddy had looked at her mother’s face for the last time, turned uncanny by makeup, which her mother had rarely worn in life. “Mama,” she had whispered. She’d looked around at the room full of guests, people she knew and people she didn’t. Somehow it had never fully occurred to Maddy until that moment that her mother had been not only a mother but a woman, Ellen, with her own thoughts and relationships with people besides her family and doctors. She was a woman who may not have planned Maddy but who also hadn’t aborted her, a regular person who, staring at the positive lines on a pregnancy test two decades ago, had looked into the future and seen Maddy there—small and bumbling, not an accident or a miracle, perhaps, so much as a surprise—and said yes.

“Mama,” Maddy had said again. “Ellen.”

Then she had turned and seen Jada across the room, stone-faced and dry-eyed, deader inside than Ellen in her black box, and her heart had cracked, and out of the fissure had seeped a molten anger. After everything that had happened, everything Jada had done and not done, she wasn’t even crying at their mother’s funeral. What was wrong with her?

A crash in the distance to Maddy’s left—a branch, an animal, a man?—made her jump and swivel. She squinted toward the end of the skywalk and imagined something crouching in the darkness. Then came the sustaining fear she’d sought and failed to find in tonight’s Dateline episode, crawling up her spine, reconfirming her will to survive. Her hand moved to her pocket and drew out her keys, ready to stab whatever might come for her in the dark. Baby or no baby, mother or no mother, she wanted to live, even if she was alone in the world, her father checked out and her sister far away, their lives running parallel like the train tracks on this bridge, sourced from the same ore and laid close together but not touching.

The glass beneath Maddy seemed suddenly vengeful, as if it might cave after all just to call her bluff. She scrambled to her feet. Around and below her, spring peepers peeped their froggy booty calls. A breeze troubled her hair, tossing the streak she’d dyed pink at the front, strands like cold fingers tracing lines on her neck. She gathered all the air she could fit in the chambers of her lungs. She held it in, and then she let it out.

The scream echoed through the hills, the valley full of wailing, invisible girls, their cries both hers and not hers, turned eerie by the distance they’d traveled. Maddy turned, spooked, her chest empty, and made her way back down the skywalk, back into her life.

On the drive home she noticed the billboard. PREGNANT? SCARED? YOU’RE NOT ALONE.
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If on her first trip to the closet Jada was baffled, on her second, two weeks later, she was genuinely alarmed. Who was this woman, bolting at the sound of her husband’s car in the garage? Who was this person curled in a corner of the closet, drawn back from the strip of light threatening the door? Somehow, it was her, scared and alone, feeling the minutes stretch in the dark until it became clear Blake was in for the evening. Pizza was delivered. The cat again refused to disclose Jada’s location. She had her phone on her this time, silenced, and when the screen lit up with a call from Maddy, she ignored it. She could smell the pizza, the briny note of the olives he loved and she hated. She pictured the brown bodies of kalamatas belly up on the cheese like roaches, and disgust rose in her throat even as her stomach growled. She would have to come out and face him, pick the olives off the pizza. She would have to explain herself.

But what could she say? That last week, while he was at a conference in Florida, she had ended her pregnancy? That she was still bleeding, just spots and not enough to be concerned about (she’d called, panicked) but enough that the procedure seemed not entirely over? She couldn’t tell him that, and she didn’t know what she could tell him instead. She was sorry, but not in the way he’d expect; what she regretted was not the abortion but the fact that she had not upheld her promise to be honest with him, that she had not felt able to be honest with him, because he would want the child, and because he always got what he wanted. Until now.

Jada pressed her thumbnail into the painted wood of the doorframe to leave behind two indentations, one for this visit, one for her last, like a parent marking a child’s growth spurts. How long could this go on, how many marks could she make? She touched her engagement ring, tracing the sapphire’s edges. She disliked the idea that it was her marriage, rather than hard work or scholarship, that had raised her up the rungs of the social ladder. She feared the prospect of carrying the secret of the abortion for the rest of her life. She feared Blake’s pain if she told him. She disliked the feeling that she owed him and always would, that she might cease to operate without him, that he could be the only thing that kept her functioning, like a long-lasting battery. When her mother was dying, he used to interlock his fingers and place them on Jada’s head, resting his chin on them and pressing down as if to shrink her. She had loved that pressure, had wanted him to crush her. She had mashed her face into his chest. He told her everything would be okay, and she had done her best to believe him.

As she prepared for her exit, Jada gave herself over to a castigation far more intense than she could expect from Blake, hurling insults at herself as if to build immunity to them. Shitty wife, nasty woman, fucked-up girl! (Sometimes, she wasn’t sure how to designate herself, “woman” still seeming like a milestone title she hadn’t yet reached, “girl” retaining a footloose, fancy-free quality she wasn’t ready to surrender.) She unleashed herself on herself until the only thing left was to soften and rush to her own defense: Enough. Whose words were these, whose voices? They were both hers and not hers; it was as if she had absorbed them through her skin. Everyone was always yelling at everyone these days. Everyone, if they knew where she was and what she was doing and what she had already done, would yell at her.

When she stepped into the living room, the pizza box open exactly as she’d pictured it, a video game on the TV screen, Blake jumped, gripping the controller as though prepared to beat someone with it.

“Jesus, Jada, I thought you were an intruder,” he said. “I could have killed you.”

“I’m sorry.”

He set down the controller. “Where were you?”

She shook her head, no words, and sank onto his lap. He cradled her, confused but yielding. She nuzzled his neck and inhaled slowly. This deep breath, this way of taking someone in, often seemed more intimate to her than sex, and preferable. A clean, skin-scented inflating, no mess, no risk; a body buoyant with another’s essence. Sometimes she wished she could burrow into Blake and live cased inside him, hiding at the core of the thing she hid from. But when his hand traced down her back, then dipped lower, she sprang to her feet: no.

He shed his tenderness, sulking. On the wall behind him hung the antique print of an opium poppy she’d given him for his birthday, Papaver somniferum in cursive at its base.

“Can we talk about this already?” he asked. A stress line had formed between his brows, as fine as an eyelash, but deep. “What’s with you?”

“I’m not in the mood,” she said.

“You’re never in the mood.”

He was right. Her pregnancy had been the result of a few missed pills, the missing of which had been the result of a growing sense of their unnecessity; she was practically abstinent.

“You rarely initiate,” she deflected. “It’s not like I’m constantly rebuffing you.”

This claim was half-true and depended on how you defined its verbs. She had chosen not to acknowledge the potential of certain advances Blake made to lead to other, erotic ones. Instead she treated these advances—a back rub, the brushing of a strand of hair from her face—as self-contained and platonic. If she could pretend obliviousness, it seemed, she could not be blamed for not engaging.

“Because I know I’ll get shot down,” he said. “Besides, I don’t have to initiate. The initiation is implied.”

“Implied?”

“I’m a man.”

“So?”

“So I’m ready all the time. The ball’s in your court, babe.”

Right again: Clark & Hatfield, etc. An army of attractive confederates loosed on unsuspecting undergrads in the seventies had confirmed it, as had subsequent studies: in heterosexual couples, women are the gatekeepers of sex. When asked a series of questions of escalating intimacy—Would you go out with me? Would you come over to my place?—participants’ responses revealed substantial gender differences in attitudes toward sex. While about half of both men and women agreed to a date, a significantly higher number of men agreed to an apartment visit, and a startling 80 percent of men agreed to sex with the hot confederate, while not a single woman did. In romantic relationships between men and women, research showed, there’s virtually no correspondence between when a man wants to have sex and when a couple actually does. For women, this correspondence is approximately one to one.

Jada revisited the research in her mind, but her ability to contextualize Blake’s complaint was of little comfort. It simply served as unwelcome confirmation that she was the problem.

But he hadn’t read the research. She said, “So you’re telling me you’re out for a walk, or changing a tire…” This was a bad example; she doubted he’d ever changed a tire, but oh well. She hadn’t changed one either, though she clung to a deep-seated if untested notion of herself as the kind of person who would. “You’ve got your… your lug nuts…”

“Lug nuts.” He smiled tentatively.

“… and your wrench… and you’re thinking about sex. You’re just pulsating with desire, on your back with the greasy pistons.”

“I don’t know about ‘pulsating.’ But if you came along and made an offer, yeah, I’d put down the tire iron.”

She was approaching dangerous territory. A yellow light flashed in her brain. She’d had her shot at a tire-iron guy, and they both knew it. If she wanted to, she could pick back up with Drew tomorrow. And they both knew that, too.

Blake said, “Look, I miss you.”

Jada’s heart clenched, and she thought back to the day he’d proposed. Brunch at the Grand Concourse, oysters on the half shell, warm donuts birthed onto a conveyor belt, an interior like the first-class dining room of the Titanic. Her lot in life seemed to be to always feel just a little out of place, no matter where she was, and she’d been feeling that way among the stained glass and Corinthian columns when he’d tipped his half-full glass and spilled his water. Her lap was soaked. The waitstaff descended, armed with cloth napkins. Aronson, Willerman & Floyd, 1966: participants asked to evaluate the attractiveness of contestants on a fake trivia show preferred not the contestant who answered every question correctly and charismatically, but the one who answered correctly and then spilled his drink. Competence and confidence alone were not enough; competence and confidence with a hint of a flaw, a demonstration of basic human fallibility, made a fatal formula.

It had for Jada, too. It was as if the day had taken off its jacket, loosened its tie. Suddenly it could breathe; she could breathe. She could make him feel better by laughing off his blunder, chase the color from his face. There were things he needed that it was in her power to give.

After that, the symphony—she’d wept during Chopin’s “Raindrop” Prelude, tried not to let him see, and loved him for his tact in pretending not to—and then he’d walked her past the house she would soon find out he’d bought and, rather than getting down on one knee, which she would have hated, took her hand and said, I’m about to do something that terrifies me. She’d been filled with a spinning terror of her own, and she stuttered out an Okay, sure before he even opened the velvet box.

She had known he was going to ask her well before the box appeared. All day she’d sensed a strange energy; all day, like a loyal dog, she’d smelled his fear, stuck close to him in an animal eagerness to assuage it. There were two ways of looking at everything, and looking back, she wasn’t sure which one was true: had she said yes because she’d truly wanted to marry him, or had she said yes because she’d wanted to alleviate his suffering, reward his wanting? Because she’d been determined to win over his parents, John and Bernadette, who lived in Pine Township and seemed perennially dismissive of her? Because she knew her own mother wanted so badly to see her settled?

The answers she tried out shook her, first in one direction, then in the other. From one angle she could see the whole day—the prime rib at the Grand Concourse sliced under its heat lamp, the ice cubes spread over the wet tablecloth, her tears over the prelude, the fumbling proposal and her awkward Okay, sure—as romantic. She was a bumpkin, and he had plucked her from obscurity like a rare flower, his Fair Lady; he had offered her this life because he adored her; he’d pretended not to see her tears at Heinz Hall because he knew her well enough to understand that she’d want to keep them to herself; he respected her privacy; their engagement had been charmingly non-cookie-cutter.

Viewed from another angle, the day looked different. She was a bumpkin, and she didn’t belong in his world, was square-pegging the shit out of the round hole of his life; he’d pretended not to see her tears at Heinz Hall not out of respect but because he didn’t want to do the difficult work of acknowledging them; and she didn’t want him to see them because she did not want to open herself to him that fully, as fully as she’d once opened herself to Drew, as fully as she might open herself to some other, more suitable man.

It was in her power to pick a story and stick to it. What you water will grow, her mother used to say. She ought to water the one in which her current situation constituted a happy ending. But then, she had spent the last hour cowering in a closet, and now here was her husband, standing in front of her, telling her he missed her as if she were a thousand miles away.

“I miss you too,” Jada said, then played her trump card. “But you don’t know what it’s like to lose your mother. I can’t just—”

“I know.” Blake threw up his hands, and she knew the conversation was over. Ever since Ellen’s death, she had blamed all her irritability on that single loss. She hadn’t been wrong; her grief was a low buzz beneath everything, a constant ringing only she could hear, which had intensified her aversions to things like the feeling of her anklebones touching or the sight of fingerprints on glass, and that made her do things like clean what wasn’t dirty or fall asleep next to the cat under the bed; Blake had caught her one day, half-smooshed beneath the frame, eyes red. She got a free pass to be weird, broken, and she was not not guilty of taking advantage. “I’m sorry,” Blake said. “I know you’re suffering.”

She was sorry, too; he was suffering, too. Try, she told herself, try. Want, want. No one likes a frigid woman. No one wants a frigid wife.

She thought of her desire as a living but shut-down thing: a cat curled up and snoozing, each breath a purr. A sad tulip, sealed and pink, planted in the shade of her center. Why not water the flower? Why not coax those petals open?

But she was dry, rarely cried, that afternoon with Chopin an exception, the result of her rising consciousness of the pitter-pattering notes and their accumulation into a beautiful water torture that cracked her. Even at their mother’s funeral, while Maddy was tear-streaked and salt-crusted, her cheeks blackened from smeared mascara, Jada had been dry. Looking at her from across the room, Maddy’s red eyes had narrowed as from the midst of a huddle of mourners she mouthed the question Jada had been asking herself ever since: What is wrong with you?
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