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For Christine, the love of my life






Suffering comes to us as an interrogator. It asks, “Who are you?”

—David A. Fiensy








PART ONE: The Unimaginable







CHAPTER ONE
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April 27, 2017

It’s six a.m. and I’m the first one up. Spotify’s playing that Chainsmokers song I like. If we go down, then we go down together… I take an Ativan and chase my morning coffee with a couple of splashes of hundred-proof Captain Morgan. I return the bottle to its hiding place inside the twenty-quart lobster pot we never use, put the lid on, and put it back in the cabinet above the fridge that Emily can’t reach without the step stool. Then I fill the twins’ sippy cups and start making French toast for breakfast. If we go down, then we go down together. I cut the music so I can listen for the kids, but that song’s probably going to play in my head all morning.

Emily’s up now and in the bathroom, getting ready for work. When the shower stops, I hear the twins babbling to each other in the nursery we converted from my studio almost two years ago. My easel, canvases, and paints had been exiled to the space behind the basement stairs. It wasn’t much of a sacrifice. I made my living as a commercial artist and had been struggling after hours and on weekends to make “serious” art, but after the babies were born, the last thing I felt like doing was staring at a blank canvas and waiting for some abstraction to move from my brain down my arm to my brush to see what came out. Maisie was the alpha twin; Niko, who would learn to creep, walk, and say words after his sister did, was the beta. In the developmental race, Niko always came in second, but, as their personalities began to emerge, his sister became our more serious, more driven twin and he was our mischievous little laughing boy. I loved them more deeply every day for who each was becoming. How could some artistic indulgence of mine have competed with what our lovemaking had created? It wasn’t even close.

“Yoo-hoo, peekaboo!” I call in to them, playing now-you-see-me-now-you-don’t at the doorway into their room. “Daddy!” they say simultaneously. Their delight at seeing me fills me with momentary joy—my elation aided, I guess, by the benzo and booze. I lift them, one after the other, out of the crib they share. The twins often hold on to each other as they sleep and sometimes even suck each other’s thumb. I lay them on their backs on the carpet and take off their diapers. Both are sodden and Maisie’s has two pellet-sized poops. As I wet-wipe and rediaper them, I say, “Hey, Miss Maisie, where’s your nose?” We were playing that game yesterday. “Very good! And how about you, Mr. Niko? Where’s your ear?” He puts his finger to his nose. “Nooo!” I groan in mock horror. “You can’t hear with your nose!” Both kids giggle. I start singing “Wheels on the Bus,” that song Emily sometimes sings with them when they’re in the tub. Maisie listens attentively and does a few of the gestures with me while her brother kicks his legs and blows spit bubbles. I lift them up, one in each arm, and walk them into the kitchen just as the smoke alarm starts screaming.

The room is hazy and smells of burnt French toast. Frightened by the blare of the alarm, both kids begin crying. From down the hall, Emily calls, “Corby?” and I call back, “Everything’s good. I got it!” I slide the kids into their high chairs and snap their trays in place. Point up at the alarm and tell them Daddy’s going to stop the noise. “Watch,” I say. Climbing onto the step stool, I reach up and silence the damned thing. “Daddy to the rescue!” I announce. Jumping off the stool, I do a little dance that turns their fear into laughter. “Daddy funny!” Maisie says. In my best Elvis imitation, I slur, “Thank you. Thank you very much.” Of the two of us, I’m the fun parent and these two are my best audience. When I give them their sippy cups, I blow raspberries against their necks. They lift their shoulders and squeal with delight.

By the time Emily comes into the kitchen, I’ve already put her coffee and a stack of French toast on the table, the older pieces on the bottom and the fresh slices I’d made to replace the burnt ones on top. “Mama!” Niko shouts. Emily kisses the top of his head. “How’s my favorite boy today?” she asks. Then, turning to his sister, she kisses her head, too, and says, “And how’s my favorite girl?” She loves both of our kids, of course, but she favors Niko, whose emerging personality is like mine. Maisie is clearly her mother’s daughter. She’s less silly, more self-sufficient. Niko and I are the needy ones.

As Emily sits down to eat, I feel a surge of guilt thinking back to a morning a few weeks earlier. Emily told me she and some of the other teachers were going to Fiesta’s after school for drinks and an early dinner. “I’ll be home by seven, seven thirty at the latest,” she’d said. I reminded her that Friday is family night. “I’ll have had them all day. Not to mention all week. Did it occur to you when you were making your plans that I might need a break?”

She gave my shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. “I know you do, Corby, but Amber’s really struggling right now. People have already RSVP’d to the wedding. She’s been fitted for her dress. Their honeymoon is booked.” Amber’s a fellow teacher who was going to get married next month until her fiancé told her he was gay. “He completely blindsided her. She just really needs our support right now.”

“And I don’t?”

She stared at me, shaking her head. “If you’re going to make a big deal about a couple of hours, then fine,” she said. “I’ll tell the others I can’t make it.”

“No, you go ahead, babe. Fiesta’s, that Mexican place, right? Enjoy yourself. Have a margarita on me. What the hell? Have three or four. Get hammered.”

She was almost out the door when she pivoted, her eyes flashing. “That’s your thing, not mine.” Touché.

She said goodbye to the kids but not to me. At the front window, I watched her get into her car, slam the door, and drive off. My regret kicked in a few minutes later—probably before she’d even pulled into the school parking lot. I texted her: Sorry I was being a jerk. Go out with the others and help your friend. No worries.

Her terse return text—K Thx—let me know she was still pissed, which, in turn, pissed me off all over again and made me feel justified in taking another Ativan to calm down. That was what that doctor prescribed them for, wasn’t it?

Emily didn’t get home that evening until after nine. I heard her in the kitchen before I saw her. “Hi, Corby,” she called. “I got you an order of chicken enchiladas if you haven’t eaten yet.” I hadn’t eaten but told her I had. “Okay, I’ll put them in the fridge and you can have them tomorrow.” She entered the living room with that tipsy glow she gets on the rare occasion when she has a second glass of wine, but her face deflated when she saw Niko asleep on my lap instead of in the crib. “He’s sick,” I said. “Earache.”

She sat down on the couch beside us, stroked his hair, and asked whether I’d taken his temperature. “A hundred and one,” I told her. The thermometer actually read one-hundred-point-four but I’d added the extra sixth-tenths of a degree. Yeah, I can be that small.

“Did you give him any Tylenol?”

I nodded. “About an hour ago. So how did group-therapy-with-nachos go?”

Instead of answering, she stood and picked up empties from the coffee table. She’d mentioned before that she doesn’t like me drinking beer at night if I’m watching the kids, but she didn’t call me on it that night. Her guilt was at a satisfactory level.

I’m sure Emily is keeping track of my nighttime beer consumption, but I’m confident she’s unaware that I’ve started drinking the hard stuff during the day. Tuesday is when the recycling truck comes down our street, so I’ve begun hiding the empty liquor bottles until then. I wait until she leaves for school, then take them out of hiding and bring the blue box out to the curb, feeling embarrassed by the evidence of my growing reliance on alcohol but proud of myself for pulling off my daytime drinking deception. She knows I’m taking that prescription for my nerves, of course. In fact, she was the one who urged me to see someone because I’d become so edgy and sleep-deprived. What she doesn’t know is that I’ve begun taking more than “one before bedtime and/or as needed.”

I tell myself that “and/or as needed” is the loophole I can use if that doctor questions my need for an early refill. I’m not too worried about my growing reliance on “better living through chemistry.” It’s just a stopgap thing until my situation turns around. It’s not like I’m addicted to benzos or booze. There was that DUI, but there were extenuating circumstances: namely that I lost my job that day. Everything will right itself once I get back to work. And okay, maybe I’m not looking for another position as hard as I was at the start, but I’ll get back on the hunt soon.

The morning after Niko’s earache, he was back to his rambunctious self and Maisie wasn’t sick yet. I let Emily know I wasn’t over it yet, communicating in single syllables. Emily took the kids to lunch and then over to the playscape in the park while I watched basketball. March Madness. Gonzaga versus Xavier, Oregon versus Kansas—but I didn’t have skin in either of those games. Back when I worked at Creative Strategies, Declan from Accounting was always in charge of the brackets pool and he or Charlie, one of the salesmen, would have the rest of us over to watch the games. I haven’t been gone that long, but neither had bothered to see whether I still wanted in. Out of sight, out of mind, I guess.

I stretched out on the couch with my six-pack of Sam Adams on the floor for company. What was that TV show where you could “phone a friend” for help? Who would I have called? My friendships at Creative hadn’t lasted past my being employed there. My high school and college buddies and I hadn’t stayed in touch. I had never been that close with the guys on my softball team. Try maintaining your male friendships when you’ve got two-year-old twins and have lost your job. While every other dude is out in the world, working during the week and hanging with his bros on the weekends, I’m Mr. Mom twenty-four seven for a couple of toddlers.

By midafternoon, I was half in the bag. Emily and the twins were still out—probably over at her mother’s. When I got up to take a piss, I swayed a little on my way to the bathroom. Mid-pee, I saw the envelope she’d left, propped against that stupid doll with the crocheted skirt that covered the toilet paper roll. We’d both laughed at it after Emily’s great-aunt Charlotte gave it to her one Christmas, but for some reason it’s survived several purges of domestic detritus.

Inside the envelope was a letter on lined paper. Hey Babe. I’m sorry about yesterday. You were right. I should have asked you if you minded my going out after work instead of telling you I was going. I hope you realize how much I appreciate your caring for the twins while you look for another job. I know it’s hard. And I know you’re going to find another position soon, Corby. I hope you realize what a talented artist you are and a great dad, too. Let’s do pizza tonight. Hope we can have some close time after the kids are asleep. XOXO, me.

I appreciated what she’d written, particularly her offer of “close time”—code for makeup sex. And sure enough, we had it that night, but it was a bust. As usual, we did her first, but she was taking so long that I gave up, got on top, and plugged in. Went from zero to sixty and was pounding away when she grabbed my wrist and whispered, “Hey, take it easy.” I stopped cold, began losing my hard-on, and pulled out. Threw on my robe and headed out the door, thinking, shit, man, I can’t do anything right. Can’t find work, can’t get through the day without drinking and drugging, and now I can’t even satisfy my wife. “Where are you going?” she said. “Come on. Let’s wait a few minutes and try again.”

I appreciated the offer. I still love her. Still want her. A dozen years and two kids after that summer we met, I still can’t believe she said yes when I asked her out that first time. Or that she committed to me when I drove cross-country to California and showed up out of the blue at her college apartment. And that she’s stayed committed. Of the two of us, I definitely got the better deal. And here she was in our bed, offering me kindness and understanding. So of course I sabotage myself. “Not feeling it,” I told her. “I’ll take a rain check.”

I went downstairs. Walked around in the kitchen, opened the fridge. I microwaved those enchiladas she had gotten me but kept them in so long, they were dry and tough. After a few bites, I scraped the rest into the garbage. Reached up for the lobster pot and made myself a stiff drink instead. By the time I got back to bed, Emily was asleep. In all the years we’d been together, I don’t think we’d ever been this much out of sync.

But the next day, things got better. We sat on the floor and played with the kids. Danced with them to that silly “Baby Shark” song. When they went down for their afternoon naps, we went back to bed and tried again—successfully, this time, for both of us. We cooked supper together, the twins watching us as they wandered around underfoot. Things have been better since then. The usual minor ups and downs but nothing more. Marriage is all about that seesaw ride, isn’t it? We’re okay.



Now Emily cuts two slices of French toast into bite-sized squares, dotting each piece with syrup. “Yum, yum, yum,” she says, divvying up the finger food between the kids. I love watching her with them, more so when I’m feeling relaxed like this. Maisie resembles her mother: dark hair, dark eyes, Em’s dad’s Mediterranean complexion. At her twenty-four-month checkup, she was in the thirtieth percentile for both height and weight, so she’s probably going to be petite like Emily. Niko’s got my reddish hair and lighter skin tone; his height and weight are a little higher than average, the pediatrician said, but compared to his sister, he looks like a bruiser. Turning to me, Emily asks why the smoke alarm went off. I hold up the two burnt pieces I threw on the counter, dangling them like puppets. “Here you go,” I say, sliding the new stuff from the pan onto a plate. “Be right back.” I head to the bathroom and brush my teeth so she doesn’t smell my breath. I wait half a minute or so, then flush and walk back into the kitchen. She asks me what I’m smiling about.

“What?”

“You’re smiling. What are you thinking about?”

“What am I thinking about? I don’t know. Nothing much.” I’m smiling because, thanks to the rum and Ativan, I’m pleasantly buzzed.

Maisie, the more fastidious eater, finishes without making a mess, but her brother’s bib is saturated with milk and he has somehow managed to get syrup in his left eyebrow. Half of his breakfast is on the floor. Emily looks at the clock, then starts cleaning up the mess. “You know something, kiddo?” she asks Niko. “I think Mommy and Daddy should get one of those Roomba things and program it to follow you around all day. Would you like that?” Without having any idea what she’s talking about, he nods enthusiastically. I tell Emily to leave it, that I’ll clean up. “That would be great,” she says. “I’m running a little late.” She heads back to the bathroom to brush her teeth and blow-dry her hair.

Just before she leaves for work, Emily addresses the twins. “Be good kiddos for Daddy and Grammy today. No naughty stuff, okay?” She models the correct response, a head nod, which they both mirror back to her.

“Too bad we can’t get that in writing,” I quip. The day before, Niko led his sister in a game of crayon-scribbling on the kitchen linoleum and it was a bitch to scour off those marks without scratching the surface, which I did anyway.

“Okay, I’m off,” she says. “Wish I could stay home with you guys. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” I made sure to start the breakfast dishes when I saw she was about to leave. Better a sudsy-handed wave goodbye than a boozy kiss. “Have fun on your field trip.” She’s just finished a dinosaur unit with her third graders and is taking them to the Peabody Museum to see prehistoric bones and footprints.

“Good luck with those leads, babe,” she says. “Maybe today’s the day, huh?”

I shrug. “Maybe.”

Theoretically, I’ll be job hunting today, although, truth be told, I’ve pretty much surrendered to the status quo. When I hear Emily’s car back down the driveway, then accelerate, I say, aloud to no one in particular, “There goes the family breadwinner.” Then I reach up for the lobster pot, take it down, and refresh my coffee-and-Captain cocktail. Get the twins dressed and pack the diaper bag. “Guess what?” I tell them. “Today is a Grandma day.” Maisie claps her hands, but Niko shakes his head and says, “No Gamma! No Gamma!”

“Dude, I feel your pain,” I tell him, chuckling. Emily’s father once referred to his ex-wife as “the iron butterfly.”

I lied to Betsy, telling her I’d drop them off somewhere around eight thirty so I can chase down a couple of imaginary leads, one of them in Massachusetts, north of Boston. Traffic permitting, I said, I’ll pick them up sometime between three and four. I added the “traffic permitting” caveat as a cushion in case I need an extra hour to sober up.

I’ve lied to Emily, too—told her that after I drop the kids off at her mom’s, I’ll send out another round of résumés, make some follow-up calls, and then drive over to Manchester because Hobby Lobby has advertised an opening in their framing department. In truth, having been defeated by several months’ worth of humiliation in my search for employment, and now dreading the possibility of actually getting the Hobby Lobby job and having to mat and frame people’s shitty, mass-produced poster art at a big-box store, I will not be driving to Manchester or doing anything else on my make-believe agenda.

When I was laid off from the two-person art department of the advertising firm where I’d worked for five years, Rhonda, my manager, delivered the news at lunchtime and told me to take the afternoon off. In fairness, she didn’t realize she was shitcanning me on Maisie and Niko’s first birthday, for which we’d planned a party with the two grandmas, plus a few of our neighbors, and some of Emily’s work friends. (The year before, it was Rhonda who had arranged for the lunchtime celebration of the twins’ birth: cake, gift cards, packs of Huggies, jokes about sleeplessness.) “I want you to know that it’s not about the quality of your work, Corby,” Rhonda assured me as she raised the ax and let it drop. “It’s about the company’s bottom line. It was a difficult decision, but I was told I couldn’t keep you both.” And, of course, she wasn’t about to lay off Brianne, the golden child who’d been hired three years after me but had been getting assigned to the bigger accounts. Like me, Brianne had been a scholarship student at the Rhode Island School of Design, but unlike me, she had graduated with honors and won awards for her work, whereas I’d quit midway through my senior year and driven across the country to secure Emily’s love.

For a while now, I’ve been nurturing this scenario whereby a bigger and more lucrative agency lures Brianne away from Creative and I get my old job back and excel, showing them what a foolish mistake they made when they let me go. What’s that called? Magical thinking? Meanwhile, my unemployment benefit has run out, and we’ve refinanced our mortgage and done three sessions of marriage counseling. Last month, we acknowledged the twins’ second birthday with presents, cake, and candles but skipped the expense of a party. Hey, it is what it is, as they say. With an assist from rum and Ativan, I’ve lately held panic at bay by embracing the Alfred E. Neuman philosophy: What? Me worry? So after I drop off the kids, I’ll be heading to the liquor store for another fifth of the Captain, then back home to consume it while watching some daytime TV: CNN, The People’s Court, The Price Is Right, and, if I can find it again, that station that carries reruns of Saved by the Bell. Once my rum-and-benzo minivacation really kicks in, I might watch some porn and jerk off, maybe grab a nap. I’ll pick up Maisie and Niko at Betsy’s sometime around four. Start cooking supper by the time Emily gets home or, more likely, pick up Chinese or Chipotle for dinner, plus McNuggets for the twins. There’s starting to be an embarrassing number of Happy Meal toys gathering on the windowsill in the playroom. That’s my plan. But none of this will happen.

I put the bag I packed for the twins’ day at their grandmother’s on the bottom porch step, then go back inside. Brush my teeth and gargle twice so that Betsy won’t smell anything when I drop them off. It’s a chilly morning, so I put the kids’ hats and spring jackets on. Lock the front door and walk them out to the driveway. The usual order of buckling the twins into their car seats is Niko first because he’s the more restless of the two. But the order gets turned around this morning when I see Niko on his belly, watching a swarm of ants in the driveway crawl over and around a piece of cookie that got dropped the day before. I buckle Maisie in. Then I remember the bag on the porch step and hustle back to get it. I place the bag on the passenger’s seat up front. Wave to our across-the-street neighbors, Shawn and Linda McNally, as they pull into their driveway. Linda gets out of the car shaking a paper bag. “Mr. Big Spender just took me out for breakfast,” she calls over to me. “Egg McMuffin to go. Woo-hoo!”

I laugh. Promise Shawn I’ll return the maul I’d borrowed from him. The weekend before, I finally finished splitting and stacking that half cord of wood that had been delivered a few months ago. “Yeah, good,” he says, instead of “no rush” or “not a problem.” Some guys are so possessive of their tools. Linda’s outgoing, but Shawn always seems standoffish. Suspicious, almost. Toward me, anyway. He’s a recently retired state cop. That probably explains it. I have the feeling that “Make America Great Again” sign on their lawn last year was his idea, not hers.

“How are my two little sweetie pies?” Linda asks.

“You mean double trouble? They got ahold of some crayons yesterday and scrawled all over the kitchen floor. When I busted them and asked, ‘Did you two do this?’ Maisie looked at her brother and he shook his head, so she did, too. The little monsters were still holding on to their Crayolas.”

“Gonna be artists like their daddy,” she says, laughing.

“Or politicians,” I say. “They’ve already got the fibbing thing down.”

Linda concurs. “When he was three, our Russell took a Magic Marker to our brand-new duvet. Swore up and down that he didn’t do it—that it must have been his sister, Jill, who hadn’t even started to creep yet. He almost didn’t live to see age four.” I roll my eyes and laugh. Ask her how Russell likes living out in Colorado. “Fine,” she says. “He’s been taking classes and bartending part-time but he just got a ‘real’ job at a TV station in Fort Collins.”

I tell her to say hi from Emily and me next time she speaks to him. “Well, I better get going,” I say. “Have a good one.”

I climb into our CRV, start it up, and put it in reverse. When I feel the slight resistance at the rear right wheel, I figure a piece of the wood I stacked must have fallen off the pile; that’s what the obstruction must be. What are they yelling about over there? I pull ahead a few feet, then back up again, depressing the gas pedal just enough to make it over the obstacle. In the rearview mirror, I see them running toward us, arms waving. What the fuck, man? Why is she screaming?

And then I know.






CHAPTER TWO
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Summer 2005

Emily and I met the year before my desperate cross-country drive to save our relationship. We’d both gotten summer jobs at Olde Mistick Village, a self-consciously quaint New England Colonial-era tourist trap with a town green, a duck pond, and small shops selling the kind of high-end stuff and souvenirs that nobody really needs. I was on the two-man landscaping crew and Emily was working the front counter at a bakery where they sold these oversized molasses cookies I liked, Joe Froggers, cellophane-wrapped in a basket on the counter. That was what I bought the first time I went in there: a coffee and a Joe Frogger. “Nope,” she said, looking at the cookie I’d selected. She put it back in the basket and replaced it with another. “This one’s bigger. Hey, do you think there’s a Mrs. Coffee?”

“Uh… what?” She was wicked cute but a little weird.

She tapped her painted fingernail against the carafe she was holding, the place where it said Mr. Coffee. “I mean, you hear a lot about Mrs. Santa Claus and Mrs. Doubtfire but never anything about Mrs. Coffee. Do you think he has a wife?” I shrugged. Gave her a half-smile. “By the way, I’m Emily.”

“Hey,” I said, catching up. “I’m Corby. I think Mr. Coffee’s a bachelor but he’s got a thing for Mrs. Butterworth.”

“That slut?” she said. “I hope he’s using protection because she’s also got something going on with Mr. Peanut. Three seventy-five.” I handed her a five and told her to keep the change. “You know who you kind of look like? Except he’s not a redhead? Heath Ledger.”

“Wasn’t he Billy Bob’s son in that prison film? Shoots himself in the head after his father humiliates him? What was the name of that movie?”

She shrugs. Says she’s thinking about 10 Things I Hate About You Heath Ledger. “You’re not as hot though, so don’t get a swelled head about it.”

“Okay,” I promised. For the rest of my shift that day, I thought about her as I picked up litter with my trash stabber and hosed off the walkways around the duck pond. Stupid birds. Why couldn’t they just shit in the water? I figured she probably had a boyfriend.

Every lunchtime after that, I bought another Joe Frogger, but mostly I went into the bakery to flirt with Emily. She had dark wavy hair, big brown eyes, olive complexion. She had a cute little heart-shaped butt below the bow tied at the back of her apron, too. And a low, sexy voice you wouldn’t expect to come out of someone not much over five feet tall. If there was a line at the register, I’d look at her and calculate which pigments I’d use to capture her skin tone: bronze, beige, maybe some flecks of Mediterranean green and Tuscany yellow. Not that it was likely she’d ever pose for me. How could I ask her to do that without sounding pervy?

“You eat many more of those, you’re going to turn amphibian,” she warned me one time about my cookie consumption. “As a matter of fact, you’re looking a little green around the gills.” She had a great deadpan delivery.

“Actually, we only have gills when we’re tadpoles,” I said. “As adults, we breathe through our skin.” It was some random fact I remembered my father telling me out by the stream across from our house after I’d just caught a frog.

Another time at the bakery, I was standing in line behind a woman and her little kid. “You see that guy in back of you?” Emily asked the kid. “He’s part human and part frog.” The kid swiveled around and faced me with a skeptical smile. When I nodded and gave him a couple of ribbit-ribbits, the smile dropped off his face.

I think that was the day I finally got the balls to ask her out. Half the summer was over by then and she hadn’t once mentioned a boyfriend. “You get off work at six, right? I was wondering if you wanted to grab something to eat this Friday and maybe go down to the Andrea? There’s an R.E.M. cover band playing there this weekend. I saw them in Providence last semester. They’re pretty decent.” I could feel my face getting hot while she kept me waiting.

“Sorry. I’ve got plans,” she finally said.

“Oh, okay. No worries.”

“Yeah, on Fridays my mother and I get into our pj’s early and play Scrabble.”

Scrabble with Mom? Seriously? If she wasn’t interested, she could at least have left me with a little bit of dignity. “Sure. No problem,” I said. “Well, back to work.” I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

“Hey, Red?” she called. “You planning to pay for that cookie?”

I looked down and, sure enough, I was holding a Joe Frogger. “Oh. Sorry,” I said. Flustered, I pulled a five out of my wallet and handed it to her.

“You know I’m kidding, right? I’d be eternally grateful if you rescued me from another Friday night of board games and jammies. And did you say food? Do you know what I’ve been dying for all summer?” I shrugged. “Fried clams.”

“I was thinking pizza, but yeah, that’s cool. Strips or whole bellies?”

“Whole bellies,” she said. “Eating clam strips is like stopping at kissing.”

Whoa, I was taken aback by her cheeky remark and she noticed. Laughed and told me I looked shocked. “Shocked?” I said. “Who’s shocked?”

I spent that afternoon weeding and deadheading the flower beds, thinking about what kind of signal Emily might have been sending me with that crack about kissing. I was doing math in my head, too. A couple of whole-belly clam dinners were going to cost three times as much as a pizza, I figured. But whatever.

For a lot of guys my age, sex was all about hookups, the more the better. Not me. The summer I met Emily, I’d had sex with a grand total of three women.

On that first date, we ate in the car at the clam shack she suggested. I didn’t dare tell her, but I preferred strips to whole bellies. “Are you done?” she asked. I told her yeah, I just wasn’t that hungry for some reason. Those bellies in my mouth felt too squishy. She ate the rest of mine and all of hers. Dipped her fries in tartar sauce rather than ketchup and polished them off, too.

On our way to the dance club, we talked about school. I told her I’d just finished my junior year at RISD with so-so grades except for Advanced Studio and Topics in Architectural Drawing. She said she was going into her senior year at UCLA, majoring in Educational Studies, and that she’d wanted to be a teacher since she was a kid. “Except for a brief time when I was eight and thought I’d like to be a nun.” She’d gone to grammar school in Connecticut and high school in Southern California, where her parents had relocated to save their marriage. When it failed nevertheless, her mother returned to her family in Stonington, Connecticut. Emily had stayed in Cali with her dad so she could access the free tuition offered to state residents. She missed her mother, though, and was glad she got to stay with her during the summer.

“You closer to her than to your father?”

“Now I am, I guess. When I was growing up, I was a daddy’s girl. Mom is Type A all the way and my dad’s more laid-back. I was living at his place and commuting. But now his girlfriend Ana and her daughter have moved in with us. Ana’s nice enough—it’s not like we don’t get along. But she and my dad kind of assumed I was their live-in nanny, so when I get back I’m sharing an apartment with some other UCLA students. How about you? Which parent are you closer to?”

“No contest,” I said. “My dad’s a dick.” I didn’t want to go into the particulars with her, so I changed the subject. At the bakery the week before, she’d mentioned that she was taking a night course at the UConn extension campus, so I asked her about that. “World Religions, right?”

She nodded. “I signed up for that class just to get my last gen-ed requirement out of the way, but it’s been really interesting. This past week, we’ve been looking at Hinduism: karma, dharma, reincarnation.” As she talked about the theory that we’ve all been here before in other forms, I pretended to be interested, but what I was really focused on was how good she smelled and how much I wanted to kiss those plump talking lips of hers and what it would be like to fuck her. “Don’t you think?” she asked.

Busted. I had no idea how to answer her. “Possibly,” I said.

At the Andrea, we danced a couple of times (she danced cooler than I did) and drank a few Heinekens, but the band was too loud for conversation. When they let rip with an eardrum-shattering cover of “What’s the Frequency, Kenneth?” I pointed to the beach out back and she nodded. The just-past-full moon illuminated the shore that night. We dropped our shoes and her purse in the sand, threw my hoodie over them so they’d be concealed, and started walking. “So,” she said. “You’re closer to your mother than your dad. What’s she like?”

“My mom? Well… she’s got red hair like me except hers is starting to go gray. Good sense of humor, likes to garden.” I edited out the more exotic stuff: that Mom grew her own weed and was into Tarot; that the summer between my high school graduation and my first year of college, she’d gotten a tattoo, turned Wiccan, and told me she might be bisexual. “She’s a bit of a free spirit,” I added.

“Does she work?”

“Yeah. Waitresses at Newport Creamery. She’s been there for years. Has a bunch of regulars she jokes with. What’s your mom like?”

She said, “Well, she reads a lot and writes poetry that she never lets anyone see. Vacuums her apartment twice a week and hates that I’m such a slob. She belongs to this women’s church group where they get together and sew patchwork quilts.”

“Girls Gone Wild, huh? So if you wanted to be a nun, you guys must be Catholic. Right?”

“Nope. I’d been over at my friend Erin Houlihan’s house when her aunt was visiting. Sister Julia: she was young and pretty and had just taken her final vows. When I got home, I told my mother that Erin and I had decided to enter the convent when we were old enough. She reminded me that we were Methodists, not Catholics, and did I know that nuns had to shave their heads and kneel on hard surfaces when they prayed, sometimes for hours at a time? I decided Erin would have to go it alone.”

She laughed at the memory. “My grandfather was a brigadier general in the army, and both Mom’s brothers were commissioned officers. My uncle Frank worked at the Pentagon until he retired. The whole family votes Republican, including Mom.”

“Like mother, like daughter?” I asked.

“Politically? Oh God, no. I can’t even go there with her about politics. What about you? Were you Bush or Gore?” When I said I hadn’t bothered to vote because all politicians were the same, she punched my arm. Hard! “That attitude is part of the problem, you chooch. I can tell I have a lot of work to do if I’m going to straighten you out.” As in, maybe you and I might have a future? That this night might go somewhere?

“Maybe you should have been a nun after all,” I said. “You’ve already got the scolding thing down and you can land a pretty decent punch. Plus you’re pretty enough to rock a shaved head.”

She said she bet I used that line with all the girls. “All what girls,” I said.

“Oh, come off it. Those broad shoulders and the lanky frame? Those long lashes that any girl would kill to have?”

Her compliments made me feel embarrassed but pleased. “Lanky?” I said. “Gawky, you mean.”

She scoffed. “Cute butt, too. Not that I noticed.” When she reached over and slipped her small hand in mine, I folded my fingers around it. Had it happened as early as that? Was that the moment—the gesture—that made me fall in love with her?

By the time we got back to the place where we’d left our stuff, the tide had crept further in and soaked everything. “No biggie,” she said. “Most of my stuff’s in my other purse and folding money dries.”

Up at the Andrea, the band must have been taking a break. The jukebox was playing an old tune that I recognized. You are here and warm / But I could look away and you’d be gone… We decided not to go back inside. Holding our wet shoes, we walked barefoot to the parking lot. Made out in my car, touching each other until the windows fogged up and I was getting close to launching. She whispered that we’d better stop. “Is that what you want?” I whispered back.

“No,” she said. “But yes.”

When I dropped her back at her mom’s, I asked her, on a scale of one to five, how good a time she’d had. “Five,” she said. “You?” I told her ten.

The following morning, I was still asleep when my phone rang. I squinted at the time: seven fifteen. Who the fuck…?

“Yeah?”

“Good morning,” she said. “Thanks again for last night. Hey, would you like to go out for breakfast? I was thinking the Aero Diner on Route Two in half an hour?”

I said yes, swung my legs out of bed, and headed for the shower. After toweling off, I looked at my naked self in the mirror. Long eyelashes? Check. Broad shoulders? Nah. Average, maybe. Nothing special. But because the work I was doing that summer was physical, my stomach looked cut and my biceps were bigger. Still, I had a T-shirt tan—not cool. And an overbite, as the hygienist always reminded me when I got my teeth cleaned. And in my opinion, my frame was still on the scrawny side. It was a draw, I figured, and slipped on some clean boxers. What counted was that Emily liked what she saw. I glanced again at the clock. I had fifteen minutes to get to that diner on Route Two and there’d probably be beach traffic. There was no time to shave, so I hoped she liked the scruffy look.

Apparently, she did. We got together almost every night for the rest of that dwindling summer. Went to the beach half a dozen times. Made love whenever the opportunity let us, given that we were both staying with our moms.

Emily’s mom was iffy about me from the beginning, and she wasn’t exactly reassured when she found a couple of the nude sketches I’d done of Emily. “He could post these on the internet,” she warned her daughter. “How many schools would hire you to teach if these went public?”

Emily’s theory was that Betsy would come around once she got to know me better, so I went over there for dinner one rainy Sunday in the middle of August. Emily made a lasagna and Betsy contributed a green salad with nothing in it besides arugula, oil, and lemon juice. Hope she hasn’t tired herself out making it, I thought. To impress her, I had splurged on a thirty-dollar bottle of red wine and purposely left the price tag on, but I could have saved my money. Betsy barely touched her lips to her glass. After I’d finished a second helping of lasagna, Emily said she’d made a blueberry pie for dessert. When she stood and started clearing the plates, I got up to help her. Betsy insisted I sit back down because I was their guest.

With Em in the kitchen, that left the two of us. After an awkward several seconds, I said, “So your daughter says you write poetry.”

“Oh, here and there,” she said. “I’m much more of a reader than a writer.”

“Yeah? What’s your favorite book?”

“Oh goodness, I have so many. I’ve been rereading Jane Eyre. That’s one of my favorites. Masterpiece Theatre has been running a marvelous series based on the book. I don’t suppose you’ve seen it.”

“No, but my mother’s been watching it,” I told her. Which was a lie. For Mom, must-see TV on Sunday nights was Desperate Housewives.

“So tell me,” she said. “Is art something you’re hoping to make your living doing?”

“Maybe,” I said. “I’m not really into planning my future at this point. I guess I’m more of a live-for-today kind of person.”

“Aha. Then you’re the grasshopper, not the ant.” When I shrugged, she said, “Aesop’s Fables. You’re very young, aren’t you?”

As in immature and stupid, I figured. I poured myself more wine. A thirty-buck bottle of cabernet? Someone had better drink it. I felt like letting her know that my high school girlfriend’s parents had been crazy about me; her dad had even taken me fishing. Where the hell was Emily?

Reaching for my glass, I knocked it over, spilling wine on their white tablecloth. Ignoring my apology, Betsy jumped up, rushed to the kitchen, and came back armed with paper towels, a dishcloth, and a bottle of club soda. Blotting, pouring, and scrubbing, she let me know that the tablecloth, a gift from her favorite aunt, would be ruined if the stain was allowed to set. “Again, I’m very, very sorry,” I said. Instead of acknowledging my apology, she continued to scrub aggressively.

When Emily returned with the pie, she apologized that it was so juicy. She’d forgotten the cornstarch. Aware that blueberries stained, I ate my piece super carefully. As soon as I had my last bite, I stood and said I had to go. “Already?” Emily said. I made up a bullshit excuse about having to feed a neighbor’s dog.

At the front door, I whispered to Emily that I was pretty sure I’d flunked the audition. “Good thing you’re not dating her then,” she quipped. “And don’t worry about the stupid tablecloth. Big deal.” When I kissed her, she kissed me back.

It was pouring by then and the ground was saturated. Backing up, I accidentally veered off their driveway and onto the lawn. Made a little bit of a rut, which by morning might not even be noticeable. And if it was, Betsy would have to just fucking get over it. You’re very young, aren’t you? What a bitch.

At the end of August, Emily and I promised each other we’d call and write as often as our upcoming semesters allowed. I’d fly out there for the four-day Thanksgiving break and she’d spend the month between semesters back at her mother’s. So at the end of our Mistick Village summer, we returned to our schools on opposite coasts.
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We talked to each other four or five times a week, ending calls with “I love you” and “I love you more.” Thanksgiving out in California went well; Emily’s dad, Pat, and his girlfriend, Ana, were cool and a lot friendlier than her mom. Emily flew back to Connecticut for Christmas at the end of the fall semester and I picked her up at the airport. When she came around the corner and saw me in the crowd, she made a mad dash, leapt into my arms, and bracketed her legs around my hips. A few of the people around us hooted and applauded.

We spent most of our three-week break together. Took the train into New York for the day to see the tree at Rockefeller Center and the holiday windows. Home again, we went tobogganing over at the golf course. We met my mother for lunch at Village Pizza because she wanted to meet Emily. She had invited us over to her place, but Mom’s trailer was as messy as Betsy’s place was neat and it sometimes smelled of cat pee, so I lied. Told her Emily was allergic to cats and that Ajax and Trixie might give her a sneezing attack. When we went Christmas shopping at the mall, Emily and I were looking in one of the jewelry store windows when a saleswoman came out to the entrance and said she could show us a much bigger selection of engagement rings inside. Emily blushed and shook her head. “Not quite there yet? Well, we have some lovely preengagement pieces and friendship rings. Come in and have a look.” I told her no thanks and we walked away hand in hand. The next day I went back there and bought Emily a bracelet, fourteen-karat gold with a diamond chip.

We exchanged our gifts out in my car on Christmas Eve. “You sure you don’t want to come in?” Emily asked. I didn’t. I was going over to her mom’s for Christmas dinner the next day and there was only so much Betsy I could take. Emily said she loved her bracelet and put it right on. She didn’t say anything about the diamond chip and neither did I, but I hoped she’d gotten my intended message: a preview of coming attractions. For my present, Emily had reserved us a room at the Three Rivers Inn for New Year’s Eve.

I had never stayed in a hotel room that fancy before. We made love in the warm, bubbling water of the hot tub and, later, in the plush bed. Emily had gone on the pill by then, so there was no fumbling with condoms. When she came, she burst out crying. “What?” I asked. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing’s the matter. It’s just… I don’t know. I’ve never felt like this before.”

“What do you mean—like this?”

“Like… feeling a little drunk when I haven’t had anything to drink. I’m just so happy, Corby. It’s a little overwhelming, in a good way.”

Cuddling, we watched a show about the major events of the year just ending—Katrina, Iraq, the death of Pope John Paul, the birth of YouTube. Then the ball dropped in Times Square, we kissed the New Year hello, and fell asleep in each other’s arms. Two days later, we were back at the airport, and I watched her plane take off and rise, flying her back to California.

While I was packing to go back to school, Mom came in with a tin of brownies. She told me how much she liked Emily. “But long-distance relationships can be pretty hard to sustain,” she said.

“Yeah? I thought absence was supposed to make the heart grow fonder.” I was being a wise guy, which Mom sometimes liked and sometimes didn’t. And sometimes ignored if she was trying to make a point.

“I’m not trying to be a wet blanket, Corby,” she said. “I just don’t want you to get ahead of yourself with this girl. You’re both very young and—”

“You know something, Mom? You worry too much. Maybe long-distance relationships get tricky for some couples, but that won’t happen with us.”

“Okay then. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. And don’t forget to share those brownies with some of the boys in your dorm. There’s a dozen and a half.”

“Any wacky weed in there, Mrs. Feelgood?” She gave me a look. “Okay. Thanks, Mom. And stop worrying about Emily and me. We’re fine.”

And things were fine for the first several weeks of the semester. When Emily’s letters and callbacks began to taper off, I chalked it up to her student teaching. She had a forty-minute commute to her school, taught all day, and then drove back, prepared lessons and graded papers into the night. She and I were rock solid; she was just super busy. But then came the night when, over the phone, she said basically what my mother had said: that maybe we needed to tap the brakes on our relationship.

“I don’t get where this is coming from,” I said. “I thought being with me made you feel… intoxicated. Was that because you’d just gotten laid and were feeling the afterglow?” Instead of taking the bait, she let her silence do the talking. But I couldn’t stop. “You breaking up with me? Is that what this is?”

“No. I’m just wondering if maybe we should slow down a little, you know?”

“Jesus Christ! How much more ‘slowed down’ can we be with you out in California, me in Rhode Island, and three thousand miles between us?”

“Corby, why do you sound so angry? All I’m saying is that maybe we both should have the freedom to go out with other people from time to time.”

If there had been Skype or FaceTime back then, she would have seen my despair. “I don’t need that kind of freedom because I know for sure that I want to share the rest of my life with you.”

“Okay, but Corby, I’m just not sure we’re in the same place about that. I don’t even know what the rules are for us as a couple. It’s confusing.”

“So who is he?”

“Okay, if you must know, it’s Brad Pitt. I couldn’t resist.”

“No, seriously. Who is he? And have you slept with him yet?”

“There’s nobody else, Corby. You’re jumping to conclusions.”

“Am I?”

There was a long pause on her end. “One of my housemates? Mason? He and I were eating breakfast yesterday and he said, out of the blue, that he has feelings for me. Which was awkward because the only thing I feel toward him is annoyance. I mean, he clips his toenails in the living room. And when he’s studying? He clears his throat so many times that I find myself counting instead of concentrating on what I’m supposed to be studying.”

“Okay, who else?”

“No one else. The guy who runs the coffee shop I go to asked me if I wanted to go to some art show opening with him and I told him no, that I was seeing someone. But it’s gotten me thinking that if—”

“If someone better comes along? You want to keep your options open?”

“Okay, forget I even said anything. And stop being so fucking insecure. Because this is already a really stressful time for me with student teaching, okay? The kids in one of my classes keep testing me. And their regular teacher’s this hard-nosed disciplinarian who won’t even let the kids breathe. Yesterday she told me that if my classroom management doesn’t improve, she can’t see how she’ll be able to give me a good grade. But the thing is, she never leaves the room. She just sits on the sidelines and scowls. Whenever that class is coming up, I turn into a nervous wreck.”

I didn’t want to talk about her student teaching; I wanted to keep talking about us. As if I were qualified to give her advice about her situation, I said, “Just tell her you’ve got your own style and that you need her to leave the room when you have that class because it makes you nervous.”

“Oh yeah, that would go over big,” she said. “The thing I said about not knowing what the rules were? For us as a couple? What if some guy I know, someone who’s just a friend, wants to go for a walk or to a movie. Is that—”

I barged in before she could finish. “Let me ask you something. That bracelet I gave you? Do you wear it or is it shoved in a drawer someplace?”

“I have it on right now, Corby. I wear it every day. Look, I know I’m not doing a very good job of explaining what I’m trying to say. But I’m just under so much pressure right now about the teaching stuff and—”

I told her I had to go but that we could talk later.

Hung up on her.

Paced back and forth. Guy at a coffee shop? I thought about that barista at the Starbucks on Angell Street: guy was so good-looking and gym-fit, you noticed him even if you’re a dude. Mr. Personality, too, with dollar bills and fives stuffed into his tip jar. Like I’d have any chance if I had to compete against that guy.

I went downstairs and stormed out of the dorm. Hoofed it from campus into downtown Providence and bought a pack of cigarettes. I only smoked when I felt anxious about something, a habit I’d picked up one exam week in high school. For a good hour or more, I kept walking, smoking, and thinking about what I could do so I wouldn’t lose her. By the time I got back, my throat burned from tar and nicotine but I had figured it out.

I’d never loved RISD and this semester really sucked. I’d gotten a D and a C-minus for midterm grades, the first in Spatial Geometry (if I wanted this much math, I’d have majored in it), the other in Ambient Interfaces (too many missed classes, plus the prof had an annoying laugh and bad breath). Then things had gone sour the first week of the new semester when I was hauled before the disciplinary referral board for something ridiculous that had happened before Christmas break. Having volunteered with some other guys to decorate the common area for the holidays, I’d gotten shit-faced. We all had, but I was the one who had written, in spray snow on the picture window, “Fuck you and the sleigh you rode in on.” Some dean had walked by, seen it, and made a complaint. The students on the discipline committee—a trio of dweebs—listened to my lame defense about having exercised my First Amendment rights. “I’d like to think this is a college, not a prison,” I said in closing. I concluded that me and RISD were a bad fit.

I didn’t bother to withdraw; I just drove away in my rusted-out Chevy Chevette and headed west. I was that sure that Emily was the one for me and the grand gesture I was making was going to convince her that I was the one for her. How many other dudes would ditch their college education for love?

Even gunning it, the trek from Providence to San Diego took me almost four days and earned me two speeding tickets (one in Pennsylvania, the other just outside of Little Rock, Arkansas), plus a loitering fine somewhere along Route 40 for napping on the shoulder of a highway. I played the radio all the way out there—listening a billion times to Rihanna, CeeLo, and that sappy James Blunt song “You’re Beautiful” on the pop stations and, as I drove west, Kenny Chesney, Rascal Flatts, and a bunch of stations hawking Jesus. The news was redundant, too—the Patriot Act gets renewed, the polar ice caps are shrinking, the trouble at Abu Ghraib prison. And if you’re planning to go quail hunting with Dick Cheney, better think again.

When I couldn’t stand the radio anymore, I’d turn it off and enjoy the silence for a while until my father’s voice would start playing in my head. “But deciding to leave isn’t the same as flunking out, Dad,” I’d insisted, interrupting his usual refrain about me being a disappointment to him. That earworm had begun in middle school when I’d gotten caught shoplifting Upper Deck basketball cards at the hobby store in the mall. The night my buddies and I had gotten pinched at Lantern Hill for underage drinking I’d been an embarrassment to him and myself, he’d said. (Of course, when he picked me up at state police barracks, he reeked of scotch.) I’d humiliated him the day he found out I’d gotten fired from my summer job at the A&P for helping myself to handfuls of cooked shrimp while, instead of herding empty carriages out in the parking lot, I was chatting with the hot blond behind the fish counter. He reminded me that he’d gone out on a limb and asked one of his golfing buddies, an A&P district manager, to see that I’d get hired. He might as well just face it, he’d said: his son was a nonstarter, a slacker, a dud. During my freshman year at RISD, I’d gone to a counselor for a while because of my anxiety and we’d talked about my relationship with my father. “I don’t get it, you know?” I told her. “Supposedly, his students love him. And last year his university gave him some big award for this program he started down in Haiti. But at home, until he left my mother and me, he was always riding my ass about something. Hers, too. She got it worse than I did.”

“A lot of people are like that, Corby,” she’d said. “They have a public persona that’s different from who they are at home. Have you ever considered that you might have been the victim of verbal abuse?”

I’d stuck up for Dad. “He just wants to wake me up when he says shit like that. Give me a reality check.”

“So are you saying you are a loser? That that is your reality? Because you and I haven’t known each other for long, but I’d have to disagree.”

Why had that shrink’s attempt to defend me against my father during that session pissed me off? Why had I stopped going to see her after that?

But anyway, that flamboyant gesture I made—shitcanning school and driving cross-country to rescue Emily’s and my relationship? It worked. “Oh my God,” she said when she answered the door. “Corby? What the…? Why…?”

“Because the only thing that matters to me is you. Will you marry me?” When I began to cry, she reached up, put her hands on my shoulders, and pulled me close. Rested her head against my chest and said she didn’t care that my showing up made no sense—that the only thing she knew was that she fucking loved me. As for marriage, she didn’t say yes or no.

Emily’s housemates weren’t happy about my arrival, even though I began kicking in toward the rent. The shy one, Becky, tended to freak out if I went into the kitchen shirtless or left the bathroom wearing just a towel. Mason, the dude who had “feelings” for Emily, kept making cryptic remarks in my presence that Em said were passive-aggressive. Odessa’s beef was that I left dirty dishes in the sink, which I had done like maybe two times, tops. They had a meeting one afternoon when Emily and I weren’t around and voted us out of the house. Emily was hurt and I felt bad for her, but another part of me was like, hallelujah! No more having to put up with the bullshit of community living with these prima donnas.

We moved into a two-room apartment over a garage near campus. I started to love living in SoCal. The easygoing vibe, the unbelievable weather. Emily’s student teaching went so well during her last month that she got an A and the principal at her school offered her a job for the following year. I’d gotten a job, too, selling suits at a Men’s Wearhouse in Redlands. Every other weekend when I was off, I tried selling my paintings at the street fairs around the Embarcadero Pier. Most of the Saturday and Sunday tourists were buying seascapes and no one was interested in the abstract expressionist stuff I was doing at the time. I wasn’t about to lower my standards and start churning out that kind of cheesy shit just because it sold. Instead, I lowered my standards and started sketching rock icons in charcoal—the usual suspects: Hendrix, Janis, Prince, Cobain. I got fifty bucks a pop for them. Sold three or four a day on average and put most of that money toward buying Emily an engagement ring. Making it official.

Emily didn’t go back east to her mom’s that summer; she stayed in Cali with me. I think it was mid-July when she developed something called deep vein thrombosis. Fearing a blood clot down the road, her doctor took her off the pill and prescribed a diaphragm instead. It wasn’t until she got pregnant that we read the fine print that said diaphragms had a 4 percent failure rate if you’d used them correctly every time and a 12 to 18 percent failure rate if you hadn’t. A few times in the heat of the moment we might have gotten careless, I don’t really remember. But whatever the reason, the home test kit said Emily was pregnant. When I took a knee and showed her the diamond, she cried. Said yes. But when Emily called to tell her mom we were engaged, Betsy had news of her own. She had breast cancer and needed a mastectomy.

Between wanting to be there for her mom during her recuperation and wanting her mom closer during her pregnancy, Emily lobbied for us to go back east.

“You can fly back when she has her surgery, help out for a couple of weeks while she recuperates if you want, but you and I have a life out here now, babe,” I said. “Maybe after the baby’s born, your mother can come out here and—”

She shook her head. Told me her mom needed her and she needed her mom.

“Yeah, but what about the teaching job you just got? What are you going to do—resign before you’ve even started?”

And that’s just what she did. I gave in. We rented and packed up a U-Haul trailer, typed Betsy’s address into MapQuest, and hit the road. There went our California life.

The trip back east was hell. I had bought the cheapest trailer hitch kit that U-Haul sold and hadn’t installed it right. We were just over the state line into Arizona when the trailer broke free, just missed the car behind us, and then went flying off the side of the highway and into a gulley. That set us back a whole day, plus the cost of a better hitch and a nondescript motel room that had bedbugs.

Emily’s nausea came and went as we traveled all those miles. We fought. She had a couple of crying jags. We were driving through Missouri when she began spotting. The doctor we saw at an emergency room in Oklahoma City examined Emily, ordered an ultrasound to be on the safe side, and assured us that a little bleeding during the first trimester was something a lot of women experienced. “Maybe twenty-five percent. And most go on to deliver healthy babies down the line. So there’s no need to panic, Mom and Dad. I think everything’s going to be fine.” In the blurry picture he gave us, the fetus looked like a lima bean with an eye. It was about an inch long, he said. Emily miscarried the next morning about a hundred miles outside of Nashville. She alternated between crying and sleeping and I tried to comfort her as best I knew how, but it was guesswork; I was in over my head. She said she didn’t want to see another doctor. She just knew. All she wanted was to see her mom. So I fought sleep, pounded Red Bulls, and drove almost nonstop the rest of the way.

Betsy had good news: the cancer had been contained to her breast without having metastasized. She was solicitous with Emily and, surprisingly, with me, too. “Do you need a hug?” she asked me when we were alone together in her kitchen. I hesitated—I didn’t want one because I kept picturing her severed breast on a stainless steel tray. But I told her I did so I wouldn’t hurt her feelings. “No bear hugs,” she warned. “I’m still pretty tender there.” When she put her arms around me, I found myself unable to reciprocate. Instead of hugging her back, I reached around and gave her some little one-handed pats on her back.

Emily and I were married at the Stonington Town Hall on August the first. Emily’s dad couldn’t get there on short notice, but he mailed us a check and asked us to send pictures. Emily wore her sleeveless yellow sundress and I wore my lucky plaid shirt, the vest from my one suit, and my least faded jeans. Our witnesses were Em’s high school friend LeeAnne and her boyfriend. Both of our mothers were there, my mom still in her waitress uniform because she’d had to dash over from her shift at Newport Creamery. Betsy was decked out like it was the big church wedding she had wanted her daughter to have. After the marriage license was signed, she sprang for lunch at the Floodtide, one of those upscale places where they put guys in toques at the carving stations and you get your Caesar salad tossed table side. No honeymoon; we both had job interviews.

West Vine Street Elementary hired Emily to teach third grade. That same week, I got my job as a graphic artist at Creative Strategies, a startup agency that was happy to hire me based on my portfolio and the fact that they could lowball me, salary-wise, because I had no degree. My RISD buddy Matt, the only one I’d stayed in touch with, had graduated, landed a job at Cutwater, one of the big agencies in Manhattan, and sublet an apartment in Brooklyn, where all the cool kids lived. My job was in working-class Connecticut and I presumed he was making a lot more than me. But it was a trade-off. I had lucked out at love and Matt hadn’t—not yet, anyway. Had I not abandoned school to save my relationship, I would probably not be married to Emily. But I was. I was more in love with her than ever, and if she wasn’t quite as committed to me as I was to her—something I worried about from time to time—it didn’t mean she wasn’t committed. She was just a little reserved, that was all. Not aloof like her mother—not by a long shot. She just held a little something back for herself, that was all. Nothing wrong with that.

We postponed getting pregnant again, telling ourselves that we had plenty of time, and that we both wanted to establish ourselves in our careers first. We needed to be practical, not impetuous or haphazard like the first time, she said. But fear was involved, too, I think—more so for Emily than for me. Having had that miscarriage under such difficult circumstances made her gun-shy. I asked her maybe three or four times if she wanted to talk about it, but she always just shook her head and got quiet. She still kidded with me, showed me that wise-ass side of her that I’d enjoyed so much during our first summer, but it surfaced less often. We were fifty-fifty on the household chores and sometimes when I did the laundry and put stuff away, I’d look at that blurry ultrasound photo she kept in her underwear drawer: the tiny lima bean of our nonbaby. It wasn’t like Emily was hiding it; she knew that I knew it was there. She just never wanted to discuss it: that traumatic cross-country trip back east.

During the summer of 2014, we rented a cottage up in Truro on the Cape. It was during that week when Emily told me she thought she was ready to try again. We stopped using birth control and Em was pregnant by the end of that month. “If I were you two, I’d start shopping around for one of those double strollers,” Emily’s gynecologist told us the day we went in for the ultrasound. “What? Are you kidding us?” I said. I started laughing. When I glanced over at Emily, she looked scared.







CHAPTER FOUR
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April 27, 2017

And now I know.

I swivel around and look in the back seat to prove to myself that I’m wrong. But there’s Maisie, strapped in, clutching her Mr. Zebra. Niko’s car seat is empty. Too late: the image of him on his belly behind the car, studying those ants.

Opening the door, I stumble out of the car, lose my balance, and fall to the ground. On hands and knees, I force myself to look beneath the undercarriage. See him and have to look away. I beg a god I don’t believe in to make this not be happening. To make these shouts of denial not be coming from me but from some other child’s father. I hear Shawn McNally’s agitated plea to 911. See Linda coming around from the back of the car, her hand over her mouth. I go to my son, drop to my knees beside him, averting my eyes but then forcing myself to look again. He’s on his side, his head turned to the left, a puddle of red under his crushed body. I watch the rapid rising and falling of his little chest—his fight to stay alive—and have to look away. This isn’t happening, is it? Don’t leave us, Niko. You have to hold on.

When I move to pick him up, cradle him, Shawn stops me. Tells me to leave him where he is. He pulls me up onto my feet and bear-hugs me. Maisie! She’s still in the car. But no, she isn’t. Linda’s gotten her out and is holding her, shielding her from the horror. Looking confused and frightened, Maisie reaches for me. Taking her in my arms, I try to hold it in but can’t. When I start to wail, she does, too. “What do I do?” I ask Linda. “I don’t know what to do!”

“You need to call Emily,” she says.

I shake my head. “I can’t. How can I tell her it happened because of—”

“You have to tell her, Corby. She needs to know.”

I nod and rummage in my pockets for my cell phone. “Must have forgotten my phone in the house,” I tell Linda. “Can you hold her for a few more minutes?” She nods. “Daddy has to call Mommy first,” I tell Maisie. “Then I can hold you.” Feeling a surge of nausea, I run toward the house, trying not to hear her screams for Daddy.

Where is it? Where’s my fucking phone? In a frenzy, I run from the kitchen to the bathroom, from our bedroom to the kids’ room. I’m stopped by the photo on the shelf by their dresser: the two of them standing up in their crib, wearing the sleepers we gave away after they outgrew them. Maisie’s smiling sweetly; Niko, the comedian, is making a goofy face. Oh God, what if…? How can what’s happening be real when twenty minutes earlier I was wiping syrup off his face and lifting him out of his high chair? I don’t want to go back out there. I want to stay in here, in the safety of before it happened. Before I put it in reverse and…

In my second sweep, I see my phone sitting in plain sight on the kitchen counter. I grab it and tell it to call Emily, but it rings unanswered until Em’s voice kicks in and says to leave her a message. I text her: Emergency! Come home now. There’s no immediate text back. Goddammit! She must have turned her phone off. I run back outside.

The ambulance is here. The EMTs are bent over Niko, blocking my view. “Daddy!” Maisie screams. I stand there, confused about which kid to go to until Linda walks toward me holding out my daughter. Arlene from down the street is with her. I take Maisie and begin walking toward Niko until Arlene grabs my arm. “Are you thinking clearly?” she asks. “You don’t want her to have to see this, do you?” I shake my head. Walk Maisie to the far end of our lawn to shelter her—both of us—from what’s happening on the driveway.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I keep telling Maisie to stop her crying. “Everything’s okay.” This may be the biggest lie I’ve ever told in my life.

No! I tell myself. His sister needs him. His mother and I wouldn’t be able to cope if… and Niko’s a tough little guy. He’s still breathing, still fighting to live. Emergency responders are trained and these two look like they know what they’re doing. Maybe he’ll need surgery when he gets to the hospital, but doctors perform miracles. He’s going to make it. He is.

I look past the ambulance’s flashing lights at the end of the driveway to the neighbors huddled together on the McNallys’ front lawn. Arlene and her husband, J.G.; Dylan and Rashon, the couple who bought the Olmsteads’ place; Mary Louise and her daughter, Jodi, who sometimes babysits for us. The week before, Jodi walked her new puppy over to let the twins see her. Why are they still working on him here? Get him in the ambulance! Get him to the hospital!

Two cruisers pull up in front of the house, one after the other. Two pairs of cops. The first pair walks to where it happened. Squatting, examining the right rear tire. One of them begins taking measurements, the other takes cell phone photos. The second pair of officers approach the neighbors. Linda McNally’s voice is the only one that carries over to me. “We screamed for him to stop, but he didn’t hear us!”

The police must have asked where I was, because I see Shawn McNally pointing in my direction. As they cross the street toward Maisie and me, Linda calls to them. “It was an accident! A terrible accident! He’s a wonderful father!”

Oh God, Emily still doesn’t know. “Someone call my wife’s school!” I shout over to the neighbors. “West Vine Elementary! She’s got a field trip today, but maybe they haven’t left yet!” Rashon waves his cell phone at me and says he’s on it.

“Hello, sir,” the stocky older cop says. “This is Officer Longo and I’m Sergeant Fazio. You’re the boy’s father?”

“Yes.”

“And you were the operator of the vehicle?”

“Yes.”

He waits for me to compose myself. “This one yours, too?” he asks.

I nod. “Twins.”

“She and the victim?”

The victim? Don’t call him that! “His name is Niko,” I say.

The younger cop focuses his attention on Maisie. “I have a little girl just about your age,” he says. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

Maisie buries her face against my chest and mumbles, “Don’t see me.”

“Think you can have someone else take her while we talk to you?” the sergeant asks. I nod. Call Jodi and her mom over. When I ask whether they can take care of Maisie for me, Mary Louise says of course, whatever I need.

“No! I want Daddy!” Maisie shouts. But Jodi reminds her about the new puppy. Does she want to come over to their house and play with Cupcake? Maisie hesitates, but then she nods and detaches herself from me. When I put her down, Jodi and her mom each take her by the hand. “We can keep her for as long you need us to,” Mary Louise calls back as they walk her away. “We’ll pray for Niko.”

The sergeant does the talking. “We need to ask you some questions, Mr.…?”

“Ledbetter.” I pull out my wallet and, with a shaking hand, offer my driver’s license. The younger one takes it. “I’ll get started on this,” he says. Walks toward their cruiser, my information in hand. The sergeant gets close to my face and says I should tell him exactly what happened and everything leading up to it. “And I need you to be as specific as you can, all right? Don’t leave anything out, even if you think it might not be important.”

I back up a step or two. Begin with the French toast, the smoke alarm, Emily’s field trip, the plan to take them to my mother-in-law’s. I listen to myself retell the lie I had told my wife: that I was planning to spend the day job-hunting. I don’t mention anything about the liquor-laced coffee or the extra Ativan. When I finally stop talking, I notice he’s looking down at my trembling hands.

At the end of the driveway, the EMTs are on their feet. They’ve placed Niko in the middle of an adult-sized stretcher and are rolling him into the back of their ambulance. One of them climbs in back with him. The other heads to the front and gets in the driver’s seat. “I need to go with him to the hospital,” I tell the sergeant. As the ambulance pulls away, lights flashing, I shout, “Hey! Hold up!” The siren begins blaring; they pick up speed. Turning back to the sergeant, I plead, “He needs me! I’m his dad!”

“Why don’t Officer Longo and I give you a ride over there?” he says. “That way, you can continue telling us what happened.”

“Yeah, but… I’ll have to sign things, give them information. He might need surgery. Who knows how long we’re going to be there? I should take my own car.”

“You mean the SUV?” He shakes his head. “That stays put. When they get here, the detectives are going to want to have a look at it. And anyway, you’re probably not in good shape to drive right now.” My stomach heaves. I wait. “Too shook up maybe, huh? We’ll give you a lift.”

“I don’t understand why detectives have to—”

“Standard procedure, sir. Especially if your boy doesn’t make it. I’m not saying that’s gonna happen but—”

“It’s not going to happen! But he needs his father. I should be with him in that ambulance!”

“Is he conscious, Mr. Ledbetter?”

His question stops me cold. “What?”

“Because if he was unconscious, or if they sedated him, he wouldn’t know one way or the other if you were there.”

I just stand there, silenced by his logic, his fucking cruelty.

“Come on, Mr. Ledbetter,” he says. “You’re right. He’s going to need his dad. His mother, too. Has she been contacted?” I say I’m not sure—that her phone is turned off but I had someone call the school. He probably got the office secretary.

“Okay, good, so let’s go. Cruiser’s over here.” What’s his name again? I glance at the name tag pinned to his shirt pocket. Fazio. Sergeant Fazio.

As he walks me toward the car, I hear the other cop talking into the radio. “He may be EtOH, too. Not sure, but it’s a possibility.… Copy that. I’ll see if I can get someone at the hospital to draw it for us.”

“Officer Longo,” Fazio says. Longo turns around, surprised to see us right there. Fazio opens the back door of the cruiser and tells me to watch my head. Then he walks around to the other side and gets in the back seat next to me. As Longo pulls away from the curb, I watch three people, a woman and two men, jump out of a white van that has pulled up in front of the house. I recognize her: one of the reporters from the local TV news. Fazio watches them, too, shaking his head. He advises me not to talk to any reporters, something I’m not about to do anyway.

“So why don’t you give me the particulars again on the way over in case you forgot something,” Fazio says. “That way you’ll have the sequence of events clear in your head when our detective interviews you.”

“But you’re interviewing me,” I say.

“Yeah, well, the thing is, you’ll probably have to go through everything two or three times. There has to be an investigation so they can rule things out.”

“What things?”

“Well, negligence, intentionality.”

“Intentionality? Like I might have injured him on purpose? What kind of sick person would—”

“It happens, Mr. Ledbetter. You’d be surprised. But we’re not accusing you of anything. The opposite, actually. We just want to help you to get your story straight so that when our detective interviews you—”

Longo interrupts him. “They’ve assigned Sykes. She’s meeting us at the hospital.”

“Copy that,” Fazio says, as if his partner’s said it from a radio, not the front seat. “So like I was saying, Corbin. Can I call you Corbin?” I shrug. “You want to get your story straight so that when Detective Sykes talks to you, she can determine that the injury to your son happened accidentally. Especially if your boy doesn’t—”

“Don’t keep saying that! Because he will make it! He’s like a little bulldozer, that kid. Last week? He banged his head on the coffee table but got right up and kept going as if nothing happened. His sister’s a different story, but Niko—”

“How did he bump his head?” Fazio asks.

“What? He fell. Clunked his head on the way down.”

“What made him fall?”

“I don’t know. Kids that age fall all the time. Why am I getting the feeling that you’re reading into whatever I say?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Ledbetter. Why are you getting that feeling?”

“Look,” I tell him. “I don’t think you get what I’m going through right now. I can’t focus on these things you want me to talk about when part of me is still trying to convince myself that any of this is really happening. And all the other part can think about is what’s going on at the hospital and how I’m going to break all this to my wife. And I’m trying not to lose it in front of you two, but… but…” And then my anguish overtakes me and losing it in front of them is exactly what I do.

When I get ahold of my composure, Fazio says, “Okay, Corbin. We can talk more about this when we get to the hospital.”

“And what do you mean when you say I should get my story straight? I don’t need to practice anything because it’s not a story. It’s what happened.”

No reaction from the sergeant. Not so much as a fucking nod.

I lean forward. Address the driver’s right shoulder. “Officer? When you were talking on the radio before, what were those initials you said?”

He glances in the rearview mirror at me.

“ET something. You said you’d bet that he was an ET something.”

He keeps me waiting, then finally answers. “EtOH.”

“Yeah. What’s that stand for? Were you talking about my son’s condition?”

“No, I wasn’t. Hey, speaking of initials, I have a question for you, too. When I fed your information into the system, it said you got a DUI a while back. What was that about?”

Sergeant Fazio looks over at me, waiting for my response. I tell him it happened the day I lost my job. “Company downsized. I stopped off at that tavern on North Main Street to drown my sorrows.”

“Bid’s?” Fazio says. “Was that where you stopped?”

“Yeah. I ran into some guy I know and we took turns buying pitchers. I was feeling no pain when I left, but I was still able to drive. Thought I was anyway. Got about halfway home when they pulled me over.” I leave out the part about it being the twins’ first birthday party and forgetting to pick up their cake.

“Bid’s has great sandwiches, don’t they?” Fazio says. “The Astro, the Supreme. Good bread, too. I like a crusty grinder bread better than the soft kind. And how about Betty’s pickled eggs? Try not to pucker up when you’re eating one of those babies.” Up front, his partner is nodding.

It’s surreal. My kid is fighting for his life and he’s talking about sandwiches? I still haven’t gotten an answer about what EtOH is, but I shut up after that. Close my eyes and try to imagine I’m not riding in the back of this squad car. That I dropped the kids off at Emily’s mother’s like we planned because I buckled both of them in and nothing bad has happened to Niko.

When I open my eyes again, we’re moving at a faster clip past the Wendy’s on Perkins Avenue, then the Little League field, then that laundromat Emily and I used to use before we could afford to buy our washer and dryer. It dawns on me that this is the same route we took after I phoned Dr. Delgado to tell him her contractions were coming about five minutes apart and getting more intense. “Time to rock ‘n’ roll then,” he said. “I’ll meet you there.” Emily worked so hard in that delivery room.… Have they gotten ahold of her or is she still in the dark? Still on that bus heading to New Haven? She must be, or else she would have called me. Oh God, this is going to wipe her out. If he ends up disabled, in a wheelchair or something, how is she ever going to forgive me? How will I ever forgive myself? I start shaking, just a little at first, then uncontrollably.

At the emergency room entrance, I get out of the cruiser and run on wobbly legs, passing through the sliding glass doors. Sergeant Fazio is a few steps behind me; Officer Longo has dropped us off and gone to park.

“Corby! Corby, wait!” Emily is running toward me. “What’s going on? The vice principal flagged down the bus just as we were turning onto the highway, but all he’d say on the way here was that there’s a ‘family emergency.’ Is it my mother?” When I shake my head, her eyes go wide with fear. With a trembling hand, she reaches out and grabs my arm. “Please tell me it’s not one of the kids.”
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In tears, I tell her it’s Niko. “He’s hurt, Em. It’s my fault. I’m so sorry.”

Fear flashes in her eyes. “Hurt how? Did he break something? Were you in a car accident?” I shake my head. “What about Maisie?”

I tell her Maisie’s fine, that I left her with Jodi and Mary Louise so I could be with him here at the hospital.

“I don’t understand,” she says. “Aren’t you just getting here? Where is he?”

“The ambulance took him. When the EMTs got to the house, they worked on him in the driveway. Then they—”

“EMTs? Why were they called? Is it that serious?” I tell her yes, that he lost a lot of blood. She shakes her head vehemently. When her eyes roll back and her knees buckle, I catch her before she falls. She’s back a few seconds later, demanding to know what happened and why I said it was my fault.

We’re both crying now. “He was… he was belly-down on the driveway. Looking at ants. I remembered the bag I’d packed for them was on the step and I went back to… and the McNallys had just come back from… and it slipped my mind that I hadn’t buckled both of them in yet. I’d gotten her strapped in but…”

“Oh no!” she shouts. “Oh, God!”

“So I started the car and—”

She closes her eyes tight and shakes her head. “Stop it, Corby! I can’t hear this. Stop talking!” Then she embraces me, holding on for dear life.

“Listen. I think he’s going to come out of this okay,” I tell her. “Sometimes it looks worse than—”

“Please, just stop!”

I coax her into one of the chairs and tell her to take some deep breaths.

“I don’t need deep breaths!” she snaps. “I need to find out what’s happening! I need to see my son!”

I see Sergeant Fazio at the receptionist’s window. Then he approaches us. “Excuse me, folks. Sorry to interrupt, but they need you to check in, answer some questions, give them your insurance information.” Message delivered, he joins Longo, who’s standing halfway across the room. With a shaky hand, Emily takes the card out of her wallet and hands it to me. I approach the window, answer the receptionist’s questions, and ask her some, too. Is our little boy in surgery? Who’s the doctor? When can we see him? She says she’s sorry but she doesn’t have that information. She imagines the doctor who’s seeing him will be out to talk to us soon.

When I sit back down again, Emily asks if I got any answers from the receptionist. I shake my head. “Why are they here?” she asks, nodding toward the two cops. I tell her they gave me a ride here after the ambulance left, but beyond that I’m not sure. “I guess there may be an investigation.” Emily says she can’t believe this is happening. “I’m so scared, Corby,” she says. “What if he ends up crippled? Or brain damaged? You said there was blood. Where was he bleeding from?”

“Don’t go there, Em.” She rests her elbows on her knees, covers her face with her hands, and sobs softly. I knead her shoulder for a minute or so, then stop. She sits up and leans against me.

In the silence that follows, I take in the waiting room: an elderly couple, a high school kid on crutches at the soda machine, a middle-aged woman with knitting in her lap, a homeless-looking guy. Like Peeping Toms, they’ve been watching us, but when I look back at them, they avert their eyes. Fazio and Longo do not look away. Emily and I are being watched.

A young woman in scrubs and a lab coat calls my name from the doorway. “That’s me,” I say. She tells me to follow her. Emily asks her whether she should come, too, that she’s the mother. Looking confused, the woman says that won’t be necessary and this won’t take long. Emily nods, a puzzled look on her face. When she asks where they’re taking me, I tell her I don’t know. I follow the woman in the lab coat. Longo, the younger cop, gets up and starts walking behind us. Fazio stays in the waiting room with Emily.

“Were you in the ER just now? Do you know anything about my boy’s condition?” I ask. The woman shakes her head. Says she’s a phlebotomist and has been told to draw a couple of vials of my blood. “My blood? Is he going to need a transfusion? I know we’re both O positive. That’s good, right?” She nods. I look over my shoulder at Officer Longo. His face is unreadable.

We go into a small, windowless room. The phlebotomist motions toward a chair. I sit. Longo positions himself against the door. “You’ve had blood drawn before?” the woman asks. I tell her I’ve been a donor since high school. Nodding, she grabs my wrists and pokes at my veins. Then she pulls on latex gloves, readies the needle and the attached vial. “Little pinch,” she says. She repeats the procedure twice more. “Okay, you’re done,” she says.

When I get back to Emily, her mother is in my chair. Betsy looks pale, red-eyed, and ready for combat. “Just answer me one thing,” she says. “Why didn’t you check to see that they were both buckled in before you put that car in reverse?”

“What the fuck are you implying, Betsy?” Realizing that I’ve raised my voice, I glance over at Fazio and Longo.

“I’m not implying anything,” she hisses. “I’m asking you a simple question.”
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