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To Tere… this was always a love story






Gigantic,

Gigantic,

Gigantic,

A big, big love.

THE PIXIES








ONE

I don’t know. Maybe marriage is just a bad idea,” I confess, as my husband and I drive through the little suburb we now call home.

Montrose is surrounded by mountains and sunshine, a series of tree-lined streets where six-year-old girls ride their bicycles unaccompanied, pigtails fluttering behind them as neighbors greet each other by name. Even though it is mere miles from the beating, bleeding heart of downtown Los Angeles, the suburb is wrapped in an Americana usually lost on big cities, its town center dotted with the type of shops that filled main streets back when housewives took their buggies for midday walks and husbands came home tired, some with shiny black briefcases, others with stained uniforms, their names stitched onto the pocket. The only indication that it is 2016 is the dueling Starbucks and Coffee Bean, which sit across from each other in permanent repose at the town’s main intersection.

We turn left at the Starbucks as I continue, “It’s just too much. I mean, three days with my best friends and I’m pickled. But somehow, I’m supposed to spend every day with you, and deal with finances and this fucked-up shit and then what, I’m still supposed to put your dick in my mouth? It’s just all too much.”

Theo and I have been driving in silence since he told me his news. After three months working at yet another drug and alcohol rehab, he’s been fired.

“I’ll get another job, Jane,” he replies, way too quickly, ignoring that this isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation, knowing that it likely won’t be the last. But then he looks over at me with that quick smile, the one that made him so inviting to begin with. “But you still want to suck my dick, right?”

“Not really,” I reply, laughing though his easy good looks now rarely charm me, his wide shoulders and head of brown curls, the green eyes that once reminded me of the deep end of the ocean. We didn’t have a smoldering love affair but we had enough fire to attract each other in the dark, warmed by the knowledge that out of the people who had failed us, we could, at the very least, trust each other. But then the responsibilities of life moved in, with bills to pay and jobs to lose and all the fears that come when you’re dancing with debt and sleeping with financial insecurity. And though we were once a couple who always fought a lot, we also fucked. Now, we just fight.

We moved to Montrose the year before, having found ourselves and met each other in the hipster neighborhood of Silver Lake. Of course, we lived there when it was still rough around the edges and cheap, wearing tight jeans and striped T-shirts, Wayfarers on. We rented a one-bedroom bungalow on a street with a babbling brook running under it. But when we could no longer afford it, we headed north to the suburbs where we found Montrose—the towns of Los Angeles as distinct as though they were in different states, not just right up the street.

I don’t think either of us thought we’d end up here, eating at Panda Express and pining for a Target to open in the neighborhood.

“It’s just exhausting,” I finally say as we pull up to our home.

“But it’s also that.” Theo points to the ballast of pink balloons attached to the front of the house, an announcement to anyone passing by, to our now shared and suburban hearts, which trip and flutter at the reminder, that our sweet little girl is turning one.

We get out of the car and walk into our house carrying cake and food and more balloons, preparing for one of the few rites of passage in modern life: the first birthday party. The celebration of surviving sleep regressions and breastfeeding struggles and the trauma that occurs when you go from being carefree to caring for someone for the rest of your life.

At the last minute, we changed the festivities from Sunday to Saturday, telling everyone it was because of a rainy forecast. But the real reason was that I was obsessed with booking a children’s musician who played the ukulele and went by the name Peanut. Peanut was booked on Sunday, but she could do an hour in the afternoon on Saturday and so, three days before the party, I sent out the text, lost some guests, and got fucking Peanut.

“Of course, you did,” Theo laughed when I told him about the change. “You always get what you want, don’t you, Jane Ambrose?”

That was true once. Back when I walked with the hard swagger of someone who was going to become something. Bold and determined, oozing sex and ambition, “Watch out, you lucky bastards, here I come.” Back then, my blonde hair was long and wild, a wavy mess that in college led my friends to call me a hunter, known for my voracious appetite in school and in love. My full lips and wide nose only adding to the metaphor. As someone once told me, I wasn’t the marrying type, and though it broke my heart to hear the words, I couldn’t help but agree. It’s as much of a surprise to me that I ended up here, tamed beyond recognition.

I pull my hair back up into a bun and wipe off a dash of frosting that has oozed out of the cake box onto my denim shirt. I thought the husband and the kid and the house in the burbs would swallow the ghost of that other woman. But when you pop a balloon, you can still hear it cry.

“Where’s Zoe?” I ask, putting the cake down on the table.

“Outside,” my mom, Andrea, replies, as her lips turn downward. “Your friends are here.”

My mom and uncle Dennis have come into town for the celebration. They don’t like LA, though they both only live twenty miles south in the South Bay, blocks from each other in Redondo Beach.

“The streets are so narrow here,” Andrea often remarks after driving to our house, as though the city of LA doesn’t have enough cement.

My mother doesn’t approve of our friends either, most of whom are other recovered alcoholics who Theo and I met in AA, having gotten sober and grown up together, exchanging methamphetamines for Montessori and one-night stands for mid-century nightstands.

“Just so many tattoos,” she frequently remarks after meeting any of them, ranking tattoos just below bangs as one of the worst decisions a woman can make for her life.

I look over to where Theo opens the door to Peanut, the musician in question. I welcome her in but can tell Theo is frustrated.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“My parents.” He shakes his head. “They should be here by now.”

“Have you called them?” I ask, looking out the front door as though they might be pulling up.

“I tried the house phone but it’s not like they would have brought their cell.”

“Yeah, why would they do that?” I can’t help but scoff.

Theo’s parents are both immigrants from Greece. But whereas some people came to America and left their identities in the towns and villages from which they departed, Theo’s parents lugged theirs like heavy trunks onto the plane. I have the grace of distance from my ancestors’ shores, but Theo’s parents were far closer to the source of their twentieth-century pain, remembering grandparents who lived in caves, hiding from the Nazis, and a version of the 1970s that was steeped in poverty and desperation and not the idealized decade of Theo’s and my youth. And like many first-generation Americans, Theo carried portions of that load, both in the promise he once held for them and the disillusionment he felt compelled to repeat.

“They’ll be here,” I offer, trying to find the kindness that can be the formaldehyde to marriage.

Theo and I both knew what it was like to betray a dream. Theo was given a contract with the Dodgers when he was just seventeen years old. A high school dropout with a golden arm, everyone expected he would be the kind of name to go down in history, but what Theo’s managers and coaches and agents didn’t know was that Theo was also a drug addict.

By the time he was eighteen, the contract was gone, he was smoking meth on the streets, and unless you were a Dodgers buff, no one remembered the short-lived career of Golden Arm Karras.

Theo goes to close the door just as my friend Rose walks in. Rose with the pretty face and reckless curls, her style a marriage of Stevie Nicks and Morrissey, wearing long flowing skirts with punk patches on her jean jacket and the same dirty Docs she’s had since high school. I’ve known Rose since then, too, back when we were both outsiders, along with our friend Maggie. Three girls who couldn’t find a way to fit in. I was the ambitious one, Rose was the artist, and Maggie was the romantic. After dropping out of Julliard, Rose came back west even before I did, playing bass in a couple early aught indie bands at the kind of bars that served up PBR on draft by mustached men in deep V-neck shirts. By the time 2012 rolled around, Rose quit the stage and instead became a music booker for one of those same bars, the Mojave Saloon, a honky-tonk venue out in the desert.

I go to greet my friend, never knowing that her appearance will forever alter the course of this story. But maybe that’s just how life works. Maybe there are a million different choices a person can make every moment of every day, playing chess with God, moving the pawn, jumping the knight, hitting the timer in a game where, in the moment, the stakes never seem as high as they are.

“John Thomas will be playing at the Mojave next week,” Rose announces. “You guys should come out.”

John Thomas is a famous LA punk rocker from the eighties, who settled into a retro country vibe as he got older, blending his old persona with a Johnny Mathis suit. When I first got sober, I went to see him perform with Rose. It was the first time I realized I could listen to music without a drink in my hand, that going out at night didn’t require complete obliteration.

“When?” I ask as I put out the chips and guacamole for the party, pulling out the drinks as Theo unloads the ice into a bowl. How I wish our duties were always this equally split.

“Friday night,” Rose replies, stacking the cans of LaCroix as she jokes, “LaCroix darling.”

“The only drink that no one ever finishes,” I reply. We are opening the boxes of pizza as I realize, “Shit, my mom will still be here.”

“What do you mean?” Rose asks.

“We can go, without Zoe.”

“Are you sure?” Theo interjects.

“You can bring Zoe, if you want,” Rose offers.

“Really, you two? One night, John Thomas, the Mojave Saloon, do we really want to bring the baby? I mean, look, Theo, if you want to stay home with Andrea, by all means.”

We look over to where my mom is sweeping the floor in the middle of the party, determined that our house could be cleaner.

He shakes his head and smiles at Rose, “We’ll see you Friday night, I guess.”

In some ways, Theo is the more committed parent. Though I love Zoe with every proton and electron buzzing through my body, there is something in me that still aches for independence, for a dream I never realized. Theo’s dream is achieved: he has a family.

As though on cue, the door opens, and Theo’s brother enters the party, followed by his father George. When Theo and I first started dating, I became fast friends with his sibling, Peter, who then still identified as his sister. At the time, he was a butch lesbian who wore leather jackets and rode motorcycles. But by the time Zoe was born five years later, Peter had begun to transition, becoming the man he always knew himself to be. Though Theo and Peter’s mom in all her conservative Christianity didn’t know how to accept that her daughter was a lesbian, she knew Peter was a boy since the day she found out she was pregnant.

“Where’s Mom?” Theo asks, nearly barricading his brother and father in our foyer.

The same year they realized Theo had ADHD, Theo’s mom, Lydia, was diagnosed with bipolar 1. In the early eighties, less was known about the disorder than even now, leaving his small Greek family adrift in a sea of psychiatric hospitals and electrotherapy and calls to 911 that never seemed to solve the problem. But as Theo got older, it became harder for him to tweeze apart the disorder from the woman suffering from it, to understand why she just couldn’t show up.

“She wasn’t feeling well,” his father replies, pushing past as Zoe toddles up to him, beginning to realize that this party is indeed for her. As Zoe arches toward her grandpa, already so determined after a single year of life, we see the confidence that blooms when a child isn’t raised in trauma.

As the party moves into full swing, Theo and I watch from the corner of the room as our child, this incredible combination of DNA and the belief that this time we would do it better, stands in front of the musician I was determined to hire. Peanut is in the middle of singing “Itsy Bitsy Spider” in English, Spanish, and Hebrew. She has bright red lips and thick black bangs and a ukulele framed with just enough cleavage to make the dads pay attention.

Theo puts his arm around me, trying to connect. “It would be fun to see John Thomas.”

I want to give in, want to ignore that Theo has been fired again, and that I will now have to figure out the consequences. I feel trapped between the desire to have fun—to celebrate my daughter, to love my husband, to get away for one night to the desert—and the responsibilities of being an adult whose rent is due in a matter of weeks, and who needs to make her Honda payment by Friday.

“It would be more fun if you could just grow up,” I reply, unable to soften even in the soft moments.

“Jane, I’ll figure it out,” Theo promises, but it’s the same promise he’s been making since we met, and five years later, it still hasn’t happened.

My uncle Dennis walks over, and I can tell he sees the tension as he smiles and nods toward Zoe. “I can’t believe we’re doing this again.”

I laugh. “Dennis, I’m thirty-five years old. It’s about time someone around here finally reproduced.”

Dennis has been single for so long, people have stopped asking him why. My grandmother was a Hungarian immigrant, emigrating to Los Angeles in the hopes of becoming a star herself. Like Andrea, she believed beauty would solve everything. Maybe it was Dennis’s golden boy looks that had skewed life for him, imprisoning him in an all-American-ness that never allowed for the messier parts of life, like love or marriage or reproduction. Instead, he became a pilot for American Airlines, spending most of the year flying international routes, pretending he was living in a different era, when the job was still sexy. He would sometimes tell people that he would have married the right person, but that person never showed up. I now wonder whether Theo was the one who showed up or if maybe, there is a part of me that inherited my uncle’s inability to settle down.

Andrea walks over and whispers to me, “Are we ready for the cake?”

“I sure am,” I reply. We walk into the kitchen where Dennis is already pulling the dessert out of the box. Since Zoe is too young to choose her favorite cake, I bought mine, a strawberry cream confection from a small bakery in Chinatown. Dennis notices the Mandarin writing on the side and jabs, “What? Is American cake not great enough for you?”

We’ve managed to ignore the looming 2016 election until this point, and the disturbing fact that my charming, kind, and generous uncle has swiftly gone from being an economic conservative to someone who is now parroting the presidential candidate Donald Trump.

I turn, hoping Theo hasn’t heard him but it’s too late, “There’s not space for any of that here, Dennis.”

“Well, you’re really crazy if you think old man Bernie is going to win,” Dennis replies, as Andrea and I hurry to get the cake out, suddenly afraid of the political debate that sits on the edge of every conversation between my uncle and husband.

“I don’t care about that,” Theo continues. “You don’t mention that racist shit in our house, and certainly not at my daughter’s party.”

I know Dennis wants to reply, wants to say something about it being my house or Theo not paying for our life, but he also knows who he’s up against, and you don’t fuck with Theo Karras.

I smile, remembering that this is what drew me to Theo in the first place, his willingness to make people uncomfortable. He wasn’t afraid to stand up: to the police, to my uncle, to the managers at the Dodgers. And though he had paid the price for it in all kinds of ways, as had I, his intensity was what had made me fall in love with him in the first place. And like that, Theo shifts gears, wiping the now dried whipped cream off my shirt, “Yum.”

“Gross,” I say, even as I ruffle his hair, wishing I could hold on to this feeling.

He smiles. “Happy one year, Mama.”

And maybe this is what it means to be the marrying type, to not just accept that I have become a caregiver, but to celebrate it, to break out the cake and candles in its honor. I look over to where Zoe sits in front of Peanut, busy shaking the rice-filled eggs carried by all children’s musicians.

Shake, shake, shake. Zoe grins for her audience.

Shake, shake, shake. Theo takes a picture.

Shake, shake, shake. This is our life.






TWO

My boots hit the dirt in the dark, the bright desert sky stretching above our heads as Rose and I move across the sand, nimbly navigating the cacti caught in our shadows. We are running over to a nearby barn where the musicians hang out before the show, smoking and drinking whiskey, like it’s a different decade altogether.

Rose slows down, lighting a cigarette, stopping before we walk into the barn.

“So how are you guys?” she asks, referring to my marriage with the nonchalance of someone who doesn’t really believe in love. I want to take the cigarette from her hand and join her.

In many ways, Rose is not so different from Dennis. Though she never seemed to be disappointed by the choices in her life, I felt like something was missing in the space where we reach out to find one another.

“I don’t know if I can keep doing it,” I finally reply, catching a glimpse of myself in the barn’s window, always slightly surprised by the reflection—the safe blonde highlights, my hair hanging anonymously past my shoulders, the wild mane now trimmed into something far more manageable. Everything about me feels like a betrayal.

“He got fired again?” she asks.

“Yeah, did I tell you at the party?”

“No, he did. You know, Jane. We all have our shit. It doesn’t make Theo a bad guy.”

“But doesn’t it make him a bad husband?”

“Depends how you define husband.”

“I’m not sure I can let go of the standard definition,” I admit.

“But can you let go of him?” she asks.

The minute I met Theo, I was mesmerized. He walked up to me in an AA meeting, looking like a young Bob Dylan, Blood on the Tracks. As he approached, all I could think was, “Who is that?”

His strong shoulders and easy frame sloped even while he somehow bounced, as though he had never been quite tethered well enough to earth. By the time he shook my hand, I knew my life was about to change, and not just because I was sober. A few weeks later, when I needed help with the pilot light on my heater, Theo came over and never left. Within the space of a year, we moved in together and got married as I found a job working for a nonprofit and Theo tried to parlay the brief baseball career into helping other athletes get sober. In theory, it seemed to make sense, both of us getting a second chance, only the second chance couldn’t help but remind me of the first one, of the shot I didn’t make.

I look at Rose, this friend who adopted Theo as a brother, watching as we fell in love, got married, struggled to have a baby. And she also knew that despite Theo’s flaws, he was the antidote to my years of being with men who didn’t know how to love me.

“Jane,” she tries again. “I know you want more, but maybe that doesn’t have anything to do with Theo. Maybe that’s just about you.”

When I was growing up, Andrea would make me watch Robert Redford movies the way some parents make their kids practice the piano. I wasn’t sure if she wanted me to follow in the family footsteps of attempted stardom or if she just wanted me to fall in love with Robert Redford. We would watch The Way We Were and cry at the same scenes, aching with Streisand’s words as she pleads, “I want, I want, I want.”

I wanted and for a long time, I allowed the want to drive me, but then it seemed my wanting only caused hurt. That the wants were bigger than I was capable of achieving, they were bigger than the world would allow. And I decided instead that wanting was for other people. The train had passed me by, and I found myself standing alone on the platform, wondering where all the promise and passion had gone. But it wasn’t always that way.

In the late nineties, I left my strange little South Bay world for NYU. It was a boom-time economy and boom-time fun—no wars, no terrorist attacks, just a slew of young pop stars and platform shoes. It felt like the world was only going up from there, a sure and steady place, and I was determined to play a role in it. It’s no wonder the term irony became the calling card for my generation, trapped between the theory and practice of what was and what might have been.

It wasn’t like I was the head of my class, but I was a part of something, of a movement of bright and able college grads who believed we were going to change the world. I graduated right before 9/11, caught in the straddle of the old world and the new. The baby boomers held all the reins to power, but we were building a better bridle; it was called the internet, and we were going to harness it for good. I found myself producing one of the biggest news shows in the world. I traveled from Kansas to Kabul. I wasn’t going to be somebody—I was somebody. In just a few short years, I was already making the lists, thirty under thirty and all that jazz.

Yet here I am, ten years later, unmoored from those old dreams, working every day as a grant writer in foster care, sitting in an anonymous office at the children’s courthouse, hitting save, and driving home. The worst part is I come from a long line of people who failed to meet their potential. Dreams as big as grapefruit have died on the vines of my lineage. My father risked it all to make it and lost it all when he failed, and my mother gave up so long ago, I’m not even sure she put up a fight.

As we drove out that afternoon, bitter and quiet along the I-10, I felt like one of those celebrity couples who goes to Bermuda for a week to decide if they want to stay married.

“I don’t know,” I tell Rose, looking up at the night sky. “I’ve never been married before. I don’t know if I should leave or if this is just what it’s supposed to feel like.”

“You’ll know when you know, Janey,” Rose inhales her last drag, before dropping it on the ground and heading into the barn.

I linger for a moment and look out at the mountains. I sometimes wonder what Theo and I would have been like in an alternate dimension. Who would we be if we didn’t have to worry about the money and jobs and Theo’s ADHD and the frustrating disappointments that seemed to leaden our love? Who would we be in a space where all the hard facts of life didn’t wrench themselves between that first night and the one we are in right now? Who would we be if it was all just easier?

Because ever since Zoe was born, Theo and I have become once-extraordinary people now living ordinary lives, blending in with the other hip playground parents with their CRVs and Subarus, vinyl collections, and “meaningful” tattoos. But maybe that’s just part of getting older—you give up on the Peabody speech, the broadcasting career, the World Series, and you settle for lesser awards, for being unique among your peers, but not among the world.



Over here,” Theo calls to me as I search for him in the slowly gathering audience. He’s close to the front of the stage. Theo knows I hate being in front, trapped between obnoxious guys pushing the crowd forward and girls with sweaty makeup screaming the wrong lyrics, but that doesn’t stop him because he loves it. I immediately get annoyed. And this is the awkward dance of marriage, moving from tenderness to rage in the space of minutes.

“Where were you?” he asks. The first band is busy breaking down their set before John Thomas arrives.

“We went to meet John,” I reply, trying to reclaim the hope that bloomed inside me only moments before. “He was really nice. Rose said you’ll definitely meet him after.”

“Oh, no worries,” Theo leans in to kiss my cheek. “I’m glad you got some alone time with Rose. Where is she?”

“She’s over at the office, dealing with management and some paperwork.”

Theo turns back to the stage, waiting for John to walk out.

“Theo,” I say, unsure of how to reply:

“I love you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I don’t know if I can do this anymore.”

But he doesn’t let me finish. Pulling me in, he whispers, “I’m glad Zoe’s not here.”

I laugh and pull away, checking my phone to see if my mother has responded to my text asking whether Zoe has gone to bed. She writes that the baby is fast asleep.

I look at the time. I will remember it later: 9:42 p.m. The odd collection of numbers and letters that are meaningless on their own, but married together in the right way, become history.

“Yeah, we wouldn’t be here if she was,” I reply, letting go of the more important thing I want to say. “There is no way we would have been able to keep her up for this.”

“No way,” Theo repeats. With no great fanfare, John Thomas’s band takes the stage, everyone setting up their instruments like dental technicians, efficient and friendly.

Years ago, right after we got married, Theo and I visited the Mojave to see another friend of Rose’s perform, the folk singer Victoria Williams.

When I was in sixth grade, my father died. The year after, Victoria Williams was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. To help pay for her medical bills, musicians came together to do a benefit album covering some of her greatest songs—including Pearl Jam, who sang Victoria’s “Crazy Mary.” I was obsessed with the song. It was part of the mix tape of my adolescence, when I would walk around Redondo smoking cigarettes and listening to music that I believed no one else could possibly understand. Of course, I hadn’t met Rose yet.

When we came out to hear Victoria play, Theo and I drove around the desert all afternoon before the show, listening to Victoria’s version of “Crazy Mary” as I sang along. Most friends would turn up the radio whenever I sang, but not Theo. He liked to hear me howl.

I looked out the window at the desert that day and shared with Theo, “It’s like, all those plans you have when you’re a kid finally came true. I moved to the big city. I went to cool places. I married you.”

“It’s been a good life,” he replied.

“It ain’t over yet, Theo.” I rolled down the window, letting in the hot desert air. “It ain’t over yet.”



The music starts and Theo takes my hand, giving me space to dance. Because for every piece of me he appears to forget, he still knows the parts that really matter. John Thomas’s grizzled voice fills the Mojave Saloon, and suddenly I don’t want to leave. I want to stand there and dance and hold my husband’s hand forever.

Theo moves up to take photos as I close my eyes, and let the music take over, reaching past the lack of sleep and the undistinguished life, lighting me on fire, and reminding me of everything I thought we would be, back when I loved my husband in ways I believed would last. I can feel Theo approach and I open my eyes to see him smiling at me. Some of the girls in the crowd glance in his direction, his slugger’s shoulders still such a draw for the female gaze.

And I want to sing, “Naw, naw, ladies, that shit is mine, I just wish I wanted it all the time.”

Theo puts his hand to my cheek, and I see the look in his eyes, the one that usually makes me shy away. Instead, I begin to return the smile.

I don’t hear anything. Don’t see the man enter the bar behind the stage. No one screams or says “Run!” or “Hide!” or “Fight!” All I see is Theo’s smile freeze, the look of joy in his eyes twisting into shock before the weight of his body pours down on me.

There are some things that we can never truly imagine as they are. Moments that no matter what you think you might do when they happen, you will come unprepared for reality.

Caught between the overwhelming sound of a gun, I lay there under Theo. I feel like I’m in a tunnel, dark and miserable, and I just want the pops to stop so I can hear his breath.

I look at the tin roof above me. I feel something warm on my face, but I can’t tell what it is; I wonder if I’m bleeding. I know that there is no safer space for me right now than under my husband. I know that if I try to get up, I will become a moving target. Theo feels like he is moving on top of me, but he isn’t saying anything. All I hear is my own breath, heavy and terrified, deafened by the ringing in my ears. Maybe that’s why no one is screaming. Maybe that’s why it’s so quiet. There are thoughts. I think of running. I think about how I can’t move. I think about Zoe. I think how utterly pointless and priceless this whole business of living is as I feel the bullets hit Theo’s body.

Someone screams but it’s cut short. Another round of shots goes off. I hear glass breaking and then a bigger blast, loud and definitive.

Finally, someone begins to yell, “He’s dead. He’s dead. He’s dead!”

It goes quiet again. Like everyone just wants to go to sleep and pretend nothing has happened. It’s like a lump in the breast or a car swerving into the wrong lane, sentencing us to a fate we didn’t choose. I lay there in the silence, my eyes half-open, waiting for Theo’s breath to return, to feel his chest expand with life. But I know my prayer is hollow, a perjury of hope, even as I make it.

Sirens whirl in the distance.

Theo’s body gets heavier, but I don’t want to leave. I want to feel his skin. I want to smell his warm and cedar scent. I want to lie there and never let go.

I hear someone near me whisper, “Is that it?”

I wonder the same thing. Is that it? We wait for what feels like a lifetime to meet the person who completes us—we have their child, we create a family. We build tree houses of our dreams, inching up the ladder while holding on to their perilous frame, knowing that each rung is made of equal parts magic and excrement. And then without warning or warm-up, the whole fucking mess falls apart.

Outside, the sirens blare, as people begin to stand. Wood scrapes the ground and moans rise through the air.

People begin to call out, “I’ve got someone over here!”

I slowly move my hand up to Theo’s face. I reach to hold the back of his head, but there is nothing there. It’s just wet and soft and I want to take my hand away, yet I also want to touch his hair, remember the shape of his head. I feel something hard in my hand and I pull back. It feels like a small rock in my palm, like a pebble Zoe might find on our walks. I tighten my hand around it, knowing without even seeing it that the pebble is a piece of skull. I can feel my nervous system as if it’s in real time—ventral vagus, amygdala, cortisone. My bladder releases and my chest heaves.

And then I hear them; the police and medics have arrived.

I know they’re coming for us. I know they’ll take him from me. I know he’ll just become “someone.” When he was never just someone. He is Theo Karras.

I can see someone standing above us, looking down at my husband and the blood-stained woman beneath him. I know what they’re about to do, but I stop them.

“We’re fine,” I say. “We’re fine.”

The man says something into his radio, even as I continue to repeat the words. He bends down to me, his face close to mine, practically whispering in my ear, “Ma’am. My name is Ben. I am an EMT. We’re going to need to lift this man off you to make sure you’re okay. Can we do that please?”

I feel like Zoe when she grabs at my legs in the morning as I leave for work. I circle my arms around Theo’s back. I try to make my voice strong, like I wish I had so many times before when I was too afraid to ask for what was mine.

“My husband and I are fine.”

I hear the EMT stand up and murmur something to someone else.

He comes back over, leaning in again, “Ma’am. I am very, very sorry. But we are going to remove your husband so we can check you. We need to check you now.”

I know I scream because I can hear it. I hold on to the pebble in my hand, even as I feel it dig into my skin. I can’t stop screaming. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to stop.

I feel everything I ever wanted to feel toward Theo. I want to say I love you and I’m sorry and I can’t do this. I don’t know how to do any of this. I want to scream until there is no voice left. I stare at Ben who is kneeling in front of me, checking me for injuries and taking my pulse. He puts a silver blanket around my shoulders and explains that I am to be taken somewhere for further evaluation. I think he says evaluation, but I can’t hear him above the screaming. And I wonder why he can’t hear me. My mouth is open, but nothing is coming out. He puts his arms under my shoulders and lifts me to my feet.

I look around and there are other people, too. I see a man in a wheelchair and a woman yelling someone’s name. I see a couple cowered in the corner, there is a medic tending to the man as his wife pleads with him. I cannot hear her, but I can see her lips, “Stay with us.”

I turn back to Theo. He is still on his stomach. I can’t see his face. I have to see him. I rush to his body, using everything in me to turn him over, and there he is. Theo has blood on his face but he’s still there. The jaw, the brow, the lips that I kept forgetting to kiss. I press mine to his. I hear someone behind me say, “Wait.”

I lay my head on his chest, hoping his breath might still return, confused by how quickly we can be extinguished.

I always thought if there were a shooting, Theo would save us. He would be the guy to wrestle the gun out of the shooter’s hand. A hero searching for a crisis.

I can hear the EMT step closer to me.

“Jane?” he says, though I don’t know how he knows my name. Did I say my name? “We need to get you out of here.”

Ben lifts me back up; another medic begins to cover Theo with a sheet. I know he will never look the same again. The next time I see him, he will be a corpse. But in that last fleeting moment, he is my husband.






THREE

Ma’am, I’m sorry, but your name?” The police officer sits in front of me, but I can barely hear her, like the words are being called out over a canyon, faintly audible from across the divide. I’m on the edge of a medical chaise, the silver blanket has fallen to the floor. The pebble I have been holding in my hand has dug itself into my skin like a splinter that won’t budge.

“Ma’am?” the police officer leans forward, her words finally becoming distinct. “A counselor will be here to talk to you in a bit, okay? I just need your name.”

“Jane,” I finally sputter, though the word feels strange. My face burns for a second as if I’m lying but then my name comes into focus, “Jane Ambrose.”

I never took Theo’s last name of Karras. It wasn’t that I didn’t like it, but Ambrose had been my name for so long, I felt weird abandoning it. Theo didn’t mind. We were both the last of our lines, holding on to our surnames like sinking rafters in a sea of ancestry. Theo’s uncles all had girls. Theo’s father, at least, had him.

“If we have two boys,” Theo once told me. “One of them will be Karras, and the other will be Ambrose. That way both names will live on.”

Instead, we had Zoe. Our dear, sweet Zoe, whose face now haunts me, with her full lips and perfect nose, her dark blonde curls and pink cheeks that crinkle with laughter and shrill with tears. It’s almost as though she was there with us, as though she, too, is lost. I finally look around, past the woman who is telling me her name (I think it’s Patty), as though this is a normal exchange. The room is a cold off-white, like no one really cared what color to paint it. And then in an attempt to make it look like someone gave a shit, they threw a painting on the wall, a desert landscape. I finally notice the stack of bloodied paper towels on the counter and close my eyes. This is what they don’t tell you about trauma; it’s embarrassing. I don’t know what to say, trapped by the thoughts in my head. The bargain already beginning: Please God, I take it all back. Make time reverse, perform a magic trick and bring him back.

“Ma’am?” Patty asks again, but I’ve returned to the painting, staring at the bright yellow sun depicted at its center, exploding across the canvas. I don’t even look up when Patty leaves the room.

Instead, I lean back and listen to the officer’s voice outside the door, picking up bits and pieces, muffled by what I am beginning to realize is a slight deafness in my ears, as though I have been to a loud concert, only one that barely began.

“Husband.”

“Alone.”

“No ID.”

I try to remember how I got here, and it’s not an existential concern. I really don’t remember how I got to this clinic. Was it in an ambulance? I rub the bone in my palm with my finger as I stand up, wanting to feel my legs beneath me. Wanting to know that I’m still here. I feel like I got drunk and blacked out. I wasn’t really a drunk who did that, but I found the process mesmerizing. One minute you’re there, and then, poof, you’re gone.

People really don’t honor the vanishing act enough.

I touch my head, and my hair is hard. So is my face, which feels sticky and burnt. I can hear Patty walking toward the door, and I sit back down, like I’ve been doing something wrong, stealing a prescription pad or maybe too many tongue depressors. Patty walks in, and I know she knows. I want to tell her it’s okay, but all I can say is the one word that still has meaning and shape.

“Zoe,” I announce. “My daughter. She’s at home in LA.”

“Okay,” Patty’s face lights up. She pulls out her notepad again, like she just scooped me. “Where is she? Who is she with?”

“She’s with my mother. I can call her. I need to…”

But I can’t continue. I can’t say the horrible truth just yet.

The announcement of my daughter sends Patty right back out of the room. I am pretty sure she’s never done this before, sort of like a bomb raid drill you might have prepared for in the eighties, crouching under your desk and giggling at the boy across the way.

Fuck. It all used to be so simple, and now Patty is gone and I don’t know what else to do. I feel kind of angry but not my usual anger. It feels hard and lumpy, and I just want it all to go away. I don’t even notice that Patty has returned, but she is looking at me, waiting for me to answer another question I haven’t heard. It’s a shitty situation for us both.

“There’s a therapist coming,” she explains. “We’re a little short staffed.”

She frowns like this is her fault.

“It’s okay,” I reply.

But then Patty looks up, trying to make it right. “But I’m going to get you that phone call, okay? I have two little girls…”

I nod, happy for the information. I have children, too is the secret handshake between half the world. I don’t know anything else about you or your life or why you’re covered in blood sitting in a medical clinic with no meaning, but I know what it’s like to love a child.

“I’m not sure you can make a phone call just yet,” Patty warns. “I don’t know how they’re doing this, so I’m going to go back out and check, okay?”

“Okay,” I reply, shocked by the quietness of my voice. She walks out the door, and I lay my head down on the chaise and fall asleep.



Out of all the memories over all the years, I’m not sure there is a more perfect day than the first time Theo took me to Topanga Beach, the spot he had been surfing since he was a kid growing up in LA. We had just started dating and so I pulled out my phone to take pictures, still attracted to the life of a surfer’s wife.

I stood up and walked into the shallow part of the ocean to watch him do the one thing he loved most, Theo’s self-defining act. The water picked up speed as the swell moved toward him, chasing him down as he maneuvered the board onto its crest. Negotiating with gravity and the velocity below, he got up into a low lunge and found his balance on the break. His board slid down the line, cutting against the wave. And then Theo stood up, confident in his ability to walk on water, to dance upon the sea.

Later, as we were sitting on the beach, I asked him if the surf was good.

“Yeah. There’s not a lot of swell but it doesn’t matter. Just getting to be here is important. You can feel the waves even if they’re not breaking right now.”

“You can feel them?”

“Yeah, it’s like you can feel a force within the ocean. Even if the water is perfectly still, you know it can kick your ass.”

“I guess I never realized how much surfing is really about holding your own against the tide,” I told him, watching the glassy waves break against the shore. “It’s not about going with the flow; it’s about resisting it.”

“Sometimes.” Theo put his warm, tan arm around me, and I wished we could stay like that forever. He kissed me on the neck and took the camera from me and began to look through the photos as the sun set in the California sky.

“But other times, it’s too strong to resist. Once you make the commitment, you’re locked in. You either dance with the water…” He cocked an eyebrow at me and smiled. “Or you die.”



Jane.” I can feel a hand on my shoulder.

I don’t open my eyes. I know it’s the first time I will wake up to this truth.

And I don’t want these first times. This grief feels familiar and yet so distant, the moment that the world comes crashing down, but you don’t hear the crack before the fall. Because I don’t know if I know how to do this without Theo. He would know how to guide us, demanding to call home, asking that we get a trauma therapist in here right now, yelling in the hallway, never knowing the difference between advocacy and agitation. Instead, I apologize to Patty, “I’m sorry. I fell asleep.”

“Of course, honey.” She keeps her hand on my shoulder. “I’m here to take you to a phone where you can call your mama.”

“Okay.” I sit up, but I don’t want to move. I just want to stay here, in this alternate universe, because once I step outside that door, there is no going back. I am already tempted by the storybook version of our lives, the one with the happy home and the kid and the dog, the life you think you’re supposed to build, the picture you believe you’re supposed to take.

We walk down the hallway of the urgent care, passing rooms with other people, bloodied but otherwise intact. Patty brings me to the front desk, “Wait here, honey. Another officer will help you.”

She starts to walk away, and then turns around, “I’m really sorry, Jane.”

I smile, which feels like a weird contortion on my face. “It’s not your fault.”

In fact, I’m not even sure whose fault it is. Maybe it’s mine. Maybe it was always mine. And then I see her.

A woman stands there in the mirror. She is wearing overalls, smeared with clotty streaks of brown, her hair matted with blood and sweat. She is me and yet, I immediately want to go back to the woman I was, just hours before, standing in front of the bathroom mirror at the Mojave Saloon. When I was in my twenties and insecure about everything, Rose told me, “Don’t worry, because one day, none of this will matter. Once we reach a certain age, we won’t care what we look like anymore. We’ll know how beautiful we are.”

I applied a swipe of coral lipstick in the honky-tonk restroom and looked at myself, knowing Rose was right. But also, that I cheated a bit. Theo’s love was the foundation of that confidence. He believed in me, and because of that, I believed in me, too. I thought to myself, I’ll tell him that.

But then I walked out onto the dance floor and here we are.

I don’t want to replace that moment with this one. I want to hold on to that image of me in the mirror, on the way to greet my husband, made right by his love.

I hear a commotion behind me as another woman runs out of one of the rooms.

“Nooooo!” she screams, and I turn. She is Latina and looks younger than me, but I can tell she is tired, too, even before this moment, as I watch her break down across the room from me. “Call the hospital. He’s there. He wasn’t at the restaurant. I looked. I looked.”

“Ma’am,” a large police offer tries to calm her. “They found your husband, the manager ID’d him. Alfonso Ramirez. That is your husband?”

“No, no,” her voice cracks. She sobs and I don’t even know what reality I am in. It’s like I am watching a movie about our lives, and then I remember the woman, searching the bar after the shooting, calling someone’s name.

A nurse comes out and collects the woman as her cries echo down the hall, repeating the same thing over and over, “My husband.”

My husband. The police officer now lumbers over to me. He has close-cropped hair, and his eyes are bloodshot. I can tell he’s been crying. I haven’t cried yet, and it registers like a failure to breathe. I thought it was an autonomic response, but maybe it’s more manufactured than we think. I can hear every scuffle along the floor. I can feel every molecule in the air, detecting barely imperceptible sound and movement. But I feel nothing. What the fuck is wrong with me?

“Ma’am, you need to call your mother?” the officer asks.

I’m pretty sure I nod.

The officer gestures toward the phone, but I can only stare at it. And then the man softens, as though he has been through this before, quietly offering, “Take your time.”

A clock ticks somewhere in the room and I can hear the officer breathing. I reach forward and pick up the receiver. Suddenly, I remember my cell phone. It had been in my purse, which I lost as soon as Theo and I hit the ground. I don’t care about the phone except for what it contains: texts, pictures, memories. I wonder whether I used iCloud right. Despite all the adrenaline, my fingers move deliberately around the keypad of the phone, dialing the ten digits to my mother’s cell phone with dread. The phone rings only twice before Andrea answers, her voice heavy with concern at the call’s late hour.

“Mom,” I try to steady myself, keeping my voice tight as I grip the reception desk.

“Jane, what’s going on? Is everything okay?”

“There’s been a shooting…”

“What? What shooting? Janey? Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I hesitate, trying to choose precise words. “I’m not injured.”

I can hear the relief on the other end of the line, “Oh my God. Honey, thank God.”

There is a moment of silence, that silence.

“But Theo…” The officer looks away. I know that I can let go right here, go deep under the water, and let it all out, tumble against the reef and rocks of this unimaginable grief. I remember Theo that day in Topanga, standing on the edge of his board, the sun glinting at his back. I close my eyes, and instead decide to stay above, surfing across the glassy wave of loss.



When I call my mom from the urgent care, I tell her just to send Theo’s brother, Peter, but she’s adamant, “You’re my baby, too, Jane.”

And for the first time in years, I believe her.

As I wait in the urgent care for Andrea and Peter, I look down at the palm of my hand, which is encrusted in blood, that small piece of bone embedded in my skin. I don’t know why I do it, maybe because the minutes are moving by slowly, maybe I just want to go home. Maybe because I can tell that the night is changing into day and I can’t imagine ever having to see the sun again, so instead, I stare into the palm of my hand, and pick out the hard sliver of Theo’s skull.

I move it between my fingers like a diamond, examining it in the light, knowing that this is all we are. Just vulnerable pieces of tissue and bone and spleens and hearts and the idea that we’re so much more than the basic mechanics of human anatomy.

The last few hours have been filled with professionals—doctors and detectives, therapists, and Patty—all trying to gently squeeze the details out of me. Finally, there’s a knock at the door, “Jane?”

Patty pops her head in. “Your mom is here.”

She leads me out to the waiting room; the first thing I see in my mother’s eyes is fear.

“Janey.” My mom runs to me, then hesitates. I know she doesn’t want to get blood on her, but how can she not? Tragedy is forcing us all into roles we don’t want to play.

She grabs me in an awkward hug, but then again, my mother’s hugs have always been awkward. She is thin and flimsy, made up of sinewy muscle and blonde highlights, smelling like new car leather and Chanel perfume. Her hair is pulled back into a bun. Her tan skin is now taut around her face, making her look even younger than she usually does.

There is no greater conflict of interest than the relationship between a single mother and her only child. And for Andrea, I was the last shot she had—investing in me like an IPO, intent on living off the dividends. And there was a time when I led her to believe that her hard work paid off. I got the scholarship to NYU, I landed the big job, and then I turned twenty-six and let it all go.

Andrea pulls back, looking down to see if she has been stained by the blood. Lucky for her, it’s dry. Patty tries again, “Jane, we have clothes you can change into. I would really recommend getting more… fresh before your drive home.”

My mom nods excitedly, as though a change of clothes will fix everything, “Yes, honey. Let’s get you out of those—”
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