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For my parents






SCENE ONE


LEWIS: In the early days after I left New York, I would ruminate, doubt all my choices. But when I met you, I began to thank my failure. Maybe failing was a kind of miracle. Maybe everything happened just right.

WREN: You are an excellent teacher. You’ve said so yourself: everything in New York led you to what you should have been doing all along if you weren’t so stubborn. And you’re still so young. You can do anything. You can act, perform in plays again, if you want. I could support us if you want to try again.

LEWIS: Thank you, but that’s not what— I,

I am saying the wrong things.

I’m talking too much about myself.

What my point is, what I’m getting at is:

My failure as an artist led me to you,

with your bird wrists, twig fingers,

you, with your efficient days

making lists

researching

you, who can make a spreadsheet

about almost anything.

You make everything better than when you found it,

even me.

LEWIS (continued): Will you let me stand beside you on your plot of earth? We’ll tell the weeds to grow tall around our ankles, and when the wind gives us sycamore seeds, we’ll raise them as sprouts, seedlings, saplings until they overpower, shade, and nurture us. Our trees will grow for two hundred years or more as our union becomes even more unquestionable and strong. Unquestionable because no one will remember a time when we were not creating our universe. Strong because trees two hundred years old have been great witnesses to it all. Then, one day, we’ll die gladly into the soil we shared, and fungi will take over what was once our bodies. Bouquets of mushrooms, little families, will mark the place of our lives.

To be of the ground is to be of life.

You taught me that.

You,

a woman whose deepest belly laugh makes no sound

a woman who notices every detail

a woman made of a brilliance you don’t see

no matter how many times I show you.

Sometimes I wonder if you might not be a person at all,

but a spirit

or a fairy

or a memory,

and I’m watching Good Morning America in a hospital room or a prison, or maybe this is all the most wonderful, strange dream. I don’t want to wake up. I like to think we met in a daydream once, a long time ago, and decided to meet right here, right now. Wren, you are the most complicated person I have ever known. I mean—in the best way, complicated, and somehow terrifically unaffected by fragile things like youth, beauty, promises, and dreams, and I want to keep on knowing you—well, trying to—all the days of my life. So, I want to ask you: Will you marry me, Wren? Will you be my wife?






    Wren was unlike any woman Lewis had ever met. She presented herself just as she was from the beginning, consistent and clear. No tricks, secrets, or games. Wren did not love him obliquely, making him dance for her affection.

She divided every dinner receipt to the cent and never left a trace of herself at his apartment. Early was on time. She found spontaneity stressful. She did not like the sound of flowery words or the weight of gift boxes. She was five steps ahead. She took notes. She scanned every environment for trouble, hypervigilant. She did not watch television to be entertained but to realize the ending before it happened. Wren would say I love you, but she almost cringed to hear it in return.

Unlike Lewis, Wren did not take life personally or let her feelings run wild. Wren’s love was true but methodical, and for the first time in all his life, Lewis felt secure and accepting of his sensitivity and inner turbulence, because Wren loved him just as he was.

Wren’s skill as a listener endeared her to everyone they knew. She remembered everything anyone ever said to her. As a conversationalist, Wren asked questions that were specific but never invasive. When asked of her own life, however, she gave simple, generic answers. There was never much to say about herself. Wren let others take up all the space they needed, because she was always doing just fine.

Lewis used to miss the activities he shared with the artistically motivated women from his past—drinking cheap wine until two o’clock in the morning, talking about old films, going to warehouse plays, giving notes on screenplays, and comforting each other after a horrible audition.

As their relationship became more committed, deep, and real, Lewis realized Wren’s gift: she would never compete with him as an artist. Now he could relax and enjoy the pleasure of never having to defend his taste.

All the art he shared with Wren was an education to her, and in her unknowing, Lewis found her rarest vulnerability. Wren did not know theater, film, music, or poetry. She did not contemplate the definition of beauty or philosophize about the nature of ideas. She had never wept at an opera in another language or stood in front of a painting for an hour as a creative exercise to see what emerged from an image when one stopped trying to know it.

Wren became soft and young when she was learning, and in these moments, Lewis pretended they’d gone back in time together. On this imagined plane, Lewis and Wren were sixteen years old, discovering new music and spiraling into the sort of cloudless love that fears no consequences.

Wren grew to appreciate what Lewis loved, but she never became passionate about art herself. She let Lewis play that part, alone.




APRIL

Their wedding was intimate and lovely but practical, just like their relationship, which had never been an inferno of public passion or an opulent, material display of caring.

Wren liked quiet structured evenings with a few friends. Lewis liked boisterous gatherings where many people were invited to come and go. They settled in the middle: a ceremony in his parents’ backyard with forty-four guests and a catered BBQ reception.

Since she was a teenager, Wren had only ever had herself. So it made sense that she would be the one to give herself away. A student from the high school where Lewis was a teacher played the violin as Wren came down the aisle.

What moved Lewis to tears in this moment was not the sight of Wren wearing a dress as blue as the Texas sky, his mother clutching her heart, or all the people he loved in the same place but, rather, his remembrance of the trees standing tall behind him. Lit up with string lights for the ceremony, the four live oaks were the main venue for his boyhood imagination. Lewis and those trees grew up together. And now the same trees were his best men, watching and witnessing the life he continued to create. Lewis was overwhelmed.

He’d tried to imagine this moment as a younger man, seeing the mysterious idea of his wife coming toward him down the aisle. Who will she be? he’d wondered for years. Now Lewis could finally answer his younger self’s question: Wren! Wren is my wife! He exclaimed in his mind, the mystery revealed.

As Lewis held Wren’s hands, he thought of her kindness, her intelligence, her inner beauty. Yet, just as he married these known qualities, he also married her vast unknowns. And she, his.

At the end of the ceremony, Lewis and Wren turned to face family and friends, a microcosm of the world who had just witnessed the transfiguration, a microcosm knowing full well that even the most beautiful marriages will bear the weight of challenge one day. But for an evening, the challenge was hypothetical; for an evening, Wren and Lewis were the lucky ones. It was their time to be happy.

They would own the future together now.



Lewis and Wren spent their wedding night at a bed-and-breakfast nestled in a field of Texas bluebonnets just outside Fort Worth. They split a gargantuan caramel pecan sticky bun and dreamed about their summer honeymoon in France. They would have gone directly after the wedding, but Lewis was about to go into tech rehearsals for the spring musical, Sweeney Todd, and couldn’t leave town with the machine of an elaborate high school musical on his shoulders.

They both wanted to discard the pressure of making their wedding night the most romantic night of their lives, so the evening took on the cadence of any other relaxing Saturday night they would spend together. And that was a lovely thing, too.

When Lewis started dancing around the room, singing “The Worst Pies in London” in a very committed falsetto, Wren laughed until she snorted. Then, embarrassed, she apologized. Even in joy, Wren was careful and restrained.






MAY

A few weeks after the wedding, Lewis noticed something odd. The bridge of his nose was no longer a triangle of bone but, rather, soft cartilage.

Lewis was startled and concerned until he remembered hearing somewhere that one’s nose and ears continued to grow throughout life. His late grandfathers each had had enormous noses and ears. That must be the reason. My nose is growing, Lewis thought. Then he became freshly distraught by the fact that he would be forty in a few years. FORTY! And I’ve done nothing! I know nothing! He forgot all about noses.

A week later, though, Lewis’s nose was completely cartilaginous. It looked normal, but he could flatten it with his hand and press it flush against his cheeks. When he shook his head hard, his nose jiggled, like he was made of rubber. He showed Wren this new feature as if it were a party trick. But she was horrified.

“Lewis! It isn’t funny! This could be a serious medical condition. You need to see a doctor.”

Wren wanted to drive him to the emergency room, but Lewis calmed her by insisting he was not in pain; he promised to call Dr. Anderson in the morning.



Dr. Anderson had been Lewis’s doctor since childhood and was a family friend. Lewis expected Dr. Anderson’s usual jovial, joking bedside manner, but instead, he expressed deep concern, like Wren. As a nurse drew Lewis’s blood, Dr. Anderson wrote down two numbers, for a rheumatologist and a neurologist.

“If you tell their offices I sent you, they’ll work you in quickly. And Lewis: you do need to be seen. Quickly.”



At work, Lewis was met with a jubilant theater program, glowing after a glorious run of Sweeney Todd. Dr. Anderson and the ominous appointment faded from his mind. With only two weeks of school left, Lewis let his classes order pizza and sing karaoke. He turned his head the other way when a group started playing the dirty version of Cards Against Humanity, but when four senior guys climbed onto the roof, Lewis put his foot down, winkingly threatening to report them to the principal’s office.



“What did Dr. Anderson say?” Wren asked before she’d even taken off her blazer that evening.

“He didn’t know.”

“What do you mean, he didn’t know?”

“He referred me to a couple specialists. I’ve already made the appointments,” Lewis said, expecting Wren to be satisfied. Instead, she was just more inquisitive.

“What kind of specialists?”

“I don’t remember.”

“When are the appointments?”

“Why so many questions?”

“Because I’m worried. Aren’t you worried?”

“No,” Lewis said, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m young. I’m healthy. I’m not worried at all.”

But Lewis wasn’t being honest; he was worried. Whatever was happening to him was coming on fast. He felt thirsty all the time, and even though he drank a couple gallons of water a day, Lewis hardly urinated. Furthermore, his molars were loose, a sensation he had not experienced since childhood. As in childhood, he could feel new teeth coming in beneath the old ones, but these new teeth were not square and blunt. They were sharp, like the end of a knife.

The skin texture on Lewis’s lower back and feet was the most peculiar development of all. When the affected skin became wet in the shower, it felt smooth when he stroked downward, but if he moved his hand in the opposite direction, the skin felt rough, like sandpaper. Throughout the day, the soles of his feet would become very dry. Once, his right heel even split and bled into his shoe. So he started applying a thick coat of petroleum jelly before putting on his socks each morning, and in minutes, his skin absorbed it as the healing force battled the destructive one.

Lewis’s other symptoms included an increased appetite, a throbbing ache deep within his thigh and calf bones, a decrease in focus, an increase in aggression and irritability, and flashes of strong apathy. He recited this list to doctors and nurses until it was a dull, rote monologue.

And then Lewis had other concerns he could not quite articulate to the doctors. He felt different in space, nimble and buoyant, as if he were floating, not walking. Lewis could sprint without feeling his heart race. Looking into the backyard at night, he realized he saw objects more clearly than in the day. Lewis had a new awareness of sound, too, and a sensitivity to peripheral objects moving through space. He could predict someone’s movements before they made them.




    On the first Friday of the students’ summer vacation, Lewis sat alone in his office, surrounded by plays he might select for the fall, when his phone rang.

“This is Carla from Dr. Ramirez’s office calling for Lewis Woodard.”

Lewis had feigned unconcern when Wren had asked if he’d gotten a call from the neurologist, but now he could not deny his anxiety. His hands trembled as he brought the phone closer to his face.

“This is Lewis Woodard speaking,” he replied in a voice deeper than his natural one.

“Hi, Mr. Woodard. I’m calling to let you know we have the results of the tests. Dr. Ramirez would like you to come in to discuss them.”

“Can you also tell me now?”

“I’m sorry. Dr. Ramirez would like to see you in person.”



Two days later, Dr. Ramirez sat before him, clasping his hands and leaning forward, like a preacher.

“We finally have everything back from the lab. The diagnosis is very clear,” Dr. Ramirez said briskly to mask the gravity of what came next. “You’re in the early stages of a Carcharodon carcharias mutation.”

“Carcharo— What?”

…

“Carcharodon carcharias. Great white shark.”

Lewis felt dizzy and wished he had brought Wren to the appointment. He hadn’t because, through all of this, he did not want to cause worry if it was nothing. But it wasn’t nothing. His diagnosis was very much something. Lewis heard only snippets:

“Chondrichthyes mutations, what we call the class of cartilaginous fish mutations, are usually fast-developing, aggressive. We don’t currently have a way to ease the transition between air and water breathing. Some patients report a sensation of constant suffocation toward the end…

“Some maintain a few human features at the time of release, but these features do resolve in time. Patients typically continue to develop after being released in the ocean…

“I looked over your MRI, and your ankles, knees, hips, and elbows are almost completely cartilage. I’m surprised you’re still walking. How is the pain?”



As Lewis hobbled to his car with a few pamphlets and seven prescriptions to pick up after work, he tried to remember all Dr. Ramirez had said and regretted not writing some things down. He could not even pronounce the name of the diagnosis. He would just have to look everything up on the Internet later.


    Lewis decided to keep his bad news private, separate from his daily life, for as long as he could. He pretended that avoidance would diminish his symptoms and make the whole ordeal unreal. But as the existing symptoms intensified and new ones emerged, the secret itself had almost as many symptoms as the disease. He knew he had to tell Wren. Soon.

Meanwhile, she kept hammering him with questions: Has Dr. Ramirez called today? Maybe you should follow up. Why don’t you just check in with the nurse? Didn’t they say they would know in about a week? I think they sometimes forget to call. Maybe they sent you an email. Did you check your spam? Maybe they posted something on the patient portal. Do you remember making a password?

Then Lewis’s secret became an outright lie.

When he was alone, Lewis’s mind raced.

When he was with others, Lewis pretended everything was fine.

When he was with Wren, Lewis played a characterized version of himself, punching up his idealism, sense of humor, and creative energy.

He had been an actor, after all.

Lewis often told his students that living itself could be an art form. So it made sense that his life, as their teacher, would be a demonstration of this principle. If this was Act One, Lewis still had control. He could still direct his own story.

What happened after intermission would be in nature and God’s hands, if there was a god. And if there wasn’t, Lewis would blame life, the chaos, the living drama.




PART ONE [image: ] WREN and LEWIS



MAIN CHARACTERS

WREN: Woman, age 35. Listener. List maker. Timekeeper. Strives to control the course of events with illusions and intangibles: willpower, pragmatism, hope, and love.

LEWIS: Man, age 35. Theater teacher. Treehouse dreamer. Director. Playwright. Failed actor, that is, until now, the performance of his lifetime.

TINY PREGNANT WOMAN: Former prodigy. Misanthrope. Mother of birds.




SETTING

Dallas, Texas. 2016.






    When Wren was in elementary school, the class attached paper wishes to the dream catchers they made with yarn and disposable plates. In thick marker, Wren wrote her dream:


A Medium-Sized Life.



Second-grade Wren’s reasoning was that a life too noticeable might be stolen, and conversely, a wispy existence might blow away or be stepped on. Medium was safe.

Wren’s teacher, who wrote secret poetry on the weekend, found this sentiment lovely, wise, and replete rather than an indicator that a child was already carrying too much of the world.

In middle school, another teacher complimented Wren on her Quiet Confidence, and for the rest of her life, she would wear the phrase as an inner badge.

By the time Wren was thirty years old, her dream of a Medium-Sized Life was fully formed.

Her routine was even, predictable, and managed. She would do almost anything to protect her ordinariness. She was attractive but abhorred spending time in front of the mirror. She made money but avoided spending beyond the necessities. She never traveled. Some might consider Wren’s life boring, but boring missed the point. She was unshakable.


    In the beginning, when they were new to each other, Lewis told her often:

“You’re so beautiful, you know?”

“No.”

“You are.”

“No.”

“You are.”

“Please. Stop.”

“You are.”

“Beauty is not important.”

Lewis started to laugh, thinking Wren was joking. She wasn’t.

“You’re beautiful, and I’m going to tell you all the time.”

“Stop the car. I want to walk home,” she snapped.

“Wait—are you serious?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not listening to me.”

“I’m not allowed to shower my girlfriend with saccharine praise?”

“Exactly.”


    Lewis learned he had to step lightly when he showed Wren his heart. Because Lewis was a man of enormous feeling, this was the most challenging part of their relationship. But as he learned more about Wren and her past, Lewis realized her fear of vulnerability had a source.

In his own, different way, Lewis understood this kind of resistance well.

All his life, Lewis wanted to be an actor on the professional stage. (On Broadway! Part of him still wanted it so much he could barely say it.) His relationship with theater was beyond passion: it was his calling.

He loved the institution of the theater as if it were a god, and acting his religion, but the theater had not loved him back. In fact, it never even let him inside except as an outsider, an admirer, an audience member, a student. From Lewis, the theater only took, took, took, took; it took his twenties and his fire; it took his money and his time.



On a Sunday-afternoon walk around White Rock Lake their first November, Wren told Lewis the story of her mother, Angela, in a detached yet transparent way. (Much later, Lewis would realize how much courage it took for Wren to share this part of herself.)

Wren’s mother nurtured and raised her, but at a certain point in her childhood, Wren had to nurture and raise her mother. Angela gave Wren a life and home but also took her childhood and innocence; her curiosity and flexibility; her imagination and wonder. Sometimes Wren said she resented her mother, and other times Wren missed her so much it was hard to move, to breathe.

Lewis’s solar plexus tingled with recognition, because beneath the superficial differences in their personalities, occupations, tax brackets, and lived experiences, they were the same—overworked and abandoned by what they dearly, desperately loved.


    When Wren was eighteen, she chose a college in New England, because she wanted to get far away from Oklahoma. After college, she accepted a job at a private equity firm and moved to Boston. She lasted just under two years in the job before deciding to move closer to home.

In the years Wren was away, she gradually felt two things at once. One, she was grateful to be, at last, away from Oklahoma with a fresh start. Two, something about the Northeast did not feel like home.

Wren disliked the ceiling of gray, the hungry, gaping mouth of seasonal depression that seemed to swallow her from October until April. She also thought the high cost of living was not justified by a place so crowded and cold. In contrast, Oklahoma and the region she loathed as an adolescent now seemed vivid, spacious, and welcoming.

She missed the illusion of grass and sky kissing at the end of the world. She missed standing amid a rustling chorus of wind-waving grasses, the four horsemen of the tallgrass prairie—little bluestem, big bluestem, Indian grass, and switchgrass. She missed May fields dotted with black-eyed Susans, Indian blanket, and coreopsis. She missed bursts of red clay topsoil along dirt roads. She missed the smell emanating from meat smokers, the way the grocery store was always empty on Sunday mornings, good thirty-dollar haircuts, and scissor-tailed flycatchers, suspended like supermen in hot, dry air. She missed the evenings most of all: the grapefruit sun hovering above the prairie, dismissing the day with unpredictable strokes of cantaloupe, fuchsia, and violet.

It was as if her psyche contained a magnet that activated its pull only when she was away from the Great Plains and her mother.

Dallas appealed to Wren for the reasons some people disliked it. At first glance unspecialized, covered with characterless concrete, flat, and landlocked, the city felt big enough to disappear in but not big enough to get lost in. It mirrored a quality of emotionlessness Wren tried to embody herself. People were nice enough. She was close enough to her mother’s facility to drive up with a few hours’ notice.


    Wren and Lewis first met at a popular café on Elm Street with a big patio. It was a beautiful fall day in 2012, the Saturday before Obama was elected to a second term.

Lewis was on a date with a woman whose vinelike legs crossed at both the thigh and ankles. Her arms were crossed, too, and her long chunky cardigan was at least a couple sizes too large. Lewis was working so hard, telling animated stories and chuckling at his own jokes. The woman was as quiet as she was cold and thin.

Wren watched Lewis and the woman, peripherally unpacking the extent of their relationship. Definitely a first date, and judging from their mutual stiltedness, they were at the nascent stage of online dating wherein each party must determine which assumptions gleaned from the other’s online persona actually hold in real life and which do not reconcile with the reality of the person before them.

Lewis wore a marigold yellow shirt that matched the adjacent flower beds.

Wren told herself not to stare. Do not stare, she told herself. You are here to eat salad and read.

Yet eavesdropping on Yellow Shirt Guy was much more entertaining than reading about big data.

“Just moved back from New York,” he said.

“… used to live in Denton before I quit music school. Now I teach yoga,” she said.

“You’re a yoga instructor? That’s super cool,” he replied.

Yellow Shirt Guy vaulted another joke, and when Bony Legs Girl didn’t laugh, Wren made bold and deliberate eye contact with him and smiled.

Do not stare, Lewis told himself. You are on a date with Bony Legs Girl, not Salad Girl.



Lewis walked his date to her car, giving her a loose hug with as little of their bodies touching as possible when it was time to say goodbye.

Afterward, when he was sure she had driven away, Lewis sprinted back to the café. He didn’t want Salad Girl to leave before he introduced himself; he had a feeling about her.

Yellow Shirt Guy stood above Wren seconds later, panting but trying to appear nonchalant.

“I’m glad I didn’t miss you,” he said.

“Hi.”

“I was hoping I could get your number?”

“Not wasting time,” Wren replied.

“Nope.”

“Weren’t you—fifteen minutes ago—here on a date with another girl?”

“That was nothing. A friend. What is your name?”

“Wren.”

“Wren. Like the bird?”

“Yes.”

“Wren,” he repeated. “I’m Lewis.”

“Lewis,” Wren said, deliberately letting the letter S at the end of his name drag for a second longer than she normally would. “Did you know your shirt matches the flower beds?”

“Thank you. I mean— No, I didn’t.”

A few more lines of small talk became a four hour conversation, the large table between them seeming smaller and smaller as time passed. They got up only because the employees began stacking chairs and sweeping beneath tables.

Before they said goodbye, Lewis wanted to kiss her but hesitated, and in the pause, Wren handed him her business card.


    Lewis did not even wait to get home to look her up. He sat in his Honda Accord with the business card on his knee and Google open on his phone, jittery with the upstarts of new infatuation, trying to learn everything he could about this woman whose name was Wren. Wren, like the bird. Wren.

When Lewis learned she worked in finance, his high hopes began to fade. Lewis wondered if she would have given him her number if she’d known he was a high school theater teacher.

He imagined the men Wren usually dated. Were they the adult prototypes of the fraternity brothers and business majors Lewis made fun of (and secretly envied) in college? The ones who did not have class on Friday, drove seventy-thousand-dollar sports cars, and partied with their parents’ money in Cabo for spring break? In college, Lewis was critical of these confident future millionaires because he was jealous. And he was jealous because he was insecure. Maybe he was still.



But you have your art, Lewis told himself when he was still thinking of Wren four days later. You can’t offer her riches, but you are more interesting than any of those guys. You lived in New York!

Then Lewis legitimately laughed out loud at himself and thanked god he had not said that aloud to anyone.

At last, Lewis composed a text:


Hi it’s me, Lewis Woodard, guy in the yellow shirt. I’ve been thinking about you, and I apologize for not reaching out sooner. Would you like to grab a beer this weekend?



After he sent it, three gray bubbles appeared immediately, and then Wren’s message:


Yes.




    “Why did you move back to Texas?” Wren asked early in their first date, sitting by his side at a picnic table in the yard behind a brewery.

Lewis had left New York City for so many reasons, but because this was a first date, he decided to share only one.

“I think I missed the sky. Maybe the buildings and concrete started to take a toll on me. It felt hard to breathe.” Lewis instantly regretted sharing something so opaque with this practical and accomplished woman. “That probably sounds weird.”

“No,” Wren replied, leaning toward him with a hand cupped beneath her chin. “That’s not weird at all.”


    After a year together, Lewis thought he could tell when Wren was thinking about her mother; her forehead would crinkle, and her gaze would drift to the floor.

Wren’s countenance held this very expression during a surprise hot-air-balloon ride over Lake Travis, the culminating event of her birthday weekend. Lewis decided to take a risk.

“What do you miss about her?” he asked, hoping he was reading her mind accurately.

As they floated over the lakeside mansions during a Creamsicle sunset, Wren told Lewis how her mother could identify every bird by name, bake bread from scratch, and grow a garden in an eggshell. How, since the loss, Wren looked at her hands first thing every morning and pretended they were her mother’s hands—hands that never left her, hands that lived on in the foggy transition between sleeping and waking.

“So, everything?”

Wren nodded.

“Yeah,” she whispered, her eyes suddenly glassy. “Everything.”




Wren, age nine

School came easily to Wren because she enjoyed knowing how things fit together. She also had an extraordinary ability to memorize anything quickly. She spotted her teachers’ mistakes and inconsistencies but was reprimanded for remarking upon them, so Wren became the quietest girl in class.

When Wren finished her assignments before her peers, the teachers allowed her to read a library book until the other students completed theirs. In books she could experience different realities and learn from the people in them. In books, Wren saw how people made mistakes. She decided she would not be one of them. Somehow, some way, she would grow up to be perfect.

At Wren’s fourth-grade parent-teacher conference, Wren’s teacher told her mother, Angela, that Wren was an exceptional student, but she was isolated socially, preferring to read at recess next to the teacher rather than engage with her classmates. This was no surprise to Angela. Wren had been quiet and observant since she was a baby. Still, Angela wanted to do everything she could to help her daughter, and if the teacher thought Wren’s introversion was a problem, Angela would take it seriously.

Angela decided to make Wren’s tenth birthday a real event. At first Wren was reluctant, but the more Angela talked about the possibilities, the more Wren got excited. Angela reserved a pavilion at the park. Two Saturdays before the party, Wren and Angela made twenty-six invitations by hand on multicolored construction paper with the date, time, and place. Wren hand-delivered each invitation to her classmates’ cubbies on Monday.

The morning of Wren’s birthday party, February 27, Angela gave her a haircut in the backyard. Afterward, they frosted cupcakes, painted each other’s nails bright pink, and made Wren a paper crown.

It was a gift of a day, 75 degrees and sunny, the kind of seasonal anomaly that usually preceded a week of ice and snow.

“How lucky. What a perfect day for a party,” Angela said.

“What a perfect day for a party,” Wren parroted, giddy.

They got to the pavilion an hour early to set up before the party. Angela hung streamers while Wren arranged twenty-six bingo cards on the tables. But at one o’clock, the start of the party, no one had arrived.

“People are probably just running late,” Angela said, hoping she was right.

Finally, at half past one, a car drove slowly toward the pavilion, but when it got close, Wren saw a small head slink down in the passenger seat. Then the car drove away.

“That was someone from my class,” Wren said.

“I bet something came up. I’m sure others are on their way!” Angela replied.

At two o’clock, Angela did not want to say the painful, obvious thing aloud. So she put all twelve candles on a dozen cupcakes and had Wren stand on a bench while she serenaded her with a very enthusiastic rendition of “Happy Birthday.” Wren burst into tears before the end of the song, sobbing so hard she had to gasp for breath. The crown they’d made together fell off Wren’s head and into a puddle.

“Nobody likes me. Nobody even knows I exist. I hate myself.”

Angela took Wren’s hands, but Wren pulled away and plopped down on the bench.

“Well, I love you. You are the best person I’ve ever met, my favorite human on this planet.”

Dutifully, Wren blew out the candles.

As they gathered bingo cards and streamers, Angela became quietly furious at these kids she did not know and their parents’ punishing judgment. Angela was also angry at herself. This was her fault, too, for being the wrong kind of mother. The kind of mother who got pregnant at fifteen without a husband.

“You know,” Angela said as she started the truck, “maybe this is all my fault. On the invitations, I forgot to write RSVP.”

“It’s okay, Mom. I didn’t really want a party anyway.”



For the next two days, Angela and Wren ate cupcakes for dinner. It was fun at first, but by the second dinner, they both admitted they were utterly sick of sweets.




    Before Lewis, Wren hadn’t been in a relationship since her early twenties. Before Lewis, her relationships were transactional, brief, and uncommitted. Few lasted longer than a first or second date.

But Lewis changed everything and all of her. She hated the cliché, but Lewis gave her something she didn’t even know she needed. Wren needed it so much she could not resist him once he found her, but when she began to love him, Wren battled indecision and fear, the convincing voice telling her that loving was a risk she could not afford.


    During their engagement, Wren revealed after a venue tour that she thought weddings were a total racket and marriage was nothing more than a government document existing for tax and legal benefits.

“I’m not sure what you’re saying.” Lewis balked in the Dallas Arboretum parking lot.

“I’m saying I don’t feel social pressure to spend thousands of dollars on a venue. A wedding is a meaningless social performance.”

Lewis understood what she meant, but he was sad. Lewis saw weddings in a very different way. He loved how it was a performance; a performance based on real love seemed like the very best thing. He was, after all, an actor.
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