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For P.M.Q.

One last time

Love never fails






Your absence has gone through me

Like thread through a needle.

Everything I do is stitched with its color.

—W. S. MERWIN








WINTER





Annie Brown died right before dinner. The mashed potatoes were still in the pot on the stove, the dented pot with the loose handle, but the meatloaf and the peas were already on the table. Two of the children were in their usual seats. Jamie tried to pick a piece of bacon off the top of the meatloaf, and Ali elbowed him. “Mom!” he yelled.

“Bill, get me some Advil, my head is killing me,” their mother said, turning from the stove to their father, her ponytail waving at them, her hair more or less the same shade and texture as the Irish setter’s down the street. She’d done the color herself, and she said she wasn’t happy with it, too brassy, but she figured she’d just let it go. Her husband said it looked fine. Of course he did.

“Bill,” she said again, looking at him with a wooden spoon raised in her hand, and then she went down, hard, the spoon skidding across the floor, leaving a thin trail of potatoes, stopping at the base of the stove. Ali didn’t see it because she was still policing her little brother, but she heard it.

Ant and Benjy came running in from the back room when they heard their dad yelling, “Annie! Annie! Jesus Christ!” Her husband tripped over the spoon as he ran to her, lifted her like it was nothing, and carried her into the living room. He pushed the coffee table into the wall with his foot so he could lay her down flat in the middle of the floor.

“Call 911, Ali,” he said to his daughter.

“What is your emergency?” said the woman, who had an accent that sounded like she was from somewhere else.

“My mother fell,” Ali said. It didn’t seem like enough, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“Give me the phone,” her father said. “Get out of the way.”

The kids all went back and sat still at the kitchen table as though if they moved it might make things worse. It was so quiet that Ali could hear them all breathing, especially their father. After a few minutes there was the faint sound of a siren, the faraway sound the kids heard when they had been sent to bed and Annie and Bill were watching some cop show in the living room and had turned the volume down. The siren got louder until it was all around the five of them, in them, in their teeth and their skulls, and then it stopped, and crash, crash, crash, things moving outside, and then the crew was through the front door as their father held it open and their mother lay still. No one ever used the front door. If someone rang that bell, Annie always said, “Now who in the world can that be?” When the family came into the house, they came in through the kitchen. There was a mat there, bristly, brown, to wipe their feet on, and a bench inside to leave their shoes on. No outside shoes in the house—that was the rule. “Is she part Japanese?” Annie’s mother-in-law once asked.

It was weird, the kitchen and the living room like two different places, two different stories, two different planets. Behind the big arch that separated the two rooms, the four children sat at the kitchen table frozen into something like a family photograph, meatloaf, peas, salt, pepper, the Brown kids gathered for a weekday dinner, Jamie, the youngest, with a smear of barbeque sauce on his fat pink cheek.

The EMTs made a wall of blue canvas backs around Annie so that all you could see were her slippers, like her feet were all that was left of her. Bill Brown bounced from side to side, adrenaline all over, his eyes big and then blinking, big and then blinking, like someone in a movie who was trying to send secret distress signals without giving anything away to the bad guys. Annie’s slippers were purple and Bill had given them to her for Christmas even though she had told him she wanted a locket. They all heard her, a heart-shaped locket to put a picture in. “These are nice,” she’d said when she opened the box and found the slippers. She’d prepared herself; you couldn’t see a shoebox shape and think there was a locket inside unless your husband was the kind of man who would put a small box in a bigger one as a trick, and Bill wasn’t that kind of guy.

When she came home from working at the nursing home in the evening or the morning, depending on her shift, she would take off her rubber clogs at the back door and put on the purple slippers. Sometimes Bill would smile when she did that, like he was thinking he’d done good. He said that when he was happy about something: “I done good.”

There were the slippers, still, as if no one was wearing them, and there was Bill, bouncing up and down in the living room, his mouth open, panting. Hyperventilating, Ali said to herself, remembering Girl Scout training. She wondered if her father was going to faint, if there would be the two of them lying there on the rug, both their parents, their kids staring. “Stand back, Bill,” one of the EMTs said, both men leaving wet, gray spots on the carpet from the old snow they’d picked up on their shoes outside. One of them was a man whose son used to be on Ali’s Little League team. One of them was someone Bill and Annie had gone to high school with. They lived in that kind of place.

Jamie was still picking idly at the meatloaf so that one crispy corner of it was all picked out and most of the bacon was gone, but now Ali wasn’t going to stop him. Ali was staring at her mother’s feet. They hadn’t moved once. She kept waiting for her mother to sit up and say “What happened?” or “I’m fine” or “Let me up.” She kept waiting for the EMTs to do that thing with the paddles, to shock her mother’s heart back to life. She figured that even if she couldn’t see anything but the men’s backs, she would hear that sound, pop pop, and her mother’s feet would do a little jump. They had one of those machines in every hallway at the nursing home where her mother worked. Her mother had shown Ali when she’d visited once. “Do you know how to use that?” Ali had asked. “Of course,” her mother said. “It wouldn’t be much use to people if I didn’t.”

“Let’s get her on the gurney,” Ali heard one of the men say.

“What’s a gurney?” Benjy whispered.

“I’m coming with you,” their father said, and really fast they were out the door, him, her, the EMTs, and then there were all the hard metal sounds of things moving and slamming, the ambulance starting up and the siren wailing, then dwindling, as the ambulance moved off their street. The living room felt as empty as if there were no one home, the way Ali figured the house did in the mornings after they’d all gone to school and their parents had left for work and the only sound was the furnace in the basement clicking on and off, the hot air whooshing up through the vents, the occasional creak of the hamster wheel from Ali’s room.

It was quiet now except for the sound of Jamie sucking barbeque sauce off his fingers and some murmurs from outside that were the sounds of neighbors, even in the cold, on their front steps trying to figure out what was going on over at the Brown house. A siren didn’t sound on their street without everyone coming out to see. They’d done the same thing themselves. Chimney fire, their father might say, sending everyone back inside as the fire engine backed down the block.

“Where are they going?” said Benjy.

“The hospital, dumbass,” said Ant.

“Shut up,” Ali said. “Don’t be mean to him.”

“You’re not the boss,” said Ant, like he always did.

“What happened to Mommy?” said Benjy.

“I don’t really know,” Ali said.

Ant and Ali didn’t eat anything, but the two little boys had meatloaf and even some potatoes, though they were cold, with ketchup on it all. They didn’t eat the peas because there was nobody to make them do it. “We should go to bed,” Ali said. “We have school tomorrow.” Jamie and Benjy went to their room, and when Ali checked on them they were asleep, their clothes on the floor, no face washing, no tooth brushing, but she wasn’t going to wake them up for that. Benjy had his thumb in his mouth, and in the quiet she could hear him sucking on it, just the way she’d heard him when he was a baby and couldn’t be without a pacifier for even a minute.

The little boys had bunk beds up against the wall, but Ant had a twin bed up against the window. He was lying down flat and staring out.

“Is she going to die?” he said without turning his head.

“What are you talking about?” Ali said kind of meanly, even though she was thinking the same thing. Her mother’s feet, so still.

She went downstairs and sat on the living room couch. The house felt big all around her, even though it wasn’t, like it had expanded without the grown-ups in it. It’s not like they hadn’t been left alone before with her in charge, like after school when their parents were both late from work, or when their mother and father went to the diner for dinner. But that was always planned. Ali, put the mac and cheese in the oven. Make sure Jamie does his eye exercises. One hour of TV, and that’s it. They never just got left like this, like everyone had forgotten they were even there.

She turned on the television and turned the sound down low, but she kept getting shows that had people laughing on them, so she finally put some news show on mute, just for a kind of company. In the silence she heard a faint tap that she thought was a branch hitting the window, but then it got louder and she realized it was at the back door.

Mrs. Lankford, who had lived next door since her father was a little boy, was standing on the step, her arms wrapped around herself. In the light over the door Ali could see a thick white wreath of cold-weather breath surrounding her beret, the fuzzy one with jewels around the rim. “That doesn’t look like it does much to keep your head warm, Sally,” Ali’s grandmother had said once.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?” Mrs. Lankford said. “Everything okay? We saw the ambulance.”

“My mother fell,” Ali said again. What else could she say? She didn’t know anything. And she hated to think it, but she thought Mrs. Lankford was only there to spread the word, whatever the word was, and if she did, the next thing Ali knew, her grandmother would be in the living room asking her questions she couldn’t answer.

“Do you want company?” Mrs. Lankford said, clapping her hands. Her gloves matched her hat.

“I’m good, thank you. My father will be home soon.”

“Well, you have my number if you need anything. Or just come right over. Don’t worry about waking us up. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

“Me too,” Ali lied.

She felt as though she should call someone, but she didn’t know whom, and she didn’t know what she would say. She didn’t want to talk to her grandmother, and her friend Jenny couldn’t get calls after eight, and her aunt Kathy was hours away. There was Annemarie, there was always Annemarie, but Ali remembered when she was much younger, her mother falling on the ice and thinking she might have broken her wrist, and saying to her father, “Don’t tell Annemarie, I don’t want to upset her. Whatever you do, don’t upset her.” Ali realized she only wanted to call someone to stop upsetting herself any further, to make this moment less scary, more real.

“It sounds like you got pretty dramatic about all this,” her mother would say when she got home.

The dinner dishes were still on the table, and Ali started to clean up, just to have something to do. Two years ago Benjy had hit his head against the corner of one of the lower kitchen cabinets and bled all over the rag rug by the sink, and after fifteen minutes of struggling with a butterfly bandage, their mother had decided they needed to go to the ER. “While I’m getting him ready, you put some foil over that lasagna,” she’d said to Ali. “We’re all going to be hungry when we get home.” Their father was out on a job, someone’s toilet overflowing or the water heater broken, and it was before they’d decided Ali was old enough to look after the others, so they’d all gotten in the car and gone to the branch of the big hospital up on the highway. There was a little soundproof room for kids, with cartoons on the TV. It seemed like it was so the cartoons and the kids wouldn’t disturb the people in the big waiting area, but it might have been so the kids didn’t hear the noises coming from the examining rooms. Ant said that when he went to the bathroom he heard somebody yelling “oh my God” over and over again. When their mother came to get them she was carrying Benjy, even though he was so tall and she so short that his bony legs dangled past her knees. “I’ve never heard someone make such a fuss about a hair clipper,” she said.

“Will he have a scar?” Ant said in the car.

“Probably,” their mother said. “That doctor was so young she probably still gets carded in a bar. But when his hair grows back you won’t even see it.” She’d been right about that, wrong about the lasagna. They’d eaten so much junk from the vending machines that Ant threw up in the kitchen once they got home. “Motherhood is such a pleasure,” Annie had said, mopping the floor, putting the lasagna in the fridge, dabbing at the blood on her shirt with cold water.

Ali was picturing her mother in one of those hospital examining rooms now. “I just had a monster headache,” Annie would be telling the doctor. “Two Advil and I’ll be fine. I need to get home.” Ali tried to eat a piece of meatloaf. It tasted fine but felt bad, like gravel in her mouth, and she spit it into a napkin. Her mother had been on the morning-to-evening shift, six to six, so dinner had been a little late. The other shift, evening to morning, was better for everyone except maybe her mother. She’d make an early dinner, cover a plate with tinfoil if the two older ones had a sports practice or Bill was out on a late call, stick a chicken cutlet in a roll with a squirt of mayonnaise, and jump into the car, steering with one hand and holding what passed for her own dinner in the other. Back through the door just before sunup, and the kids would wake to the smell of coffee and maybe, if she was in the mood, pancakes or waffles.

Ali finished putting the dishes in the dishwasher and went and sat on the couch. She’d start to fall over a little bit, sleepy, but then would wake herself up. She had on the jeans she’d gotten for Christmas that had holes in the knees on purpose, and she picked at the scab from when she’d tripped on the steps outside the middle school. She hadn’t thought of that when she saw the jeans on one of the high school girls and decided she wanted them. “I don’t understand buying clothes already torn up,” Grandma Dora had said at Christmas dinner, and her mother had just shrugged. She’d said more or less the same thing herself when Ali asked for the jeans, but she wasn’t going to take her mother-in-law’s side.

Ali had never stayed awake all night, even at slumber parties when everyone said they would. There were some stray pieces of plastic on the living room carpet that the EMTs had left. She looked at them to see if she could figure out what they’d been used for, but they were just like the things left in the box when her father would put some toy together and there were pieces that didn’t seem to go anywhere. She was afraid to throw them away so she put them in the top drawer of the table next to the sofa. Inside there were two barrettes, a deck of cards, a knife with an orange handle that was supposed to be good for pumpkin carving but wasn’t, and a couple of pictures from when people took pictures with cameras. They were a little curled at the edges, like the leaves on the ground in fall. One was of Annie and Annemarie, their arms around each other, both of them wearing flowered dresses and sandals. You could tell that no one had had to tell them to smile for the camera; they both looked as happy as could be. Ali’s mom said she couldn’t recall exactly what they’d been doing that day, although she did remember that she’d loved that dress. It wasn’t just that day—a lot of the times Ali had seen her mother look really happy were the ones when she and Annemarie were sitting at the kitchen table splitting a bottle of rosé, eating junk snacks, talking about how the woman who invented Doritos was a genius because they both knew it had to be a woman, right?

“That’s my mother and her best friend,” Ali had told Jenny when they’d gone into the drawer looking for a pencil because they were playing Clue, and she had seen Jenny staring at the photograph.

“I don’t think my mother has a friend like that,” Jenny had said. “We move around a lot.”

In the back of the drawer there was also a picture of her parents with Grandma Dora in front of the house. There was another picture of just her parents, same day, you could tell by the clothes, but that one was in an album her mother had in the bedroom. The next page of the album was a picture of the two of them at the restaurant the night they got engaged, then the wedding, then the two of them on the front lawn with baby Ali, then two kids, three. Annie told Annemarie once that it was like a flip book of her life, except that it had been so crazy the day she came home from the hospital with Jamie, Ali jumping up and down, Ant sulking, Benjy underfoot, that there was no picture of them all on the lawn with the new baby, who turned out to be the last baby. “The kitchen looked like a bomb hit it when I walked in that day,” their mother always said.

The couch was up against the wall of the living room, facing the windows. Before, it had been under the windows, and before that it had been catty-corner to the arch to the kitchen. Every once in a while their mother liked to move the furniture around. “Come on, Bill,” she would say, and together they would push an end table across the carpet, lift the sofa, drag the recliner, until Annie would say, “The room looks so much bigger.” It wasn’t that big a room, and it always looked the same to Ali no matter where they put the furniture. The couch still felt a little strange where it was now.

Around one o’clock she really started to drift off, but then she felt the whole house shake, the floor humming beneath her feet, the bowl on the coffee table vibrating so it made a faint buzzing sound like a wasp in the house. First her mother, then an earthquake, she thought, only half awake, but then it slowed and stopped and she realized that the furnace was right beneath the living room and it had rumbled on.

Ali moved the bowl back to the center of the table. Annemarie had given it to her mother for her birthday. Her mother said that if you bought it in a craft store it would be two hundred dollars, and Ali’s father had said, “For a bowl?” It was one of those bowls you didn’t use for anything. “A decorative item,” said Annemarie, who was in the business of selling decorative items. This one was beautiful, deep blue turning to pale green as the sides sloped, with leaves etched into it.

You could scarcely tell it had been broken, although it was hard for Ali’s eyes not to go right to the break, despite how well her father had mended it. Benjy and Ant had been playing Space Rangers on the sofa, jumping off the arm onto the cushions on the floor, Benjy so excited by the fact that Ant was even acknowledging his existence that he got a little wild and careened off the corner of the coffee table. The bowl had skidded across the wooden surface and landed on the thin carpet and broken into two almost equal pieces, as though it had been created for the day when this would happen. The silence had alerted their mother to trouble in the next room, and when she saw the bowl it seemed like the silence doubled, tripled, with her eyes big and her lips pressed together. She had lifted a piece in each hand and gone into her bedroom. “Sorry, sorry, sorry, Mommy,” Benjy had said with his forehead against the door, and Ant put all the cushions back on the sofa.

“There’s no point in even having nice things,” Ali heard her mother say to her father that night when they were all in bed.

Ali went to the window and could see the irregular glitter of a few stray snowflakes spinning in the artificial glare and then falling out of sight. The rest of the street looked like one of the photographs in her grandmother’s oldest albums—black, dark gray, light gray, the occasional spot or shaft or line of pure white. The snow moon shone down on it all, much brighter than any spotlight. Their mother had promised to look up why the full moon the month before, in January, was called the wolf moon, but then she got busy and forgot. Sometimes, when it was warmer weather and they’d been up late for the church fair or a barbeque, she would take them outside and make them look up. “It’s the same moon over us all,” she said, “no matter where we go.”

“Where are we going?” Benjy had said, and their mother laughed and laid a hand on his head.

At one corner of the window frame there was some sort of break in the old wood, and Ali could feel the thin shaft of winter air like the steam whistling from the teapot, only cold, cold.

“This house needs new windows,” her father said every year about this time.

“Good luck with that,” her mother would reply.

Ali saw her own reflection in the window, but her face looked mostly like black holes—her eyes, the base of her nose, where her chin made the sharp turn into her neck. The flakes came down harder and she thought, Not a good night to drive. Her mother didn’t like to drive in snow. Her father didn’t care, although he always said the back end of the van fishtailed on the hills if they were packed down into ice and not gritted by the municipal trucks. If the snow came down harder, her father would have to be the one who drove home, Ali thought, and then as she looked beyond the spotlight she realized that the car and the van were there, that of course her parents both went in the ambulance. She hoped her grandmother wouldn’t be the one to drive them home from the hospital, her purse string of a mouth tight, somehow blaming Ali’s mother for what had happened. “Tripping over her own two feet, Bill, was that it?”

For some reason Ali started to think about what would happen if they got left, if her mother and father didn’t come home by morning, if the ambulance had had an accident, which would be a weird thing, an ambulance having an accident instead of dealing with one, but it must happen sometimes. Annie always said that her daughter had a vivid imagination, but she didn’t, not really. It was worry that made Ali think about things like this, not imagination at all. It was considering the worst things, like how she would do on her math exam if she didn’t study or what would happen if she crashed into the wall of the gym chasing a loose basketball. She imagined the red F at the top of the paper, the sunburst of blood as her nose collided with the gym wall, even though she always studied, always stopped herself before she was out of bounds. Even if her mother was only in the hospital for a few days, like she had been with the new baby who was supposed to come after Jamie three years ago who didn’t turn out to be a baby after all, Grandma Dora would move in and talk all the time about how hard it was to take care of four kids, and how great she was for doing it. “This better be the last one,” she said to Bill when he’d said his wife was pregnant again. Which had turned out to be true.

It was cold in the house. The furnace hadn’t stayed on for long. There was a new thermostat that had a timer so that they wouldn’t waste fuel oil keeping the house warm while everyone was in bed. “It’s freezing in here,” her mother said almost every morning. “It’ll warm up,” her father said if he wasn’t already at work. It seemed like they liked that, that they said the same things over and over again, back and forth. They did that a lot.

Ali looked at the clock on the cable box. 3:11 it said, when the sound of someone opening the back door woke her, and she sat up straight and wiped her mouth with its snail trail of spit down the side where her head had been on the arm of the couch. Her father saw her sitting there, her hands clasped, and he fell down on the floor, on his knees, and started to cry.

As far as she was concerned, that was the worst part of the night so far.

“Bill, get me some Advil, my head is killing me,” her mother had said, and then she went down, just like that, one last wave goodbye from the thick, ragged ribbon of her ponytail. She hadn’t even had time to take her hair down after work. “Like a ton of bricks,” she used to say if someone fell at the nursing home where she was an aide. Ali remembered afterward what her mother had said in the kitchen word for word, because in books and movies, last words were special, something like “Look after my four wonderful children.” But maybe just in books and movies.

Her father’s hands had a lot of scars on them from work, and he was holding them in front of his face like he was trying to keep the tears in, but there were so many that the rug was turning from tan to brown in front of him, in front of the line of dirty footprints leading to where he knelt. In books and movies Ali would have hugged him and he would have hugged her and they would have both felt a little better. But he didn’t get up from the floor, and Ali didn’t get off the couch. They didn’t move. They couldn’t move.

“Oh my God,” he said. “What the hell am I going to do?” He didn’t say more, and Ali didn’t ask, but she knew then that her mother was dead.





“Taken to heaven in the arms of the angels,” it said in the newspaper. The Browns still got the paper every day because Bill didn’t like to read the sports scores on the computer. Their grandmother brought a whole stack of copies that morning like they would be keepsakes, like everyone would want one to remind themselves of Brown, Anne Fonzheimer. There was a picture from the high school yearbook as though she’d never grown up or gotten older. Cherished wife of Willard J. Brown Jr. Survived by her adored children, Alexandra, Anthony, Benjamin, James, ages thirteen, eleven, eight, and six. The two older ones had looked at it and looked at each other. Alexandra, Anthony, Benjamin, James. Bill felt bad about it. Everyone had known them by their nicknames until now. If Ali had been called to the principal’s office maybe they would have called her Alexandra. But she’d never been called to the principal’s office. None of them had, even Ant, who all the adults agreed was what his grandmother called a tough nut. He’d probably been hoping no one would know that his real name was Anthony until the principal said it on the stage before handing over his high school diploma. Because of what had happened, no one at school would start in on him with the Anthony thing right away, but eventually.

Bill didn’t know who had come up with the line about the arms of the angels. Probably his mother, or maybe just the staff at the funeral home. He knew someone had asked him what he wanted, but he didn’t know what he’d said. It sure hadn’t been him. He stayed in the bedroom with the door shut. Annie’s phone kept coming to life on the bedside table, the picture of the kids on its screen brightening, then darkening, beating like a mechanical heart.

His mother tried to make him come out for meals, but mostly he didn’t. “You have children!” she shouted, even though it had never seemed like she liked her grandchildren that much.

All he wanted was for things to slow down. When he had knelt across from Ali in the living room, ashamed that he was crying while his daughter sat there dry-eyed, her face as still as a school photograph, he kept thinking there were things to do. And there were so many things—decisions, arrangements—but all of them put you on an express train, the landscape passing so fast it was a blur. He guessed a blur would be comforting, but in his mind all he saw were the sharp edges of her hair spread across the kitchen floor, of her lying flat on the living room carpet, one hand palm up as though she were ready to wave. Hello, Billy. Goodbye, Billy. He needed things to slow down so he could be with Annie, wherever she was.

Annie’s sister, Kathy, had driven down from Pittsburgh and taken charge. That’s what she always did. She was a certified public accountant. She was worried because it was close to tax season, but she said she had her computer with her and there was good wireless in the hotel. Annie said her sister had always been a very organized person, lining her dolls up on the shelf in a particular way, in particular poses. If Annie ever tried to play with them Kathy would know right away. When Annie was little she didn’t dare, but as she got older she moved them sometimes just to make Kathy crazy. Annie always said her sister made April 15 sound like New Year’s Eve. “Should we have her do our taxes?” Bill said once. “God, no,” Annie said.

“I need to ask Bill where all the documents are kept,” he had heard Kathy say to his mother, the kind of thing Annie would say was right up her sister’s alley, and his mother had replied, “I’ll find them. He’ll have no idea,” which Bill knew was an answer that was right up hers.

His life was being run by women. Even his daughter was getting in on the act. She carried in a meatloaf sandwich for him, just the way he liked it, plenty of ketchup and some bread-and-butter pickles on the side. “I’m not hungry,” he said. “You need to eat,” she said, like ventriloquism, a grown woman coming out of her thirteen-year-old mouth. “Also, you need to talk to the little boys. They’re confused. Jamie wants to know when Mommy is coming home from the hospital.” She’d stumbled on the last word.

“Jesus Christ,” Bill said.

“Please eat the sandwich, Daddy,” Ali said, sounding more like herself. “At least eat half. Please.”

“I will,” he said. After she left he wrapped the sandwich in the paper towel Ali had put on the plate and put it in the drawer of his bedside table beside the nail clippers. When he and Annie were younger they kept some porn in there, but now it was all on the computer. Nothing wild, pretty white-bread. “Oooh, I could do that,” Annie said sometimes.

Kathy was staying at the Best Western two towns over so she could get work done. There was no place at the house, and Bill’s mother had a guest room, but she didn’t really like Kathy. Dora Brown always said Kathy thought she was all that and a bag of chips, but maybe she was really jealous because Kathy lived in a condo with a pool and went once a year on a river cruise. His mother resented Kathy. That’s what Annie always said. Bill could hear his sister-in-law out in the kitchen clearing the cereal bowls.

“Get in the car,” he heard her say to Ali.

It was a school day but none of the kids were going to school, not for the rest of the week. There was today, and tomorrow, and then the viewing, and then the next day what Mr. Grant at the funeral home called the internment. It felt like it would go on forever. Jamie wanted to make a snowman in what was left of the snow in the backyard, but Bill’s mother said, “You don’t want anyone seeing you playing outside today of all days.”

“Maybe later, hon,” Kathy said. Bill figured the two of them, his sister-in-law, his mother, were circling each other at the sink. “Who’s the alpha?” Annie used to say to him when Kathy and Dora were sparring. “I am, babe, because I refuse to engage with either of them.”

“Women are a mystery,” he’d said one night at the bar, and the bartender had looked at him, laughed, and said, “Now there’s a news flash.” Nice guy, Bill thought, named Cyril of all things. He’d moved from Philadelphia and opened a sports bar on the block behind Front Street. He’d sent Bill a text: “Praying for you and your kids, man.”

People were good. That’s what Bill had always believed, and nothing had ever really changed his mind. Well, almost nothing. He’d had to punt his emergency cases to Jack Bessemer for at least a few days. He didn’t like doing it. Right out of high school Bill had gone to work for Ed Martin, who had taught him plumbing slowly and patiently—how to deal with a busted toilet seal, a furnace with a bad pilot light, a leaky pipe. Ed Martin didn’t like Jack Bessemer, not because they were competitors, but because he said Jack did shoddy work at high prices and made comments to the women, who were the ones home most often when a plumber showed up. “Bessemer is never coming in this house,” Annie said.

“You don’t ever need to call a plumber, hon.”

“Oh, plumber!” she’d called, putting her arms around his neck and grinding against him just a bit. He needed to stop thinking about things like that. He had to stop thinking about Annie soft and warm next to him, smelling like lemon and bread combined. It’s why he couldn’t sleep. He knew people said they didn’t believe in ghosts, and he didn’t either, not the woo-woo kind that made noise in the attic. But he couldn’t stop feeling like she was there, there all the time, and then gone, like a song from the radio of a car flying by. Now that she was a ghost, would she know the things he’d tried to keep from her? Would she know that he’d never wanted to get married in the beginning, that he thought four was at least two kids too many, that sometimes his favorite place to be was in his van, alone?

He had to keep concentrating on the little things, like texting everyone on his list that for the next few days Bessemer Plumbing would be handling their emergencies. Mrs. McSorley had called him right away. Her furnace was out. “I’ll wait,” she said. “I’ve got a space heater and a fireplace and plenty of wood. You just take care of those children.”

The women were taking care of the kids instead. It seemed to work best that way. Kathy had gone through the closets and decided that none of them had anything to wear to a funeral. The night before she’d come up with a plan to take Ali out for a dress. She said it could be navy blue if Ali wanted that instead of black. “I’ll take her,” he’d heard Kathy say on the phone with Annemarie. “Don’t make yourself crazy. I’ve got this.”

“Tell her it’s just family here,” his mother had said to Kathy when she hung up the phone, and he heard Annie clear as water: “Sometimes your mother is just mean.” He knew Annemarie felt she was family; that sentence would level her for sure. But Kathy wouldn’t say that. She’d known her sister, and loved her, and so she knew what Annemarie had meant to Annie, even when things were bad, hard, almost impossible, when Bill didn’t want to hear Annemarie’s name or see her face.

Kathy had come to him after the phone call with Annemarie and said, “I need to get something for Annie to wear, too.” And for just a moment his mind did a stutter stop and he heard his wife as though she were sitting next to him on the couch say, “I can choose my own dress, thank you very much, sister dear.” But then the room had gone silent with the kind of silence that fills it up until it’s likely to burst, and Bill had just nodded.

“Do you have an opinion?” his sister-in-law had asked, and he shook his head. His opinion was that if he tried to look through his wife’s closet he might go out of his mind.

Kathy had gone into the bedroom and stood in front of a row of the kinds of things she never wore herself—flowered blouses, red capri pants—while Bill waited outside in the hall. She’d pushed the hangers aside as quietly as she could, hoping that the kids wouldn’t hear, but Bill had, and through the half-open door he’d seen her lean in and put her arms around the clothes and inhale and weep. Then she shook herself, took a dress off a hanger, folded it neatly into a tote bag, bent down for a pair of shoes, and straightened up again. Bill thought she’d realized that Annie wouldn’t need shoes, and he struggled for a moment to catch his breath. He didn’t know if they were doing the right thing, having an old-fashioned wake and funeral with a viewing and a burial. But when Kathy and his mother had tried to talk to him about it, he’d just walked away. Later his mother had cornered him in the kitchen and asked about a eulogy. “Do you want to say something?” she’d said. “Just think about it.”

Here’s what he thought, lying in bed that night, staring at the popcorn ceiling with moonlight raking it as though it were trying to make it less ugly: All the general things people said, about how the person was a good friend and a good wife and a good mother, were useless, almost insulting in their lack of specificity. But all the specific things he could say about Annie, the girl he’d picked up at the party, picked up and knocked up, married, made a life with, were too intimate. It wasn’t just that Bill was uncomfortable standing up and speaking in front of a lot of people. It was that what he had he didn’t want to share. He needed to hold it all now like a life preserver.

The Lord is my shepherd. He’d heard it so many times, at so many gravesides. That’s all he wanted, although there was a part about restoring your soul that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to hear without rage.

His mother thought the boys should have suits, but he said white shirts and ties were good enough. He hated wearing a suit himself; he liked his work clothes, Carhartt pants with reinforced knees and a T-shirt laundered until it was as soft as the skin on his wife’s belly, skin that was puckered and pleated from pregnancies. Since Ali was thirteen, she was apparently obliged to wear a dress. “I think it’s respectful,” Kathy had said.

The last few years, Annie had said the one good thing about having a small house was that you could eavesdrop on your kids. Bill was an eavesdropper now on what was left of his life. “They think your mother had an aneurysm,” Kathy had told Ali, sitting on the edge of Ali’s bed. She had said the word the way the principal said words at the middle school spelling bee, broken up into syllables. An-eu-ry-sm.

“Was your wife complaining of headaches in the last few months?” the doctor had said at the hospital in the small waiting area, the one they took you to for really bad news.

“I don’t think so?” Bill had said. “Maybe? Everybody gets headaches, right?”

“Stop complaining,” he’d heard Annie say to the kids more than once. A paper cut, a stomachache. “Nobody’s dying here,” she would sometimes say.

“That’s why your mother told your father she had a headache,” he heard Kathy say in the bedroom.

“I know,” Ali said.

“Stop picking your cuticles,” Kathy said. “Who told you?”

“You’ve all been talking about it on the phone.” So Ali was eavesdropping too. He wondered from behind the bedroom door if the rest of his life he’d be hearing things he needed to know said by other people in other rooms.

“She sees things,” Annie had said once of Ali, and not entirely happily.

“An aneurysm is when an artery bursts in your brain,” he heard Kathy say. “There was absolutely nothing anyone could have done to stop it. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.” He heard nothing from Ali.

“I suppose I should get checked out myself,” Kathy added.

“For what?” he heard Ali say.

“If it’s congenital. That means it runs in families. Don’t worry. Not you. By the time you’re my age they will have cured everything.”

The dress they’d found for Ali to wear to the funeral looked like a black bag made out of T-shirt stuff. It was the best they could do on short notice. Ali was at the in-between age, when little-girl dresses looked stupid but grown-up clothes had darts in the front and she had nothing much to fill out the darts. Kathy told Bill she felt like Annie would have come up with something better, but she’d done the best she could. “Ali didn’t seem to care what we got,” Kathy told her brother-in-law. “She said okay to everything.”

“That’s a nice dress,” Bill said when Ali came out of her bedroom to show her grandmother, who insisted on seeing, and Ali and Kathy looked at each other. He tried hard to keep his voice even. He didn’t know why, but he had always been touched somehow by his children’s collarbones. Touched, and fearful, too. Somehow they made children look that much more vulnerable, breakable. Ali’s collarbones looked like a knobby necklace at the slack top of the dress. The fact that she had been made to look, suddenly, almost like an adult woman made him sad. When he had come home from the hospital and seen her sitting on the couch, still dressed in her school clothes, her hands clenched, he had suddenly seen that all their lives had changed in one night, seen it in a kind of hardening of her mouth and eyes, a look that was still there. That he thought might be there always.

“Well, no one expects you to look like a fashion plate at a funeral,” his mother said.

“She looks fine,” Bill said. “She looks good. You look good, honey.”

“Did you eat your sandwich?” Ali asked.

“It was great,” Bill lied.





Annemarie was sitting in her car in the funeral home’s back lot and staring out the windshield, seeing nothing. Jesus God, do I want a pill, or three, or ten, something to take the edge off, she thought, even though she knew there was no taking the edge off this. “Don’t you dare start taking that crap again,” she heard Annie say in her head. “I’m not around to pull you out of the hole this time.”

February, way past nightfall, but the funeral home was lit up like a Hollywood premiere, spotlights on either side of the big redbrick building trained on the sign on the lawn. She’d driven down past the circle with the fountain at its center, halfway down the back drive that led to the part they didn’t want you to see, you didn’t really want to think about, the windowless cube of matching brick, the garages with the hearses. Business in the front, party in the back, she and Annie used to say about mullet cuts, only here it was reversed.

She’d turned her lights off so that no one could see her sitting there in the car talking to herself. Only she wasn’t talking to herself, she was talking to that little girl with the too-short bangs who had wound up in the desk next to hers in first grade, who irritated the hell out of her in the beginning, who later had turned out to be the only thing standing between her and disaster.

“Shotgun!” she heard Annie yell while skipping through the high school parking lot to the car, and that had irritated the hell out of her too, because who else was going to sit in Annemarie’s passenger seat but Annie, pulling lip gloss out of her cheesy leather bucket bag that she loved so much for some reason, tapping Tic Tacs into her own palm and then into Annemarie’s like they might be kissing someone any minute and needed fresh breath. “Lezzies,” one of the Ballmer brothers, who liked Annemarie—which was a waste of his time for sure—had once called them, because the Ballmer brothers were well-known jerks. Annemarie and Annie talked about how in high school they’d just missed the time when it was finally safe to be gay, about how much easier that would have made everything for some of the people they knew. Next county over, the year before, two girls had been named prom queen and queen. “Here’s what I don’t understand,” Annie had said at the time, sitting at the picnic table in the backyard eating chips and dip. “Where is it written that one woman in the gay couple has to wear pants? Why can’t they both wear dresses?”
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