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Gail didn’t usually drink, but she stood on the patio and took a long sip from her third glass of pinot. It was disappearing quickly, evaporating, maybe. The first-birthday parties always cut especially deep, and this one proved no exception. There was a jump house, of course, and a section of the backyard had been fenced off for a petting zoo. Relatives had flown in from both coasts. A creepy clown was tying balloon animals that all looked like crickets. The birthday boy wouldn’t stop crying, so he was sent upstairs with an aunt for a nap. But first-birthday parties were for the parents, not the babies, and certainly not for infertile women in their early thirties.

Gail searched in vain for someone she knew. A few faces seemed vaguely familiar from her husband’s holiday party, but sorting the relatives from Jon’s coworkers proved difficult. She spotted Jon standing by the jump house, the tallest in a cluster of men whose scruffy jeans and T-shirts marked them as programmers. Jon swiped his dark, shaggy bangs out of his eyes and laughed. They were probably talking sports or music or databases. Gail envied him—men floated upon the surface of their conversations, while women always insisted on diving so deep.

Days like today made Gail’s lungs hurt. She had just fled the kitchen, where she was helping the baby’s grandmother slice vegetables and heat up the chicken nuggets for dinner. The kitchen usually proved a safe haven at first-birthday parties—mindless tasks, no children. But the grandmother knew about Gail and Jon’s situation and was asking all the wrong questions. How long will it take? Is there a lot of paperwork? International or domestic? How much does it cost? Have you heard anything lately? How can you stand the waiting? Stories always followed the questions—stories about adoptions that fell apart at the last minute and women who got pregnant soon after they adopted—because they finally relaxed and stopped trying so hard. Gail answered the questions vaguely, with the fewest words that politeness allowed, and then she set down her knife and walked out, before the stories came, and before she gave in to the urge to tell Grandma about the girl in Morris.

Now Jon spotted Gail and waved her over, but she just smiled, waved, and looked away. She couldn’t go back to the kitchen, but she also couldn’t summon the energy to fabricate an opinion about the Blackhawks defense or the best Modest Mouse album. The wine made everything slant a bit, and the yard swarmed with children she didn’t want to look at, darting around adults she didn’t know. She could go help with the three-legged race, but it seemed well staffed with mothers. Heidi and Colin were already surrounded by strangers. She could go to the bathroom again, but she’d already been twice in the last hour. She’d probably be discovered if she hid in the car.

Finally, Gail stepped off the porch and drifted toward the petting zoo. She leaned against the fence erected around the animals and tried to focus on the rabbits and goats and chickens. She tried to ignore the children chasing them, and she mostly succeeded. She tried not to think about the book that went out to that nameless, faceless pregnant girl in Morris, and she failed miserably. Paige from the agency had told Gail nothing about the girl but her hometown. She never shared more than that, and she always reminded Gail to manage her expectations. That girl would be sorting through a stack of books, and there was no way to guess how she would decide.

Getting your hopes up in the early stages too often leads to disappointment, Paige always said.

The first three times the book went out, Gail had mostly managed to heed Paige’s advice, but those first three times had been easier. The answer had come quickly, a quiet no from Paige, in two days, in four, in three. This time, though, after a week passed without a word, Gail had begun to imagine that girl in Morris thumbing through their book. Gail tried to guess what she saw in the carefully curated pictures, what conclusions she would draw from the painstakingly crafted sentences. She knew that she should think about something else. She shouldn’t get her hopes up. And she should have told Jon about sending the book to Morris.

A little girl wedged in the corner of the petting zoo caught Gail’s attention. She wore a frilly dress and couldn’t have been more than three, maybe four years old—about the same age as Gail’s child would have been if her first pregnancy stuck. The girl sat in the grass and held a chick in her lap. When it tried to escape, she scooped it back up. When it pecked her, she giggled. The chick settled into the folds of the girl’s dress, and she bent over it, her hair draped down the sides of her face, murmuring to her little friend.

As Gail watched, she considered the minimum required stay at a first-birthday party. There should be a formula, a spreadsheet. She could imagine the inputs: The number of your friends in attendance; the length, in years, of your relationship with the parents; the number of your own children writhing in the jump house. If you brought no children, the number of times you miscarried would serve as a key variable. The time elapsed, in months, since your last miscarriage might complete the algorithm. You could display the output in minutes or seconds.

“I hate these things.”

Gail turned to find Jon next to her, his brown, almost black eyes scanning the yard. His hair was tousled—he usually didn’t touch a comb on weekends. He stood a foot taller than her, lanky in a manner that didn’t appeal to many other women, but all his parts fit together in a way that had always seemed just right to Gail.

“Why can’t they just invite their family and call it a day?”

“They’re testing our fealty,” Gail said. “Heidi’s mom is probably tracking attendance.”

“Seems like we should be able to buy our way out of this. A more expensive present? Maybe some savings bonds?”

“That’s not how these things work. Tribute must be delivered in person.”

“How are you doing?” Jon asked.

Gail leaned into the fence again and studied the girl. She’d have three children, two walking by now, if she had never miscarried. She indulged this math too often, and the equations never balanced.

“I’m OK,” she said. The wine helped. That book in Morris helped. The little girl with the chick helped. Gail watched as a man wearing leather loafers, a deep tan, and expensive-looking sunglasses walked up to the fence behind the little girl.

“Time to go, Taylor,” he said.

The girl looked up from the chick, stricken. “No, Daddy. Not yet.”

Jon took another swig of beer and leaned his elbows against the fence, his back to the zoo. “Where were you? Earlier.”

“In the kitchen. Slicing celery and getting grilled by Heidi’s mom.”

Jon raised his eyebrows. “About?”

He knew the answer to that, of course. “Heidi must have told her.”

“Shit. I’m sorry.” Jon’s forehead wrinkled as he glared across the yard at Heidi. “She’s got loose lips for somebody in HR.”

Taylor’s dad checked his enormous watch. “We have to be at your brother’s soccer game in twenty minutes.”

Taylor looked back down at her lap. “But I got a friend.”

“C’mon,” Taylor’s dad said impatiently. “Let’s go.”

“Let’s go,” Jon said.

Gail glanced at her watch. “We’d miss the chicken nuggets and coleslaw.”

Taylor looked up at her dad. Her lower lip quivered, and her face began to collapse. When the tantrum began, the other children and the animals scattered. The chick in Taylor’s lap stayed put only because she folded the hem of her dress over it, trapping it. Heads throughout the yard swiveled toward the commotion. After everyone confirmed that their own progeny wasn’t screaming, their eyes lingered, to see what would happen next. Jon glanced at Taylor only once, and then turned back to the yard.

“Let’s get Indian takeout,” Jon said. “Trade this mess for a date.”

“Did you talk to Heidi and Colin?” Gail asked.

“I did. I even took a picture with Evan.”

“Really? You held him?”

Jon drank again from his beer, shook his head. “I’ve got a cold.”

“C’mon, Taylor,” her dad said sternly. He looked around the yard, becoming fully aware of his audience. “It’s time.”

Tears streamed down Taylor’s face, and she hyperventilated between wails. Gail could see the chick wriggle beneath the dress. Taylor’s hands pressed the fabric tightly around it. She finally recovered long enough to shout, “I don’t want to leave him, Daddy! Don’t make me leave him!”

“You’re right,” Gail said. “Indian sounds good.”

Jon drained the last of his beer. “I’m gonna take a leak, and then we’ll make like Houdini.”

Jon headed toward the house, and Gail turned her full attention to the standoff between Taylor and her dad. She couldn’t help but root for Taylor. Her dad seemed like an asshole, the brother would probably survive if they arrived a few minutes late for his game, and Taylor’s need to hold her little friend seemed so visceral. Taylor’s dad leaned closer.

“Please, Taylor,” he said more quietly.

Taylor began to settle a bit. Her lips trembled, but her voice was clear when she stated her terms. “I want to keep him, Daddy.”

“You can’t keep him,” her dad said. “You know that.”

“I’m gonna keep him,” she said. She stated it as fact and looked up to gauge his reaction.

“I said no!” her dad hissed.

Something hardened in Taylor’s eyes, and Gail’s allegiance drifted toward the chick. Taylor leaned back and let loose a truly catastrophic scream. Her dad’s eyes darted again, landing, finally, on the petting zoo lady who guarded the gate on a camp chair. Taylor’s dad walked quickly to the woman, and his daughter tracked him, even as she screamed. He bent down and whispered something. The woman shook her head emphatically. He said something else, more urgently this time. The woman ignored him. He looked at his daughter, then tugged a money clip from his pocket. He peeled off a small stack of twenties. The woman glanced at the cash and then shrugged. She took the money, wadded it up, and crammed it into the pocket of her jeans.

Taylor’s dad circled the fence, bent to his daughter, and whispered fiercely in her ear. She stopped crying immediately. She smiled. She got up, still holding the chick bunched in the fabric of her dress, and walked triumphantly to the petting zoo’s entrance. Gail moved even before she decided to.

“You can’t do that,” Gail said to the man.

He picked up his daughter and squinted at Gail. His lip curled slightly. “I just did.”

Gail tried to summon the words that might win the chick’s freedom, even as she tried to figure out why it mattered so much. “It’s not right,” was all she could manage.

Taylor looked down at the wriggling lump in the fabric of her dress, and then up at Gail, her eyes, too, now drawn to slits. Her father drew a breath and leaned forward as if about to shout. Instead, he just shook his head, turned, and marched out the side gate, avoiding eye contact with everyone.



Gail leaned her head against the passenger window on the drive home. The wine left her with a dry mouth and a headache gathering at her temples. The smell of curry leaked from the bag of food at her feet. She wondered where Taylor’s family would keep the chick. She imagined a tub in the guest bathroom, covered in shit, the chick’s chirps growing weaker by the day. What would they feed it? How long would it last? Would Taylor tire of it before it died?

Jon was quiet as he drove, and for this Gail was grateful. For all the boneheaded things Jon sometimes said, he knew when to keep quiet and let her work through things. And, of course, he knew how parties like that could send Gail sideways for a few days. He had offered to go alone, and she probably should have let him.

After a while, though, the silence began to grate on her. It seemed to accuse her, to indict her for what she had failed to say. She should have told Jon about the book right when Paige sent it out. She definitely should have told him about it after the first week drifted past. But the fact was, after they sent each of the other three books, she had regretted telling him. Every time, he’d gone quiet. He avoided looking at her, his eyes darting like a cornered raccoon while they awaited the verdict. This time, as each day slid by without a call, it became harder to tell him, even as Gail knew that it became more important. Maybe all those questions from Heidi’s mom made her want to tell him now. Maybe it was all those kids running around the backyard screaming and laughing that allowed her to accept that something good might happen this time. Probably it was the pinot.

“Paige sent out a book,” Gail said quietly.

“Oh,” Jon said.

The word came out hollow, as if he’d gotten the wind knocked out of him. Gail stole a glance at him. He stared hard at the road, as if he were driving through rain. Her skull ached. She shouldn’t have had that third glass. She should have kept her mouth shut.

“To who?” he finally asked.

“Some girl in Morris. That’s all I know.”

“Where’s Morris?”

“About an hour west. Small town off Eighty.”

Jon chewed his upper lip. He fell back into silence, his eyes darting to the rearview mirror, to the side mirror, to anywhere but Gail. Finally, as they turned onto their street, he spoke again. “When did it go out?”

Gail tried to think of vague words to drape over the truth. Jon pulled the car into the driveway and shifted into park.

“Tomorrow will be two weeks.”

At that Jon grew still, and they both stared at the garage door. Even Jon knew that two weeks was a long time. Gail tried to imagine what he was thinking, but he was so hard to read when he got like that. Gail had no doubt about how she was feeling, though. She had tried to fight it. She tried to distract herself with work, and she’d made lists of all the ways that things could go wrong, but as day five crept into day six, the hope became insidious, hard to suppress, and it wormed its way deep into her bones, like cancer.



Gail settled into bed, turned on the lamp, and opened her notebook. The sound of Jon’s guitar leaked through the door from his office across the hall. She started by drawing a line through Tell Jon about the book. The little jolt—like an espresso or a sneeze—that she always felt when crossing an item off her list, was muted by guilt.

She made a note to pick up the dry cleaning. She flipped to her grocery list and added arugula and celery and avocados. She crossed out chicken breasts and added pork tenderloin. She made a list of the restaurants and butcher shops that she’d call the next day when she got to work. She turned to the last page, where she kept the list of baby names, because she liked to look at them. Because she couldn’t not do it.

Gail was grateful for the music that seeped from Jon’s office. He hadn’t said a word after they came in from the car. They’d sat at opposite ends of the too-long kitchen table eating cold tandoori chicken. That book, the fact that she hadn’t told him about it, sat at the table between them, spoiling their date. At least his guitar spoke.

Gail didn’t recognize the melody. He might have made it up himself. She still loved to hear him play. The night they first met, at a mutual friend’s party, after everyone was drunk, someone thrust a guitar into his hands. She hadn’t really paid much attention to that tall, skinny guy with his bangs over his eyes. But once he started playing that Elvis Costello song she loved, she couldn’t pull her gaze from his long, graceful fingers as they danced up and down the guitar’s neck. When the song finally ended, she looked up at his face and found him staring at her. As he played that night, he shifted deftly from one song to the next and then back again, crafting a new song that was all his own. His ability to play by ear and to improvise thrilled her in a way that she could never find words to describe.

On their first date, they snuck into the Arctic Monkeys concert at the Metro, through a door that Jon’s bartender friend had propped open. They danced in the first row of the pit, and Gail had felt a rush of something that frightened her. On their second date, when Jon bought standing-room-only tickets to the Cubs playoff game and then talked his way down to a pair of seats that remained inexplicably empty near the Braves’ dugout, she began to feel a bit less frightened, but the rush remained. When he snatched a foul ball from the scrum in the aisle and then gave it to the kid with the glove in front of them, she began to see that he lived his life entirely by ear—he improvised everything in a way that she never could—and she began to love him, too.

Jon switched to the banjo. Gail couldn’t stand the banjo, and she had nothing more to cross off or add to her lists, so she put her notebook on the side table and climbed out of bed. She padded down the hall toward the stairs but paused at the door to the nursery. She opened it, slipped into the darkness, and closed the door behind her.

She flipped on the light and let her eyes wander the room. The sea turtle rug waited in the center of the floor. Animals shaped like the letters of the alphabet circled the top of the wall. The changing table, the rocking chair, and the crib stood ready. Children’s books lined the bookshelf. She’d organized them alphabetically at first, but it proved too messy. By color wasn’t much better. She finally arranged them by height before accepting the fact that it really didn’t matter.

Every object in the room had started as an entry on a list in her notebook. Jon hated the lists, but Gail had started when she was ten and had forgotten how to function without them. She had copied her grandfather, who kept a tiny spiral-bound steno pad in his shirt pocket, a nub of a pencil crammed into the coil. Her lists made sure that she never missed a homework assignment, never arrived for an exam unprepared. During high school, when Gail’s mom fell most deeply into the booze, Gail’s lists made sure that food landed in the fridge, dentist appointments were kept, and the utilities got paid. When she started selling for the family knife-sharpening business, the lists helped her stay on top of the accounts and the calls and the proposal deadlines. She tried going electronic once, but the lists on her computer felt insubstantial, ephemeral, easily ignored. Before they started trying and failing to conceive a baby, the lists had been Gail’s superpower, her secret weapon. But after her first miscarriage, they started to feel obsessive, even to Gail. Still, she didn’t set them aside, because they helped her with the waiting.

She made individual lists devoted to children’s books and clothes and supplies like diapers and wipes and creams. She devoted a list to the cribs they might buy, along with the pros and cons of each, the cost, the safety rating from Consumer Reports. After she found a negative review on The Glow or ChildMode, she could draw a line through the name of the crib, striking the very same chord of satisfaction as completing a task. She made a list of potential themes for the nursery—nautical, polka dots, outer space. She finally settled on zoo animals. Another list cataloged paint colors, and on that list, she taped a tiny slice of the color swatches from Benjamin Moore, because it was hard to remember the difference between North Star and Smoked Oyster and Carolina Gull. Now, everything was in place, except, of course, for the most important thing, and for that she could only wait.

The waiting wasn’t always so difficult. Gail’s twenties didn’t feel like waiting at all. In the beginning, when she was struggling to learn how to sell, her notebook was crammed with lists of lost customers, customers at risk, and eventually, as she learned the job, customers won. When she moved to downtown Chicago, to that apartment on Paulina Street, she made lists of parties she attended, the bands she saw at the Double Door, and the dates of the best summer street festivals. And after Jon moved into that apartment on Paulina, they hosted many of the parties, so the notebook held guest lists and mai tai ingredients and a recipe for hash brownies. When she and Jon got married at Salvage One on the Near West Side, her lists exploded with potential dresses and florists and caterers and DJs. And as they approached thirty, the friends who had flocked to their parties slid away with their first and second babies, so she listed the names of other people’s children and new addresses in the far-flung suburbs like Buffalo Grove and Glen Ellyn and Oswego. It was hard to remember, after everything that happened, that Jon was the first to ask the question.

When should we have kids? he asked, like he was asking about takeout from Jade Garden or a movie on Netflix, like it was only a question of when, not if. He claimed that he had always wanted kids, but it took a while for Gail to decide that she was willing to try.

That first night of unprotected sex terrified her. The second was thrilling, the third an adventure. For a while, every month delivered another opportunity, each menstrual cycle another lunge at the brass ring. But then too many months piled up, and Gail discovered that a small, hard nugget of hope had begun to metastasize in her gut, even as her womb remained stubbornly empty. She listed her cycle dates and her basal body temperature and the state of her cervical fluid and, of course, the sex. She made lists of what she ate and her sleep patterns and how many times she went to the bathroom, and Jon’s question gained weight even as Gail remained thin. Finally, when it became clear that things needed a shove, her doctor prescribed the shots.

The shots worked, and four years ago, Gail had become pregnant for the first time. When she told her friend Cindy, Cindy had given Gail the number for a Realtor in Elmhurst, where she lived, and that nugget of hope began to mutate toward expectation. The fetus was just the size of a grain of rice when they made an offer on their house, just a little bit bigger when it bled down her leg. Every setback rattled Gail badly, but the truth was, those failures not only crystalized her answer to Jon’s question, they made her obsess upon it.

Gail probably would have settled into the rocker and ruminated on the one thing that was still missing from the room, becoming more and more annoyed by the muffled plunk of the banjo, if her phone didn’t vibrate in the pocket of her pajama pants. And she probably wouldn’t have answered if it hadn’t been Paige from the agency.

“Hello?”

“Her name’s Carli,” Paige said.

Gail pressed the phone tightly to her ear. She opened her mouth to speak, but her tongue seemed to fill her mouth.

“The girl from Morris. Her name’s Carli, and she wants to meet you.”






Jon
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Gail sat on her hands on the seat next to Jon, her body still. Her long dark hair fell in a braid down her back. She sometimes reminded Jon of a bird because she was small and thin, and her eyes were large. And because she usually never stopped arranging things, like a wren, weaving twigs into a nest. She only stopped moving when she was anxious.

“What if she doesn’t like us?” Gail said.

“Relax,” Jon said, immediately regretting the word. It was like asking Gail to stop breathing. “She chose us.”

Paige, from the agency, picked the diner—halfway between their home and Carli’s. It was the real deal, Edward Hopper except all the stools were taken, and the booths along the windows were filled with noisy families. It smelled of pancake batter and burnt bacon. They sat in a window booth next to the street. Carli would recognize them from the adoption book, and they’d recognize her from her social media posts. The blue streak in her hair would stand out.

“She chose our book.” Gail chewed her lip. “It’s not the same thing as choosing us.”

The book. Every couple who tries to adopt must create a book, an advertisement, a brochure about their lives. The book contained pictures of them and their extended family and their house and their town and their essay that told a birth mother that the only thing they wanted in the whole world was a baby. It promised that if she chose their book, her baby would become their child, and they’d raise it with love and care, and they wouldn’t let anyone, or anything, hurt it. Gail revised the book more times than Jon cared to remember. She swapped out the pictures, changed the wording; she even agonized over the font and the color of the cover. She asked him over and over again what he thought about the assortment of pictures, until he couldn’t remember how he had answered the last time. He was so damn sick of that book.

Jon put his hand on Gail’s knee and forced a smile. “We’ll make her like us.”

Gail checked her watch. “She’s ten minutes late.”

“She’s eighteen years old. Ten minutes late is early.”

“I brought some information about the school district. You think I should show her?”

“No. I really don’t think that you should.”

They fell silent as they waited, and Jon tried to listen to the conversations of the people at the surrounding tables and the sizzle of the grease from the grill, but the silence at his own table distracted him. Gail had grown quiet since she got the call from Paige, as she waited for something to go wrong. The silence reminded him of that trailer outside of St. Louis where his mother would retreat into the back bedroom for days at a time. The only sounds had been the pit bull barking next door, the whoosh of the stovetop when he lit it to cook himself canned ravioli, and the voices on the television that he sometimes responded to. He was eight when his mom’s “nervous spells” grew longer and longer, until they melted into an unbroken silence. He finally went to live with his aunt Carol and uncle Mark, and although Aunt Carol talked all the time, and although they had raised him since he was eight, it wasn’t their blood that thudded in his ears when Gail went quiet. Gail hadn’t put anything about his mom into the book, which Jon found vaguely sneaky.

Out the window Jon saw an old brown pickup truck pull up at the curb. A large, middle-aged woman sat behind the wheel, her jaw flapping, her hands slashing the air. Paige had said that Carli’s mom would probably drive her. The person in the passenger seat remained still, and although Jon couldn’t see clearly through the glare on the windshield, it looked like a teenage girl. The girl finally got out of the truck and came around the front. Dirty-blond hair with a blue streak fell across her face.

“She’s here.”

The bell above the door jangled when she came through, eyes darting. Jon could feel Gail stiffen next to him. He waved, and the girl walked their way. A bulky sweatshirt hung well past her waist, making it hard to see if she was showing. Scrawny legs sprouted from her Converse high-tops. The bridge of her upturned nose was littered with freckles. Too much mascara made the rest of her face seem pasty.

She slid into the booth. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” Jon said. “I’m Jon, and this is Gail.”

Her pale blue eyes flicked from one of them to the other. “Carli.”

“It’s so nice to meet you, Carli,” Gail gushed. “I can’t tell you how much we’ve been looking forward to this.”

The way Carli tugged the sleeves of her sweatshirt over her fists told Jon that she had not been looking forward to this at all, that she’d rather be anywhere else, even in the cab of the pickup truck listening to her mother rant. The waitress appeared before anyone could say anything else.

“Can I get you somethin’, hon?”

“Coffee. Black.”

“Decaf?” Gail suggested quietly.

Carli’s eyes settled on Gail, really taking her in. “No. Coffee. Black.”

The waitress left, and Gail gathered herself.

“We were so excited to get the call. We’re so grateful that you chose us.”

Carli picked up the saltshaker, studied it, said nothing.

Gail faltered for a moment but pressed on. “Did the father help you choose?”

A barely audible snort and a twitch at the corner of her mouth. She shook her head.

“This must be really fucking hard,” Jon said.

Carli shook a tiny pile of salt into her palm. Her eyes cut to the counter, out the window toward the truck, back to the salt in her hand. She nodded. “Yeah. It is.”

Gail leaned into the table. “You must have so many questions for us.”

Nothing.

Gail looked down at her hands and then continued more gently. “It’s hard to put everything into that book. I mean, we tried to give you a feel for who we are and where the baby will grow up, but you can’t put your whole life, your whole world into so few pages.” Gail looked to Jon for confirmation and then at Carli. “This is such a big decision. Is there anything you want to ask us?”

Carli dumped the salt from her hand onto the table. She glanced briefly at Gail and then her eyes settled on Jon. “My mom told me to ask about the medical stuff.”

Jon stiffened. Gail hadn’t mentioned any medical problems. Surely Paige would have told her if there were problems. “The medical stuff?”

“The tests. The doctor visits. All that.”

“Yeah?”

“You’re gonna pay for that, right?”



Jon gripped the steering wheel on the way home from the diner and tried to make sense of what had just happened. What series of events had delivered them to Aurora to charm a pregnant teenager into giving them her baby? He wanted to become a father, but even when they were trying to conceive a baby themselves, he became terrified every time it seemed that they might succeed. He was afraid that he’d fail, like his mother did, and if he failed a child who was entrusted to him by someone else—well, that seemed a sin of a different sort.

“How do you think it went?” Gail asked.

Gail’s knee was bouncing, and she kept tugging at her seat belt, so Jon chose his words carefully. “It’s hard to say. I think it went as well as it could have. Given the circumstances.”

“Do you think I came on too strong?”

“No, I—”

“She was so hard to read. I couldn’t get her talking. And she only asked that one question.”

“I think that—”

“I expected her to ask more questions. I mean she’s deciding whether to let us adopt her baby.” Gail was quiet for a long moment. “I’d have more questions.”

Jon worked to contain a smile. He tried to imagine the list of questions that Gail would bring to that meeting. Of course, he struggled to imagine the circumstances that would lead Gail to give up a baby.

“If only I could have gotten her to talk.”

“We did great, Gail.”

“I should have shown her the information about the school district.”

“Gail. Some things you just can’t control.”



Gail changed into her running clothes and was gone for more than an hour. Paige said she would call as soon as she heard from Carli. She said that she’d call by the end of the day no matter what. When Gail returned, Jon could tell by her closed-up expression that Paige still hadn’t called. Gail kept her phone on the table during dinner. She picked at her salad. She pushed her pasta around the plate. She looked at the phone more than she looked at Jon.

“What time’s hockey?” she asked as they cleared the table.

Jon had played on the Dumpsters, a beer-league team, since shortly after he moved to Elmhurst. He needed the ice tonight—the sweat, the exertion, the meaningless locker-room chatter—but Gail’s stillness told him that he needed to stay home even more.

“Seven thirty. But I think I’ll skip the game.”

“Why?”

“With everything. You know. With Paige calling.”

“Go.”

“But—”

“I’d rather you go. Otherwise you’ll stare at me, while I stare at the phone. Eventually you’ll say something stupid, I’ll yell at you, and then we’ll fight.”

She was right, of course. Still, it didn’t seem like the right time to leave. “But—”

“Go.”



Hockey usually calmed Jon. The hiss of steel on ice, the slap of the sticks, and the heavy thud of the puck against the boards usually kept him in the moment. But that night he fell climbing over the boards. He hooked a guy in the neutral zone—a senseless penalty with a minute left—and he sat in the box while the other team scored the game winner.

Jon checked his phone in the locker room, but there were no messages. He almost called Gail from the car but thought better of it. When he entered the mudroom, he stood still for a moment, listening, but all he heard was silence. When he went upstairs, he found Gail on her edge of the bed, bent over her brown leather notebook, making lists. She was pretty in a way that used to embarrass Jon. The dim glow of the dresser lamp painted her olive complexion even darker. Her eyelashes were impossibly long, and the shape of her mouth still sometimes caused him to miss a breath. A rubber band gathered her long brown hair into a ponytail. One of Jon’s old T-shirts draped over her tiny body down to her thighs. Jon knew the answer to the question, but he couldn’t not ask it.

“Did she call?”

“Not yet,” Gail said. She kept her eyes on the page.

Jon stripped to his boxers and climbed in on his side. They used to wake tangled in the middle, but now they kept to the margins of their California king. The more obsessed Gail became, the farther away from each other they seemed to settle. It happened slowly, a bit at a time, like that frog on the Bunsen burner.

He wondered what list Gail could possibly be working. No list could help control what would happen when Paige called, but Gail gripped her pen tightly and scribbled. Jon hated the notebook. Gail always grew quiet when she made her lists, and Jon hated the silence. It reminded him too much of his mom. Jon and Gail still went back to St. Louis twice a year—at Christmas and Father’s Day. It was always good to see Aunt Carol and Uncle Mark, and Jon could tell that Aunt Carol hungered for those weekends. But when he escaped back across the Mississippi to Illinois, his breath always came easier.

During their last visit, Gail sat in the family room with Uncle Mark, working a jigsaw puzzle and watching CNN, while Jon dried the dishes. Aunt Carol had let her hair go gray, and her face was starting to sag. She pushed up the sleeves of her cardigan, but one sleeve kept sliding down into the dishwater.

“Any news?” Aunt Carol asked. “About the adoption?”

“Nothing solid, yet. We sent out one book, but the birth mother chose someone else.”

They worked in companionable silence, the splash of the water the only sound.

“I’m looking forward to it,” she said. She looked up at Jon and smiled. “It’ll be nice to be a grandma.”

Aunt Carol would make the perfect grandma, spoiling her grandchild just enough, and reveling in every moment of it. But as Jon dried the pot in his hands, her words forced a question to his lips that he’d been struggling to swallow.

“What was she like?” Jon asked.

Aunt Carol stopped scrubbing the lasagna pan for a long moment. In the family room, Uncle Mark laughed at something Gail said. Finally, Aunt Carol’s hand started moving again. “Who’s that?” she said, as if he could be asking about anyone else.

“My mom.”

Aunt Carol rinsed the pan and found a corner that needed more work. She grabbed the Brillo pad from the counter and locked her eyes on her hands as she scraped the charred cheese. Jon had broken their oldest unspoken rule, and Aunt Carol’s whole body had gone rigid. It had been almost two decades since they last spoke of his mother. “I think you know exactly what she’s like.”

Jon put the towel over his shoulder, folded his arms across his chest. His mom still lived just a few miles away from Aunt Carol’s house, in the very same trailer he’d left when he was eight. Sometimes, after a trip to the grocery store to pick up something for his aunt, Jon drove by. The shades were always drawn, the parking pad empty. Weeds hugged the side of the trailer instead of bushes. He didn’t ever get out of his car. He didn’t knock on that door. The last few years, he mailed a check to that address every month, and every month the check was cashed. He sometimes logged on to the Citibank website and stared at his mom’s scrawled signature.

“I mean before.” Jon had been avoiding the question since they started trying. But when they decided to adopt someone else’s child, it had gained urgency. “Was she always like that, or did it start after I was born?”

Aunt Carol rinsed the pan again. Both sleeves had fallen into the water, but she didn’t push them back up to her elbows. She inspected the pan, rinsed it again, and then handed it to Jon. When she finally looked at him, her face was knotted up like a fist. Her voice when she spoke, though, was clear and certain.

“Some questions are like scabs, Jon. Best if you don’t pick at them.”

She dried her hands and then walked out of the kitchen, down the hallway, toward her bedroom. Probably to change her sweater. Jon dried the pan and tried to figure out what Aunt Carol wasn’t telling him. Scabs? What the hell did that mean?



Jon watched Gail set the notebook and pen on the bedside table next to her phone. She turned out the lamp and curled onto her side, facing away from him. This was when Jon usually ventured across the middle of their bed and kissed her goodnight, but he knew that they weren’t going to sleep yet. They were just waiting in the dark now.

Jon’s fingers ached for his guitar. Music would help him wait. The strings under his fingers would help him make out the shape of the future and feel the best from the past. He remembered the day his uncle had taught him the G and D chords and patiently walked him through his first progression. Uncle Mark told Jon how hard it was when he was learning to play. He talked about practice and determination and muscle memory and calluses. He talked about strings and fingers and sounds. He helped Jon adjust his fingers on the fretboard again and again. It took Jon more than an hour to manage that first progression, and his nine-year-old fingers burned against the wire. But finally, he shifted from G to D in a way that felt just a little bit like a song, or at least part of one, and he looked up at Uncle Mark, who smiled through his beard and nodded. Jon did it again. And again. He could still feel the warm, heavy pressure of Uncle Mark’s hand on his shoulder as he bit his lip and struggled against the strings. That was the day that he started thinking of Uncle Mark as more than just an uncle. And sometime between that day and the day he met Gail, he had decided that someday he would become a father.

But Jon also remembered that morning Gail came out of the bathroom wearing a coy smile and carrying a plastic contraption with two red lines. He squeezed her tight and giggled into her ear, but even as he released her from that embrace, before they kissed and started to plan, anxiety tugged at him—the self-doubt, the suspicion that he was trying to do something that he had no right to try. But before the fear devoured him, Gail had bled, and then again, and again. He’d spent the last four years learning to hold both the hope and the fear at once. Lately, the fear seemed to have teeth.

It always started with the mundane. What if he dropped the baby? What if he fed it the wrong thing? What if it choked or spiked a fever, or he laid it down for a nap the wrong way and it never woke up? It helped to think that Gail would be there. Gail had read all the books and the websites; she had made lists. But inevitably he’d be left alone with the baby. And what about when it started to crawl? What if he forgot to close the gate at the top of the stairs? And, of course, it would learn to walk. What if it escaped and got hit by a car on Myrtle Avenue or just wandered off and got lost? And if all that wasn’t terrifying enough, what if something happened to Gail? What if she got hit by a car or got cancer or fell down the stairs, and it wasn’t just a few hours while she was at the gym or the store? What if he was expected to raise a child on his own, like his mother tried to do after his father left? What if the same dike that broke in her and flooded her with helplessness gave way in him? What if the terror that swamped him now was already eroding that dike, softening it, destabilizing the silt?

Gail squirmed, kicked off the comforter, and then settled to a tense stillness. Jon blinked at the ceiling. It was almost eleven when Gail’s phone finally rang. At first, Gail didn’t move, but then she answered it, just before the fourth ring.

“Hi, Paige,” she said, her voice pregnant with expectation.

Paige talked, and Gail listened. Jon lay still, terribly aware that he was about to plunge toward fatherhood, or that Gail was about to dive into another tailspin. His body felt cold all over, because he wasn’t quite sure which to hope for.






Gail

[image: ]

Gail drove Carli to the twelve-week ultrasound. It was their second doctor visit together, and like the last time, Gail took her to Panera afterward. They sat at the same table between the fireplace and the front window. Snow fell on the parking lot. Gail picked at a salad, while Carli plowed through a panini with a blueberry muffin and a bear claw in reserve.

The giddiness of that yes from Carli had quickly given over to a scramble through the paperwork and had then settled into waiting yet again. Gail had studied every dependent clause of that paperwork, and she knew how flimsy it all was. When she wasn’t calling on accounts and negotiating contracts and selling new business, she spent too much time thinking about those loopholes and escape routes that those papers mapped for Carli. She went to the doctor appointments so that she could learn about the baby’s development, so that she could hear its heartbeat. She took Carli to lunch afterward so that she could come to know her, so that she could monitor the girl’s pulse. With each visit, Carli gained a bit of weight, and her face filled out until it was almost pretty. Gail couldn’t decide whether Carli’s eyes were gray or very pale blue. She couldn’t help but stare at Carli’s freckled, upturned nose and wonder what her child would grow up to look like.

During their first lunch, Gail had asked too many questions, and that earned her one-word answers and awkward silences. Then she talked too much—about children’s books and nursery themes and about the average composite ISAT scores for the Elmhurst school district. Carli’s eyes glazed over, and Gail felt foolish. This time, though, Gail couldn’t seem to manage words, and Carli peered at her through that stripe of blue hair.

“What’s wrong?” Carli finally asked.

Gail put down the fork and then picked it up again. She pushed a dried apple around the bowl. She felt like that apple slice—withered and curled in upon itself.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Gail said quietly, because nothing was wrong. Carli had avoided looking at the ultrasound monitor, but Gail couldn’t take her eyes off it. The baby looked like ET with its too-big head and sticks for arms and legs and a bump that was probably its butt. The technician said that it was about the size of a lime, and he said that everything looked normal as far as he could tell. “It’s just that I never got this far.”

The sandwich froze halfway to Carli’s mouth. “What do you mean?”

Gail squeezed the fork and looked out the window at the swirling snowflakes. “I was pregnant three times,” she said. “But I lost them all.”

The first, she lost at the gym. The second time, the baby was as big as a sweet pea, and she lost it in the car, driving to a customer. She had to pull over at a Burger King to clean herself up in the bathroom and sob and wait for the cramping to stop. The third time, the baby was as big as a prune, and she lost it at home on a Saturday. That third time was the hardest, because she had made it to ten weeks and her expectations had grown faster than the fetus. She could almost feel that second heartbeat, and she had started to tell people. Once you tell people about a baby growing inside, you have to tell them when it dies, and then you have to make a list of who they told and make sure that all the people who heard about your exciting news hear about your little tragedy, so that when they see you at the Jewel they don’t ask you how you’re feeling with that sideways secret smile, because then you’re sure to sit in the parking lot and weep while the lunch meat gets warm.

“I felt so empty. After.” She bit her lip and pushed the apple around the bowl again. “Not just the space in my gut. It was like all my hopes had drained from me, too.”

“I’m sorry,” Carli said, looking straight at Gail. Her eyes were still for the first time since Gail had met her. “I didn’t know.”

Of course she didn’t know, and Gail wanted to say that it was OK, that it wasn’t her fault, that it was nobody’s fault. But she was afraid that if she opened her mouth, she might just make that noise that she had made in the Burger King bathroom, so instead she closed her eyes and squeezed her fork.

“I finished my GED last week,” Carli said.

Gail opened her eyes and stared at the girl, disoriented by the sudden swerve.

“It was just four tests, and they weren’t that hard.”

Carli was talking. About herself. To fill the silence. For Gail.

“I’ll need it in the spring for Waubonsee.”

Gail swallowed a smile and managed to spear a tomato. She had never thought to ask Carli about her plans for the future. “The community college?”

“Yeah.”

“What will you study?” Gail bit the tomato, and juice flooded her mouth.

“I wanna be a nurse someday.”

“I have a friend who’s a nurse,” Gail said, and for the first time she really looked at Carli, saw her as someone with a future beyond the due date, thought of her as more than just the girl who was carrying her child. “You’ll make a good nurse.”

Carli stared at Gail for a long moment as if desperate to believe those words. When she started talking again, about semesters and prerequisites and financial aid, Gail’s mind drifted back to the hospital, to that monitor in the radiology department, to that squirming little lime.



The next morning, Gail arrived at work just after seven. The shop was housed in a low brick building on Central, next to where her grandparents’ house had stood before it was razed for a parking lot. The Tomassi name, in green metal letters spotted with rust, had been bolted into the masonry many decades before. No matter where her first sales call took her, Gail came by the shop every morning, to solve problems and plan with her dad, but mostly just to hear the noise.

Gail said hello to Anna, her dad’s cousin, who invoiced the customers and answered the phones. Gail dropped her bag in her office and then pushed through the door into the shop. Both lines were already singing. Boxes, each containing the knives of a single customer, were piled high on tall rolling racks at the head of the lines. Men stood at each machine, grinding or edging or honing or buffing, passing the boxes from station to station. Blades screamed against the stones, hissed through the honer, splashed through the wash, and clattered back into boxes. The grumbling motors supplied the bass line to it all. The sound of the shop was embedded in Gail’s earliest memories. She visited often as a child. When she was a teenager, she begged her father to let her work the line, and finally, the summer after her freshman year in college, he relented.



Her grandfather insisted on training her himself. His hands were spotted and wrinkled and covered with scars and calluses. Black and white hair curled from his nose and his ears, and it framed a face as dark and smooth as a walnut. That first day, he wouldn’t even let Gail touch a knife. He taught her about grind lines and plunge lines and ricassos and bevels. He explained bolsters and bellies and angles and choils. He showed her all the grinds and explained their uses. Flat grinds are shaped just like you would expect, with flat sides and a small bevel at the cutting edge, and they’re used for dicing and mincing. The hollow grind features a concave curve from the spine of the blade to the cutting edge. They’re sharp but fragile, and make for a good filet knife, he explained. The convex grind is just the opposite, bulging outward before tapering to the edge. They prove sturdy and are well suited to chopping and hacking. Gail stood at his bench, listening intently, recording everything he said in her notebook.
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