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    For
 daughters and sons
 parents of all kinds
 and
 the discomforted






Sorrow eats time. Be patient. Time eats sorrow.

Louise Erdrich, LaRose








1958

HE’S COLORING A NIGHT SKY on the underbelly of the kitchen table. His parents are too busy fighting to notice. It always starts with his father’s thirst. Next comes the television set. His mother turns up the volume so the antics of Wally and Beaver or Lucy and Ricky will drown out the yelling.

A pound cake sits on the oak table above him. The sugary smell teases the boy. He forced down his peas, but now he might not even get a slice.

Behind his parents’ bedroom door, there’s a thump. What sounds like a loud clap. A crash. His mother, her voice muffled, says something about upsetting the landlord.

With a chunky white crayon, the boy adds a star to his sky. He bites his lip and narrows his eyes, neck craned upward to study his work. Now the challenge is how to make clouds show up. He decides to try purple over the black of night. Doesn’t work. He adds a faint white outline along the wood grain, tracing the purple. Better. He smiles proudly.

His mother’s navy pumps cross the yellow linoleum. He watches her apron swoosh and braces for his father to follow with his grass-stained socks and loudness. But the only sounds are his mother’s steps, cabinets opening and closing, and June Cleaver asking Wally where he’s going.

The boy watches his mother’s busy calves. Then, suddenly, her red-streaked face appears. She grips the table above her head, squatting down into the shadow of the boy’s world. He holds his breath. He knows good and well that he shouldn’t be drawing on furniture, but the blank wood was pleading for color.

“Play a game with me, dear?”

He frowns.

She touches his face softly with her thumb and whispers, “You know how silly your father is. He’s playing a little hide-and-seek game with the Oldsmobile key. Help me find it?”

“Hide-and-seek?”

“When we find it, we can take a drive.”

His eyes widen. “With you driving?”

“Hey now.” She manages a playful smile. “I can drive.” With the offering of this smile—the corners of her lips raised, frown lines softened, a peek of teeth—the desire to protect awakens within the boy, the force of helpless love that children have for their mothers. So he emerges from his oak shelter. And even though he finds her game dull, he does not complain.

After they’ve looked unsuccessfully inside every cabinet and drawer, the boy eyes the cake. His mother exhales and leans over the tile counter, her palms pressing hard into it, chin tucked into her neck. The boy’s eyes dart between mother and cake. Then she stands up straight, lifts her chin, smooths her apron, and says, “Okay.”

He waits, mouth watering.

She says, “If we can’t take a drive, how about a little walk?”

His nose scrunches as he looks away from the cake and out the window. “It’s dark.”

She squats again, placing her hands on her son’s shoulders. Up close, she smells like Palmolive. Her skin under each eye is purple like his clouds. She’s his Palmolive sky.

She hesitates, but only for a second. “Walking will do. Go find the new coat we got from that yard sale.” She stands and moves something from a drawer into her handbag.

“But it isn’t cold.” The truth is that he doesn’t like his “new” coat. It smells like dog and cigarettes.

Down their dark hallway, the flush of a toilet. His mother whispers, “Shoes. Now.”

He glances at the hallway, the cake, his crayons on the linoleum, and, wiggling his shoes on, he follows his mother out the back door.

He needs help with his shoelaces, but she says to hurry and leads him through their neighbor’s side yard. Her apron is still around her waist, dotted with hot sauce and oil. A bush rustles. The boy shivers and realizes his mother was right—it is cold.

As they trudge a trail through wet grass, he chastises her. “You said don’t go in the Thompsons’ yard without their permission.”

“I have permission.”

The boy doesn’t think this is true.

Trying not to trip on his laces, he realizes his bladder is full. He reaches down to hold himself as they walk and walk. Even by moonlight, he can see a bruise on his mother’s face. It looks like a green-yellow flame. She chooses a path away from the road.

Eventually, her voice flat, she says, “Your father just needed—”

“I hate him.” This startles the child as much as it does his mother. He would never have dared to even think that at home, but there’s something about the still air. Something about the effort it takes to move deeper into the night, like moving into a swamp. He feels smaller, angrier, and much more afraid. Reckless. A fresh wildness growls low inside him. He’s young, but he’s old enough to have watched his father hurt his mother again and again.

She stops walking and sinks into tall grass and bluebonnet buds. She tucks thick hair behind her ear and says, “I don’t.” She’s looking past him, her eyes sweeping across their surroundings and back again.

“Huh?”

She sighs, her breath like milk and her eyes like water. “I love your father,” she says, “very much.” She takes a shaky breath. “But”—she reaches for her son’s small hands as muscles gather and tighten around her bottom lip—“I love you most, Ryan.”

As she begins to cry, he imagines that the dark clouds beneath her eyes are raining. His heart wobbles. He wets himself. He realizes they aren’t going home, not even for dry pants. He wonders what will happen to the cake. To his night sky. And to them.






Part One LILLIAN







1979

THE LIBRARY TABLE IS UNSTEADY on its feet, shifting its weight from one cold metal leg to another. I should be preparing a work presentation, but I can’t stop turning pages in A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. It was left on the table where I always sit.

Early 1900s Brooklyn is quite different from 1970s Fort Worth. Still, Francie is strikingly relatable, admiring her parents without seeing fault and saving pennies without seeing poverty. I’m too interested in the gradual opening of her eyes to pay much attention to my notecards that will hopefully move me from bank teller to public relations manager at my branch.

I glance around the sleepy Saturday library and plump my inky mess of hair. It’s past time for a new perm. I look back down. One more chapter, then I’ll work on my presentation.

Three chapters later, a whisper. “Lillian?”

I look up at a man I don’t know; Johnny and Katie look up at me from chapter eleven.

“Yes?”

“Ryan.” He touches fingertips to his chest. “I’ve come to your bank a couple of times.” Ah. We have nameplates at work.

“Oh, um, hi.”

“I thought that was you.”

It’s an odd thing to say to your bank teller.

Ryan has dark, shaggy hair, paint flecks on his fingers, and beard scruff down his neck. A gap between his two front teeth. His eyes are a sinking dark; I can hardly see the pupil for the iris, like a tree in a night wood. His clothes are plain, his build unthreatening but not weak. He’s like an understated book cover, which is the type I’m inclined to open.

I give an internal kick to Morning Lillian, who thought it would be silly to wear makeup to the library on a Saturday. I don’t even have a barrette for my hair. But at least Morning Lillian had the good sense to throw on this flattering green blouse at the last minute. I smooth the front of it.

Aside from confirming that I am indeed Lillian From The Bank, Ryan doesn’t seem to have more to say. Though he doesn’t take a step away, either.

“Need a spot?” I gesture to the three open chairs. In the distance, a child whines for Madeleine instead of Frog and Toad.

“Thanks.” He scoots a chair back and settles in with paperwork. I put Brooklyn aside and focus on my presentation notes. I have a decent shot at this promotion if I prepare well. I pretend not to notice Ryan’s glances.

He whispers again, “So what’re you working on?”

Before I can answer, he shakes his head. “Sorry. We don’t know each other. What I mean to say is that”—he clears his throat—“I would like to get to know you.” Pinpricks of pink dot his cheeks like salt.

A few people are reading near us, their shush glares like spider eyes in starlight. A woman flashes a frown at us from behind her paperback because a whisper can sound like a foghorn when you’re in the dazed silence of a story’s pages. I study Ryan, decide to finish my presentation tomorrow, and nod toward the people trying to read. “Getting to know me is worth more than begrudged library whispers.”

Ryan reddens, and I chase my nerve-racking display of confidence with more of it. I gather my work and stand up. Give him a half smile and a Let’s get out of here head tilt. He meets my eyes as understanding fills his own. Not even trying to mask his widening smile, he follows suit and collects his own scatter of papers. Then he fumbles to trail me out of the Fort Worth Public Library and into the shock of sun.



The hole-in-the-wall Greek restaurant across the street is an obvious choice. My stomach is embarrassingly noisy from missing lunch. We order gyros, no more whispering.

Sauce drips onto Ryan’s shirt, but he doesn’t seem bothered. I learn why he’s been frequenting my branch: he’s trying to secure a loan to open an art gallery downtown. He claims he noticed me as soon as he walked into the bank. I laugh it off, but he’s so sincere that my warming cheeks betray me.

Ryan waits tables at Matteo’s Italian Café and moonlights as a starving artist. It’s a dinner restaurant though, so he actually works there at night and sunlights as an artist. The walls at Matteo’s are covered in Ryan’s murals too. His ultimate dream, he says, is a gallery. I ask why.

“Why what?”

“Why a gallery?”

“Well, why a bank?”

“I didn’t take out a loan and open the bank.”

“Touché. I still want to know though.”

I consider. “I like the bank. It’s stable. I have good coworkers and make enough money for things like books and meat and gifts for friends.” I’ve learned how big of a dream it is to have a small life. That the cost of ambition is high. “Now tell me about your gallery. And your art.”

“A gallery is something I’ve dreamed of since I first went to one as a kid. I thought it was a museum until I saw someone take home this enormous painting of mountains. I just wanted to give people that. The ability to take home mountains.”

“And you paint too?”

He nods. “The already realized dream.”

“How so?”

“I already paint.” He shrugs. “So, that’s it. And take photographs.”

I’m skeptical. “Isn’t it every artist’s dream to have big commissions and exhibits at fancy galleries?”

“Not this artist. Industry pressure changes the art. I’d rather paint what I want and open a gallery where other artists can do the same.” He pauses. “I don’t need recognition. I just want something stable where I can make enough money for things like books and meat and gifts for friends.” He smiles; I laugh.

“So the café isn’t cutting it?”

“Matteo is a friend. Working at a restaurant is unpredictable, though. One night your Alfredo-stained pockets overflow with tips, and the next they’re empty and you get a meatball thrown at you.”

I nearly spit out my food, covering my laugh with a napkin.

He studies me. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

He traces the rim of his glass. “Dreams?”

My hand moves instinctively toward my stomach like I have something to protect. “My dream is…” I pretend to consider. “More pita and hummus.” I sit taller, looking around for a waiter.

Ryan raises bushy, unsatisfied eyebrows before dragging his eyes from me. He tracks down a waiter and makes my hummus dream come true.

When our red plastic food baskets are empty, we linger beneath the fluorescent lights. We talk about art and books, even grazing the outer edges of our childhoods. I can’t remember the last time anybody listened to me like this. Nobody since Mama, I don’t think.

We keep the table for hours.

Twilight and an increase in diners mark the shift from dead afternoon to the early dinner crowd. A tarnished bell announces each new patron. With the next chime, a lone man stands in the entrance beneath the polyester Greek flag and a sign that reads KOUZINA! A gray beard crawls up his face like vines. He could be sixty or forty; I can’t say. He walks toward the counter, one foot landing heavier than the other, the smell of gin like a kite tail as he passes.

Ryan and I resume a conversation about the pieces Van Gogh painted while hospitalized. The line lengthens behind the bearded man as he counts nickel after nickel after nickel onto the counter. Ryan starts fidgeting but keeps talking about how art can heal. He grows increasingly distracted until he finally says, “Sorry, excuse me a minute.” He stands and leaves the table. I grin, endeared. Poor guy didn’t know how to excuse himself to pee.

While he’s in the restroom, I sneak a compact from my purse for a quick face and hair check. Still no makeup and still need a perm. Still Dad’s thin lips and Mama’s big eyes and my dark circles. I sigh and snap it shut. When Ryan returns, he’s less antsy, but it’s becoming clear that we should give up our table soon. Neither of us is ready for that.

As he asks if I’d like dessert, we’re interrupted. The man with the nickels and uneven gait is standing over our table. He leans down close to Ryan like he’s going to whisper, but then he nearly rams a finger into Ryan’s nose and says, quite loudly, “Thanks again! You’re a good man!”

The man is already walking away with that heavy-footed saunter by the time I understand. He has a bag full of food while his pocket still rattles with change. Ryan’s cheeks turn as red as raw lamb. He didn’t leave the table for the restroom.

I sit back in my chair. I underestimated this man who not four hours ago materialized from between library shelves. He tries to brush past the exchange by recounting a time he and his mom went to a local Greek festival and ate themselves sick. I bite my lip as my intrigue deepens, and I tell him yes. I’d love some dessert.

I try to tell myself how little I know of him. How this could go south. How he could have a long disease or a short fuse. Or children. Former lovers with stories that would make me run for the hills. There’s endless possibility for pain inside these potent wanting feelings. But while everyone’s engrossed in appearances and money and themselves, here is a man who attends so little to those things that he actually sees the people around him. The tired stranger on his hunt for food. The bare-faced bank teller who usually keeps to herself. The woman who, after everything, still falls in love fast and hard. Who, with every bite of baklava sliding down her throat, is trying to convince her heart not to go hog wild.

When we stand to leave, he asks with another blush if he can see me again. I scarcely refrain from asking, How soon is too soon?

I carry a torn napkin home with Ryan’s phone number like a firefly in my pocket. On the other half of the napkin is my number, held somewhere against his body.

At home, I pin his seven digits under the terra-cotta lamp beside my bed, leaving it where I can see what it says: ryan brighton (from library). No capitals.

When I fall asleep, my dreams dilate with Ryan. The patient intensity of his forest-dark eyes and the paint-dotted hand that pulled my chair out for me. I gave up long ago on the myth of a good man. Yet here I am, ready to let ryan brighton (from library) try to prove me wrong.






1980

AFTER THE LIBRARY AND BAKLAVA, Ryan and I pass six months together like a morning stretch, that carefree inhale before the day picks up with its work and worries.

The afternoon that he takes me to meet his mother, I’m one long denim dress full of nerves.

Ryan opens the passenger door of his Mazda for me, and I touch my fingertip to some new dots of paint on the seat. Dry. I drop into the car. The last thing I need is paint on my rear end to meet Ms. Brighton. Or does she still go by Mrs.?

Starting the car, Ryan turns down the sudden blast of music and shifts into drive, his bomber jacket across his lap. His neck is shaved. Razor-burned, if I look closely, which I do.

“You’re the first company Mom’s hosting at her new house. Fair warning, her excitement will probably come out in being particular.”

“Particular?”

“Taking your purse and serving snacks in only certain dishes and, ‘Now dear, are you sure you want the tea bag instead of loose leaf?’ That sort of thing.”

“That sounds wonderful.”

He clicks his tongue. “That’s one word for it.”

It’s like fingernails scraping my skull when people complain about parents doing perfectly fine parental things. “I’m just sorry I don’t have parents for you to meet.”

His face blanches. “Shoot, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be embarrassed about my mom. I know how lucky I am. Really.” He looks over at me and then back at the road.

We’ve been slow to climb each other’s family trees, and I’m reminded of what a daunting climb it can be. Branches might snap.

I drop my gaze to my hands folded in my lap beside the tea Ryan suggested when I asked about a housewarming gift. No wine, he advised.

I fidget with the tea packaging. “What should I call her?”

“My mom?”

“Your first schoolteacher.” Ryan shoots me a look, and I smile. “Yes, of course your mom.”

“Elise?”

I make a face.

“Also, Mom was my first schoolteacher.”

“What?” I knew she was a teacher, but for some reason didn’t consider this.

“One of her earliest classes. First grade.” His mouth ticks up in a half smile. “She’d give me the sternest look if I called her ‘Mom’ at school.” He reaches over to hold my hand. “Anyway, call her Elise.”

A first name might be fine if I were meeting a dad, but Ryan doesn’t understand that mothers care more about this stuff. Especially single mothers of only children. And especially mothers of sons. I sigh. I should have chosen something nicer than this denim dress. We have just enough time to turn around so I can change clothes. I’ll do my teal cotton dress from Kmart, with the collar and cap sleeves, that I should have put on in the first place. And I will call her Mrs. Brighton.

Before I can say any of this, Ryan takes an unexpected hard turn with, “If we have kids, I guess they’ll essentially have only one grandparent.”

I cough. We have never talked about kids. Or much about the future at all. We’ve kept both past and future at arm’s length, a Frankenstein embrace of the present moment only. Ryan, though, does tend to say whatever pops into his head. So now I have a much bigger concern than whether Ms. or Mrs. Brighton will approve of my denim dress.

He frowns. “You okay?”

“Uh, yeah.” I clear my throat. “So, you want kids?”

His expression lightens, his smile pure. “With you, yes.”

I should be giddy. Ryan should be with a woman who’s thrilled to hear those words from him. With you, yes. But dread coils inside me, leaving no space for the children he imagines.

I say nothing.

He frowns again. “Don’t you?”

“I just want to make a good impression on your mom.” I smooth my dress and casually ask, “Should I have worn something nicer?”

My pivot doesn’t go unnoticed. His brows furrow into a deep V, but he responds with stabbing sincerity. “You’re perfect.”

When his gaze sears me at a long red light, I swallow and say, “So tell me more about your dad.” I know what I’m doing.

Ryan grinds his teeth, and I immediately want to kiss the spot beneath his ear to release the tension I invited into the car. But instead, I flip over his Beatles cassette and wait.

Here’s the little I already know: Barton drank too much and it made his hands loose. Elise and Ryan left when Ryan was young, but she got back in touch and Barton became an erratic presence. He’d show up occasionally at their duplex and beg Elise to take him back, while Ryan would tuck into a corner, drawing and making wishes on his mother’s crucifix. Elise usually refused Barton, but not always. She sometimes let him stay for a while, whether from strength or weakness.

Ryan decided to stay teetotal. Even when college friends would chug drinks and do body shots, he’d get a Shirley Temple topped with a cherry. I don’t know how long it’s been since he and Barton have seen each other. I don’t know Barton’s profession or if Ryan looks or laughs or chews like his father. I don’t know if Barton’s gotten sober or what happy memories they share. There must be some.

“Not much to tell. He’s a drunk.”

“I’m sure there’s more to him than that.”

“If there’s more to him, then I don’t know about it, Lillian!”

The angry pop of my name ricochets off the windshield and hits me between the eyes. This is the first time I’ve ever heard Ryan yell. I stare at him, feeling my pulse in my wrist.

He shakes his head as if waking up. “Sorry.”

His edge is unfamiliar. I say, “I shouldn’t have asked.” I stop shy of saying, Let’s leave behind what we need to leave behind. And I try not to think about my trip to Nashville.

He signals and pulls onto a side street. Puts the car in park and turns toward me, his eyes like dark fire. “I really am sorry. I am not a yeller.” His frown creases so deeply that it goes all the way into the years before I knew him. An acorn plinks on the hood of the car as he continues in a heady voice, “I love that you care about my family. In fact—” He chews his lip and says for the first time, “I love you.”

We’re stacking emotion on emotion like a block tower nearing collapse. Still, I know Ryan means what he’s saying, unlike some men. Dark tangles fall across his eyes, and my heart pirouettes like it’s been doing since the day we met. My fingers on his forearm, I say it back. And I mean it, too. For us, it was love at first whisper, first put-down-my-novel-for-you, first cheesy Ryan line: “I think gyro beautiful.” Yes, I’ve loved him for a while now.

I lean over and kiss him, my tongue finding the gap in his teeth, the seat belt tightening across my chest. This, I think, is us. Not our childhoods or parents or wounds.

I peel back and tilt my forehead into his. “Your mom’s expecting us.”

“We can be late.” He starts to unbutton my dress. “I’ll explain that we had to pull over and—”

I slap at his hand and re-button myself with a snort of a giggle. “You’ll explain no such thing.”

We’re fine. Better than fine. We love each other! And I’m ready to meet his mother.

He grins, shifts the car into drive, checks the mirror, and eases back onto the road.

I play with the back of his hair as he drives, both of us lost in thought as acorns crunch beneath the tires.



Elise opens the door of her gray-bricked ranch-style home, pulls me toward her, and makes a kissing sound beside my cheek. “So good to finally meet you.” She looks me in the eye with a shade of Ryan’s exact sincerity, still holding on to my arms. “Can I take your purse, dear?”

Ryan raises his eyebrows at me, smirking.

I ignore him. “Thank you, Ms. Brighton!” In addition to sounding overeager, I’ve apparently landed on calling her Ms.

“Oh, please call me Elise.” She takes my purse.

Ryan’s told you so eyebrows lift so high that his forehead practically disappears. I elbow him after Elise walks ahead of us, and we repress snickers.

She’s wearing jeans and a pink blouse with lips to match. Her shoulder-length, graying hair is freshly curled, but her feet are slippered, which leaves me reassured about my denim dress choice.

The house is immaculate, with only a few unpacked boxes remaining in a back room. Ryan was spot-on about her particularities during our visit. Tea in this cup, not that one. Turn on that light, not this one.

What I wasn’t prepared for is how close she and Ryan are. It makes sense. She lost everything and then gave all her reserves to her son. He, in the way of a child, did the same for her. All of a sudden, my six months with him are a drop in the bucket. Now that we’re here in his mother’s house, I hardly know him at all. Women reflexively size up the mothers of their men, with some small smugness for knowing their sons in ways they never will. But mothers, I realize at this moment, have this. All the years. The man as a boy. My hand pulls toward my stomach.

Elise asks proudly, “Has my son told you he’s a brilliant artist?”

Ryan rolls his eyes as I smile up at him. “Something like that.” Elise and I both know he’s too modest to make such a claim, despite its truth.

She points toward a canvas hanging on the living room wall between a crucifix and brass sconce. “That’s a Ryan Brighton original right there.”

I turn to see a painting of a mother and young son. I blow the steaming surface of my (loose leaf) tea and ask, “Is it—”

Elise nods. “That’s us. From an old photo that’s always been a favorite. Ryan painted it for my fiftieth birthday.”

I brush Ryan’s arm approvingly as I walk over to get a closer look. His talent and devotion are evident. In the painting, he’s wearing red overalls, hugging his mom. I’ve seen him in action enough to know how he must’ve labored over the selection of colors, come back day after day, worked until each shadow was just so. How he must’ve thought about it even when he stepped away, problem-solving angles and details even as he scrubbed reds and blues and browns off his hands with turpentine. I look from the two of them in oil paint to the two of them in the flesh, and I’m struck again by the length of it, being someone’s child.

Examining the boy in the portrait, I smile. “What a sweet little guy.”

“Wasn’t he?” Elise beams.

“Uh, ladies?” Ryan interjects. “As much as I love the attention”—he vigorously shakes his head to demonstrate that he does not love the attention—“should I start dinner?”

Elise laughs with her head tilted back. She’s beautiful, the headwaters of the man I love. She gestures to the backyard. “Grill’s ready when we are.”

The screen door slamming behind us, we migrate to the patio. Ryan mumbles that he needs to fix that hinge. Then, as he grills, I hear all about his playing baseball, winning art awards, and going camping in weather so cold that Elise had “a serious spike in blood pressure” worrying about frostbite. I shiver.

Elise offers me a sweater and doesn’t wait for my response. As Ryan goes inside to get a spatula, she puts a hand to his arm and instructs, “Hall closet. My thick cream sweater.”

Ryan retrieves the sweater, and I shrug myself into it as the sunset coats us in an orange film of relaxed contentment. Two floodlights click on while night enters placidly as if to say, No hurry. Tiny bugs flock from nowhere and bump against the light.

Reclining at her wrought-iron table with burgers and grilled squash, I answer questions about my recent promotion and then hear about Elise’s favorite and least favorite students over the years, her neighbor with the four cats, and the rhubarb pie recipe she’s perfected, which Ryan and I confirm by practically licking our dessert plates clean.

When we hug goodbye, Elise makes the kissing noise by my cheek again and says, “Don’t be strangers.”

I sense the precarious dance behind her words, the loss that comes with a son falling in love, her decreasing necessity, the fear of his drift.

Halfway out the door, I turn, remembering. I slip out of her sweater, which has the distinct and comforting smell of a woman of a certain age. Like nutmeg, but gentler. I wonder if my mother’s sweaters would have smelled this way. I thank Elise again and follow Ryan to the car.

What if I want to be strangers? What if I’m not ready for family or only one grandparent or—

“IloveyouIloveyouIloveyou.” As Ryan opens the Mazda door for me, he whispers this in quick succession like beads falling from a necklace. Before I can respond, he closes the door behind me and all but skips around to the driver’s side.

Sitting, he faces me. “Now that I’ve said it, I don’t ever want to not be saying it.” He looks me up and down. “It was torture looking at Little League pictures with my mom when all I want is to be alone with you.”

The best parts of the day rise to the surface. Ryan has fanned into child and teen and man, past and present and future. Being ready becomes irrelevant, and I swell with affection. “Ryan”—my palm rises to his cheek—“I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love you.” This is almost the truth.

He pushes the speed limit on the drive to my apartment, where I have his jeans at his ankles by the time we get to my bedroom’s threshold. A craving comes over me for his pleasure. Something about how he did his mother’s dishes, the paint lodged in the creases of his knuckles, the smell of his patchouli shampoo, what he looked like as a little boy, that he ever was a little boy and is now this whole man who lets my fingertips trace his ribs, my tongue his teeth.

Our passion heightens in an attempt to keep the highlights from stopping, the lowlights from breathing, the tower from falling. We tumble onto my bed, my old quilt, where if we have kids is like an unseen hair tickling my skin.

It would break us if he knew I already have one.






1981 to 1982

WHEN I OPEN MY FRONT door, Ryan has a chambray tie and a hairless chin. I straighten the tie and kiss the chin. We walk to his car, our dress shoes rhythmically tapping cement. It’s the heart of summer, and launch night has arrived.

I distributed flyers all over the city while Ryan navigated contractors and the tedious process of getting the lighting how he wanted it. According to him, most of art is light. He has acquired a collection from local artists and is already dreaming of acquiring nationally. He’s determined to showcase work of all price points and never to franchise.

He stoppers the gallery door with a rubber wedge. There are paintings, photographs, and even a few small sculptures—a lion, a top hat, and two embracing lovers.

Caterers arrive looking like well-groomed Oreo cookies with white shirts sandwiched between dark pants and dark hair. They prepare Merlot, fudge, and an assortment of pastries. The AC blasts. Jazz musicians set up and play, their instruments saying, Don’t let me interrupt, and also, No pressure to talk.

Our first buyers are a couple in their seventies who saw a flyer at the senior center where they use treadmills twice a week. By the time they purchase an expensive piece, we’ve heard about all dozen of their grandchildren. And at least twice that many guests have come through the gallery door.

I shoot a giddy Can you believe this? glance at Ryan, but he’s focused on a Fort Worth Star-Telegram journalist who wants to feature the gallery. When she learns that Ryan plans to give a percentage of the night’s earnings to Catholic Charities, she mentions the potential of a cover story. I pinch myself and meander with a clipboard, asking who’d like to be on our mailing list or register for a class. The lists fill. A couple of hours ago, we wondered if anyone would show up besides Elise. And here we are.

As the evening winds down, Ryan and I stand in a side-by-side embrace, my head resting against his arm. We watch a young woman carry off a silhouette of downtown, the last piece to sell for the evening. Behind her, Elise congratulates Ryan with a sophisticated squeal. She hugs us goodnight. Trays and wineglasses exit after her. Next, a saxophone and drum kit.

After he pays the caterers and musicians, Ryan dead bolts the door in slow motion, like the click of the lock might make everything vanish.

There’s an echoey quiet. He turns toward me, exhales a long-held breath, extends his arms, and says in disbelief, “We did it.”

I run to him. “You did it.”

“Nobody would have known to come if it weren’t for you, Lil.” His thumb on my cheek, he adds softly, “I love you so much.”

I buzz with affection and success.

Ryan looks around, wipes his palms on his slacks, and kneels. He takes my hand and stares up at me with mischief and nerves. I laugh, assuming it’s not what it looks like. This is impulsivity, the emotions of the moment getting to him, as often happens with Ryan.

But then he pulls out a velvet box.

Goose bumps parade up my spine, and I smooth my taffeta dress.

This is exactly what it looks like. He’s been planning it.

The moment lingers like whiskey circling the glass before it hits the tongue, then circling the tongue before it hits the throat.

He creaks the box open and says, “Lillian.”

Unlike when we first met, my name is not a question. It’s a declaration, solid as the small stone gleaming up at me. My breath quickens as his calloused hand holds my trembling one, his thumb drawing soft lines across the back of it.

Yes bubbles up in me like I’m a flute of champagne, but I won’t let it surface until he says the words. So instead I ask it, like that day in the library. “Yes?”

He lets the pause breathe, the moment expand, the memory grow roots.

His eyes are locked on mine. “I have loved you since the day I met you. I love you more with each passing hour, and I want to build a life together if you’ll have me. Lillian Wright,” he says, “will you marry me?”

The question barely escapes his mouth before I yank him up, laugh-cry out a definitive yes, throw my arms around his neck, and kiss him as hard as if a priest has already pronounced us.

Months later, in February of 1982, we take vows in that same spot of his fledgling gallery, dancing to Village People and celebrating late into the night. A fragile new tree of our own is planted. Beyond my wildest dreams—and against my better judgment—I have a family again.



Galveston is brown. The sand, water, even the sky. But we’re honeymooners, so I couldn’t care less if our surroundings are dull. We explode with enough color to fill the Gulf Coast.

A friend of Matteo’s owns a two-bedroom bungalow with a blue porch ceiling. It’s a seven-minute walk from the beach. Because it’s February, we’re apparently doing him a favor by staying at his place, and the cost of a winter’s week at a friend of a friend’s beach rental is to check a few plants, wrap a pipe, and look in on Mrs. Fischer next door. All of this is done within an hour of our arrival. After that, we have a week together, blank as a fresh canvas.

The first morning, we stay warm in bed for half an hour after waking, my hand across Ryan’s chest as he fiddles with my ring. His voice still has the husk of sleep when he asks, “So how do you want it to start?”

I prop up on an elbow, moving the pillow corner out of his face. “The trip?”

A small shake of his head. “No.” A turn of his neck and his molasses eyes meet mine and even now my heart reacts with a little flip. “Our story.”

“Our story?”

“Yeah.” He lifts my ring finger, kissing knuckle and metal. “We’re here at the beginning. It can be anything we want. So how do you want it to start?”

I would never think of it that way. Our story started two days ago when we made vows. Weeks ago when we chose flowers and cake. The night the gallery launched and Ryan sunk to his knee and looked up, bursting with anticipation. It started the first time he took my photograph, the first time he called, the day of the Greek food and a wobbling library table and our entire histories panting inside of us during our first blushing hug. It started when our mothers cradled us decades earlier. But I don’t say any of this. Instead, I smile at my husband’s charming way of seeing things, and I answer his question. “Pancakes.”

He grins.

I get dressed and go out for ingredients.

When I return, Ryan has a hammer in his hand. I smile-frown my curiosity as he explains, “Just earning our keep.” In the time it took me to get flour and sugar and syrup, he has fixed the loose leg of a chair, a drawer handle, and a wonky light fixture.

I rise onto my toes and greet him with a slow kiss on the mouth. Something I learned early on is that Ryan Brighton doesn’t miss his surroundings. If there’s a need, he meets it. If there’s beauty, he photographs it.

As he flips pancakes, he requests that I wear my swimsuit when we go to the beach.

“But it’s cold.”

His dark eyes slant playfully. “I don’t mean only your swimsuit. Obviously.”

“Under my clothes? What difference does that make?”

He gives me a shrugging Come on face, and my cheeks warm.

Then he drizzles syrup over my pancakes. “Say when.”

I smile, shy and euphoric as I watch maple pool. “When.”



While we walk the gravel stretch of road toward the beach, he toys with the red halter strap of my swimsuit peeking out from beneath my sweatshirt. I think of last night, his mess of hair against the pillow, his hands, tonight. I get a chill of memory and want, and I scoot closer toward my husband as we walk, wind coming at us off the sea.

He has brought his easel and high hopes, but as soon as he attempts to set it up, he mutters, “That was stupid.” The wind knocks it over once, twice, three times like a tireless child. Ryan packs it up and says that we’ll settle for photos, his camera emerging as the easel is banished.

He takes pictures of my veiny feet in the cold surf, jeans rolled to my knees, goose bumps prickling my calves, and foamy waves placing seaweed across my toes before taking it back again. He takes pictures of the clouds, the pier, a young family down the way, seagulls congregating near a trash can, a trio of teen boys laboring to get their truck out of the sand. Naturally, he then sets down his camera and jogs over to help them.

A good half hour later, Ryan has shed his top layer, and his forehead is glistening. He heaves his weight into pushing the truck, the boys doing the same. Little do they know that he’s on his honeymoon. I watch their sincere efforts and scrawny frames next to Ryan’s full-grown-ness, and I snap some amateur photos of their process and of my miniature sandcastle. Well, sand bungalow. Well, okay, sand lump with what you can almost tell are windows. I’m not the artist here. A crab skitters over it.

Another rev of the engine and I look up to see the truck’s rear wheels finally find purchase as the four men cheer. I hear Ryan invite them to get ice cream with us (I guess we’re getting ice cream), but they admit they’re supposed to be at school. Something about a math test from one of them and an expletive of realization from another. Ryan shakes their car-greased hands goodbye, and I feel the familiar jealous attraction that I sometimes feel when the needs of the world monopolize Ryan. The truck drives off down the seawall with a blast of exhaust.

By way of apology, Ryan reaches both hands out to pull me up from the sand. I dust off the seat of my pants as he asks, “Ice cream?”

I laugh. Shiver. Ice cream sounds delicious.

We start walking down the beach toward the pier, imposing with the massive Flagship Hotel suspended above the water. Once upon a time, this was the Coney Island of the South. But then storms came.

Ryan is as excited about the prospect of ice cream as he is about the swimsuit under my clothes, which is to say, overly. Trudging through sand, he turns and walks backward, taking more photos, a too-close one of my face, wind whipping my hair across it. I blink up at the overcast sky. “You’re going to have a bunch of brown pictures.”

“I’m going to have pictures of where I was with my bride on our honeymoon, exactly how it is.” He hop-steps to a different angle and clicks again, my profile, my wild hair. Pleased, he says, “The work of the artist is to freeze time.”

I laugh though nothing’s funny. It’s simply a happiness big enough for laughter, big enough to want a moment frozen and kept. I’m overcome with untouchable joy as I regard my groom. His complete otherness, given to me. His beloved camera. His forehead damp from selflessness. His eyes their rich hue that convinces me brown is the best color in the world.

I hoist myself onto his sturdy back and he runs, wind drawing tears from our eyes. I could be anywhere with anyone, but here I am joined in marriage to not just any man, but a good one.

Eventually, we get to our ice cream. And later to the little bungalow with the blue porch ceiling and a ready hammer and leftover pancakes and the red swimsuit that my new husband is impatient to uncover.

We’re here at the beginning. It can be anything we want.



Ryan Wells Brighton and Lillian Irene Wright. We want to do something unusual and combine our last names, but “Brighton-Wright” and “Wright-Brighton” remind us too much of “night-light” or the Lite-Brite toy. We consider this dilemma as we adjust to newlywed life.

One evening after work, Ryan cooks spaghetti and Bolognese as I distribute wedding gifts throughout our apartment. A toaster. A cordless phone. A new sage towel set for the bathroom. I nod approval at the towel color against the rust tile that covers the counter and walls.

I shelve a couple of books on our living room built-ins. Ryan and I decided our gifts to each other would be related to books and art. I got him a camera, and he got me a special edition of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. As Ryan browns beef in the kitchen, I slide the torn paper napkin with his old number in between the book’s pages, warming at the memory.

I place our new VCR beside the television and then focus a few degrees north, adjusting the southwestern wall art that Elise got us. It looks nice with our brown plaid sofa and recliner. I toss a blanket into the bedroom, carry Ryan’s easel to the living room, and bring gift wrap trash to the kitchen, making a mental note to get another small trash can or two.

I squeeze behind Ryan, pleased with how our first home is coming together, the bliss of tinkering around our apartment as my husband makes dinner.

“I need to get out the address book and start thank-you cards. People were so generous. Matteo got us the towel set, right?”

Ryan is stirring the noodles.

“Ry?”

“Hmm?”

“Did Matteo give us the towels?”

“Oh, uh, not sure.”

“I’ll check my gift notes.” I get Parmesan from the fridge. “That reminds me. I need to replenish my stationery.”

He gives the softening noodles a tired smile.

I look up at him. “You okay?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I don’t know. You’re just quiet.” I pull two plates from an upper cabinet. When we set up the kitchen, Ryan had this baffling idea that plates should go in a lower cabinet. I said I couldn’t get used to that and he said he couldn’t get used to my way, so we split the difference. Plates in both cabinets. In case we should want to grab them with our toes, I teased. He laughed but pointed out that we don’t get other lower cabinet items with our toes. Then he gave me a peck on the forehead, and I leaned into him and into this work of grafting ourselves together.

“I’m just tired. Turns out, running a gallery is hard work.” He gives me a wink and taps the spoon on the pan’s edge to shed excess sauce.

We serve straight from the stove and shuffle over to our oak table, where I toss down place mats, needing to check my gift notes about those too. It’s already dark outside, so I light two taper candles as Ryan grabs napkins.

We sit down and dig in. Spaghetti is an easy favorite of mine. I wipe sauce from the corner of my mouth and sprinkle grated Parmesan. Ryan twirls his fork and says with a thoughtful frown, “Where’d we get this table again?”

I scoot the Parmesan toward him and say, “My great-aunt. Queen of estate sales.”

He mumbles, “Estate sales?” He scoots back, bending and twisting to look under the table.

“What in the world?”

“It reminds me so much of the table I had when I was little.” He shakes his head. “I used to color on the underside of it.”

I bend to look under the table, knowing what I’ll find: naked wood. I sit back up and take another bite. “How crazy would that have been?”

He drops his fork onto his plate with a light clink and goes to refill his water glass.

I swallow and spin more noodles around the tines of my fork. “So cute that you colored underneath. Ever the artist.”

“Not sure Mom found it cute.”

“Uh-oh, were you scolded?” I smile, envisioning young Ryan sneaking under the table while Elise baked or hummed or counted for hide-and-seek.

When my eyes drift up from my food to my husband’s face, I stop smiling. He’s seated again, shadowy thoughts across his face. Whole years seem to have been added to him.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” He stabs his spaghetti and takes a bite. “Last time I colored that table was the night we left.”

He chews and gulps and blinks, his fork stilling beneath a limp wrist. He never talks about that night. Ever. I set my fork down as silence surrounds us like an ambush.

A tear slides down my husband’s face, over his stubble, like rain down a window. We both avoid our pasts, but on the occasion that we face them, we do so in opposite attitudes. I go at mine with downplaying and busying myself. Ryan, on the other hand, can’t do anything but feel the enormity.

Then, the sound of my arm lifting. The fabric of my blouse. My bent knuckle to his cheek. Skin, salt water, skin.

With a crackling edge, his voice cuts the quiet. “What a stupid thing to cry over. Especially in front of you.” That edge is in his words—I’ve come to think of it as The Barton Edge, because it emerges when Barton comes up.

“Why especially in front of me? I’m your wife.”

“I didn’t even lose my dad. You lost so much when your parents died.”

I ignore the perpetual sting of it, the flash of Mama’s hair falling out in clumps, the chemo not working, then Dad’s accident and two funerals in as many years.

Ryan labors to control his voice, but in an anguished crescendo he yells, “I’m crying because of a table!” He pounds the table with a fist. Plates rattle. I startle. The candle flames bow low.
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