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A HINT AT CHAPTER ONE





  They’ve been driving in silence for probably more than three minutes now and enough is enough. “Listen, I am, uh,” McGeeee says.




  Rebecca looks up at him and he can’t make her expression out.




  “Uh.”




  “Yeah?”




  “I mean listen, we’ve been driving a long time now and I think we ought to take another break. If that’s okay with you?”




  “Sure.”




  “That’s alright?”




  “Yeah, of course.”




  “Yeah.” McGeeee cocks his head in some direction he intends to mean “nearby” and clears his throat. “Up ahead, there, we can get another coffee.”




  “That sounds good.”




  “Sorry to make the trip longer and all. Just seems like a good time for another rest.”




  They drive in silence some more. He taps his fingers on the wheel a few times. Then stops.




  “Right there looks good to me. What you think?”




  “That place?” Rebecca doesn’t even look.




  “Um, yes.”




  “That’s fine, I’m fine with whatever.”




  “Well but, but if you have a preference. Like if you’d like anything in particular. I don’t wanna be making all the decisions.”




  “What decisions? You’re not.”




  “Okay good. I mean let’s just go in there, grab a coffee, I can stretch my legs a few minutes and then we...”




  He pulls over. Place looks open, there aren’t many people inside, it’ll be fine. If he asks her again she’ll just say it’s fine.




  “And then we can hit the road again.”




  “Okay.”




  “Alrighty,” he says, and gets out of the car.




  They go inside. He stands in line. She stands close enough to him to give other people the impression that she, too, is in line. But far enough away that she seems not to like him.




  “What’ll you have?” he says.




  “Oh, nothing for me. I’m fine.”




  “Oh yeah?”




  He looks around, nervous. “On me. Really.”




  “No no,” she says. “Thank you, but there’s nothing I need right now.”




  “Well, uh, look,” he says. “It’s not about needing. I mean it’s fine if you don’t want anything, of course, but... I’d be perfectly happy to get you something. You don’t have to need it, is what I’m saying. It could be a luxury.”




  “No thank you, McGeeee. I’m fine.”




  “Alright, yeah.” He clears his throat. Her body is just so tense, she doesn’t move, she’s like a scarecrow. He can see she’s nervous, and yet, she doesn’t move, doesn’t fidget. It’s weird. He’s nervous too. Anyone would be nervous around her. But when he’s nervous he fidgets. Most people fidget. It’s unsettling to see someone go totally still when they’re nervous.




  He orders a coffee and some sponge cake. The cashier lady looks at him funny, expectantly, then at Rebecca. “Oh, no,” he says, “she’s fine, doesn’t want anything.” The cashier lady nods and takes his money.




  “Unless I can get you to change your mind?”




  “I don’t want a coffee, thank you,” Rebecca says.




  “Wow, hold on a second,” McGeeee says. The cashier lady looks back at him. “No no, not you. Sorry.” McGeeee turns to Rebecca. “Wait a minute. There’s room for uh, for misunderstanding here. I wasn’t offering to buy you coffee, like, buying you coffee. Like take you for coffee. That was totally not my intention.”




  “McGeeee...” Rebecca says. “Really.”




  “I just wanted that to be clear. I was absolutely not trying to ask you on, like, a quick coffee date. I know this stuff can easily be misunderstood. I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable when we are just working together for the first time.”




  “I know,” she says.




  “Okay good,” he says.




  “I’ll get us a table,” she says.




  “Yeah, good idea.”




  He notices the cashier giving him a dirty look as she hands him his sponge cake. Then she doesn’t look at him when she passes him the coffee.




  He joins Rebecca at the table.




  “Okay, I’ll be done with this in like five minutes. Then we can go again.”




  “Don’t rush,” she says.




  “Nah, I think it’s better if we can just get this journey over with. I’m tired.”




  “The coffee will help,” she says.




  “Oh yeah, for sure.”




  “The cake too.”




  “Sure you don’t want some?”




  “Yes.”




  He sips his coffee and lets the silence emerge from the dark gulf between them, as it always does if he doesn’t make the effort to keep a conversation going. Fuck it. He’s done what he can.




  The silence gets uncomfortable fast. But he doesn’t say anything. Let her be uncomfortable and tense. He’s tried to be pleasant. He tries to down his coffee quickly. It burns his tongue.




  “Ow, fuck!”




  “What’s the matter?”




  “Just too... hot. It’s okay.”




  “Did you burn yourself?”




  “Yes but it’s fine.” He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “Look, I need to ask.”




  He didn’t know he was going to start with this. But she’s giving him that expression again and he’s already started, so.




  “Look it’s just uh, I am aware that there is some kind of discomfort here. And I know I seem to be making it worse.”




  He’s startled her. She’s about to say something, but he cuts her off.




  “I’ve clocked on, no problem, loud and clear, that you’re not interested in getting to know each other better, but we’ve been driving for like four hours and we have two more to go, and then we have an entire weekend of working together on a project neither of us seems really all that excited about. So I just need — I know maybe this sounds too intense or something but, but I think it would be a good idea to ask you if I’ve done anything wrong, or said anything to upset you.”




  Again she opens her mouth, her head already shaking, but he carries on.




  “Because if I have, I would rather know about it and uh, you know, if I am doing anything to upset you and it’s going to be a problem, then I think we should be really clear about it so that I can cut it out.”




  “Jesus, no,” she says. “Yes, it’s...” She stops, sighs.




  “What?”




  “Oh my God, it’s just...” She sighs again, longer this time. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Yeah, it’s awkward, it’s getting even more awkward, but you, you don’t seem to understand that you’re...” Trails off.




  “What? That I’m what?”




  “We’re just on a work assignment. We don’t have to get personal. I appreciate you trying to make conversation, but the way you’re doing it... All this, the way you’re...”




  McGeeee’s heart has either stopped, or started beating so fast he can’t feel it anymore.




  “What do you mean by that?” he says. “What is it?”




  “Jesus, I can’t believe we...”




  “What? Really, please, tell me.”




  “McGeeee, I don’t want to be rude,” she begins, and sits up straighter.




  “But?”




  “But while I do, in fact, have a problem with the way this is going, I don’t think it’s necessary to, like, lay it all out right here and right now and go into the problem and have some big discussion about it. Like I said, we’re just on a work assignment. We don’t have to get cozy. Sometimes that can be nice, getting to know the person you’re working with, but this — this isn’t nice, and I’m sorry about that. But...”




  “No but wait a minute,” McGeeee says.




  “What I’m saying is that we don’t need to fix it, and...”




  “Yes but hold on. Tell me what the problem is, exactly, so I can cut it out.”




  She sits up even straighter. “Let me finish what I’m saying and...”




  “No but you’re not saying what the problem is, you’re just saying there’s a problem. And that doesn’t work for me, because I have to spend the rest of this weekend with you.”




  “Yes.”




  “And there’s a problem, and I’d like to fix. I don’t want to be, like, making you uncomfortable for the rest of the weekend. I would feel terrible if that were the case.”




  “Well the way you’re making me uncomfortable,” she says, cold and maybe angry, “involves constantly checking in on me to make sure I’m not uncomfortable. So if you just...”




  “Wait, hold on a minute,” McGeeee says, and puts his hand to his temple and rubs.




  “Jesus.” She lifts her own hand to her face, then quickly puts it down again. “Look, that’s all I’m asking. If you just, please, stop caring whether I’m so fucking comfortable or not, that will help.Because it’s really, really driving me fucking insane. Okay?”




  McGeeee stares at her. That same expression is on her face, the unreadable one. But it’s anger. That’s what it is, it was anger all along.




  “Holy shit,” he says. “Calm down, will you? There’s no need to be hostile.”




  “I’m not being fucking...” She sighs so loud it just comes across as pure theatre. “Oh man, this is ridiculous. Hostile? Hostile? I didn’t want to have this conversation. I don’t give a shit, McGeeee. Okay? You insisted on hearing what I had to say, and now you’re just... okay, whatever. Whatever. I don’t give a shit.”




  “Well, Rebecca, you sure sound like you give a shit. And I give a shit. So can’t we talk about it properly?”




  “Okay, whatever,” she says, and stands up. “Finish your coffee, finish your cake, whatever. I’ll be outside by the car. Take your time.”




  “Wait a minute,” he says, but she’s already walked off.




  He plays with his coffee cup. A full minute passes by, more. He can’t stare at this stupid table anymore. He stretches, tries to relax, checks out the environment.




  A lady, older lady, mid-sixties maybe, from another table, is just... giving him a look. All these people with their damned looks. Why can’t they just say what they want?




  “What is it?” he asks her.




  “You don’t have a clue,” she says.




  “What are you talking about?”




  “Whatever happens,” she says, gesturing vaguely toward the parking lot, “with her, your situation.” She shakes her head. “Whatever happens, you really ought to take a good look at yourself, young man. Because people like you, you’re hard to take.”




  “Excuse me? What do you mean by that?”




  But she glares down at her book.




  “Ma’am?”




  “No.”




  “You started this conversation,” he says. He can hear himself, and it doesn’t sound good. His voice is straining. “What have you got to do with this?”




  She ignores him.




  “Fine,” he says. He leaves his coffee and his cake and walks out of the coffee shop and back onto the parking lot, where Rebecca is standing with her arms crossed, frozen, her gaze on the ground. She just doesn’t move, it’s unnatural. She would be so much more relatable, more human, if she would just fidget or move or something. There’s no way to read body language like that. Like her body is autistic, it doesn’t say anything. He just wants to make it better, make all this better.




  “Hey,” he says, trying on a calmer tone. In control of himself, of the situation. “Look...”




  “Let’s just go, please. No more talking.”




  He unlocks the car. She gets in, buckles her seatbelt, and crosses her arms again.




  “Fine,” he says.




  This time they drive in silence for a good half hour. Man, it’s tense. She’s tense. From the corner of his eye he tries to check on her, see if she’s even breathing. Her chest isn’t rising or falling. She just doesn’t move, it’s ridiculous.




  When he finally breaks the silence, he surprises himself. Again, he didn’t know he was about to do that.




  “On a purely practical note,” he says, “we’re gonna have to work out a way to cooperate if we’re going to meet these people and make a good impression, and get them to feel comfortable around us. They won’t let us interview them if we’re visibly hating each other from the moment they meet us.”




  She doesn’t answer, doesn’t move.




  “So uh. You know.”




  Silence.




  “It’s important,” he says.




  “I am talking to them,” she says in a monotone. “All you are doing is filming. It’s not complicated. We don’t have to get along. You just need to get a decent angle, make sure the sound is working, and shut the fuck up, and let me interact with them.”




  “Yeah, okay,” he says, relieved that she’s saying anything at all. “But it’s more complicated than that.”




  “No, it isn’t.”




  “Well but it is, because you are super, super tense right now, and if you’re going to carry that into the meetings, then we’re not going to help them open up.”




  “Yes, McGeeee, I am tense right now. Pointing it out, obviously, doesn’t make it better. But I am starting to think you don’t get things like that.”




  “I’m not a moron,” he says. He’s tapping his fingers on the wheel again. The sound is probably irritating her, so he stops.




  “No, you’re not a moron.”




  “So don’t talk to me like one.”




  Another sigh from her. “I am extremely baffled right now, and tired, and I don’t feel capable of having any more conversations. Clearly this is going to be a tough weekend. We are going to have to get through it because we’re professionals. All you need to do is film me talking to them. All I have to do is talk to them, get them talking, let you film them talking, and ask some questions. And then on Sunday morning we’ll do the same thing again with the other family, and then we’ll have some nice easy footage for the other people at work to pick and choose from and do whatever they want with. Then on Sunday afternoon we drive back and that’s it. No more. That sounds relatively simple to me, and it can stay simple.”




  “Why are you talking to me like I’m a child?”




  “I’m not talking to you like you’re a child.”




  “Then what the hell is that tone for?”




  “Okay, fuck this. Pull over at the next town, I don’t care what it is.”




  “Are you kidding me?”




  “I’m not kidding. This isn’t worth it.”




  McGeeee slows the car down enough to give her a long and incredulous stare. “Are you kidding me?”




  “I am not kidding. I’ll take a bus back, I don’t care. You are, seriously, the most unbelievable, unbearable person I’ve ever had to work with, and I don’t need this.”




  “No fucking way.”




  “Excuse me?” It’s amazing how she can talk like that and still keep her whole body basically motionless.




  “I’m not stopping at some random town and abandoning you.”




  “Aband— Are you... out... of?”




  “Exactly how would that go down at work, huh? I call McDurrrr and I tell him you just threw in the towel and decided to go home and left me to interview these people by myself?”




  “You can tell McDurrrr whatever you want. I’ll tell him what I have to say too.”




  “Well holy fuck, why don’t you just tell me, huh? Why don’t you just grow up and tell me what your deal is?”




  “I have told you my deal and I want you to pull over. Now. Pull the fuck over.”




  “You’re being so unreasonable,” he says. “It’s just impossible to make any sense out of it.”




  “Pull over, please.”




  “I’m not going to pull over on the highway. Stop being ridiculous.”




  “I swear, if you don’t pull over...”




  “I can’t pull over while we are driving on the highway, you understand? Look, I’m sorry for whatever I did or said. I’m just totally confused now. But I’m sorry.”




  “Go fuck yourself.”




  “I said, I am sorry. Okay? I’m sorry. I did not, I truly did not mean to upset you.”




  “Shut the fuck up!” She’s definitely at screaming level now.




  “You know what?” McGeeee says, finding it easier to be calm now. “McDurrrr told me you could be, like, intense, but he did not warn me it would be like this.”




  “What...” She goes silent.




  They drive for a while. He doesn’t dare press on now. Another one of those moments he didn’t know he was about to bring on, another thing he wasn’t aware he was about to say.




  “McDurrrr what?” she says, real quiet now.




  “Nothing. It doesn’t matter.”




  “What did McDurrrr say?”




  “Rebecca, it doesn’t matter. He didn’t say anything.”




  “McDurrrr warned you that I could be intense?”




  “No, no, not like that. Fuck. You’re completely misunderstanding this.”




  “Enlighten me, you condescending son of a bitch.”




  “Hey, what the hell? We’re going to call each other names now? That’s how this is going to get resolved?”




  “McDurrrr has no business saying shit like that to people who haven’t met me. And to talk about me like I’m...like he needs to warn people about me, it...”




  “Oh come on. You’re not getting it.”




  “McDurrrr tells you I’m intense, and you prepare yourself for an intense bitch, is that it? And then whatever I do, it’s because I’m intense. I get it now.”




  “Nobody called you a bitch. Be reasonable, for God’s sake.”




  “This is eye-opening, thank you, McGeeee.”




  “I can’t believe you’re that upset about something that you clearly don’t even understand, it’s just insane.”




  “Yeah, there it is. Intense, insane. And now you’re gonna talk to McDurrrr and, yeah, I can picture it already. ‘I did everything I could to make her feel comfortable, I tried to make small talk, I offered to buy her a coffee a couple of times. She just wasn’t having it. She just couldn’t hold up a basic conversation. We stopped for a coffee a second time, and I asked her if she wanted anything, but she was just being so cold, so, so intense and unsociable I tried to make it clear I wasn’t asking her out, just wanted us to be able to work together, but she’s just like you said, an intense woman. Didn’t even bother trying. And then when I tried to figure out what was going on, she...’”




  “Come the hell on,” he says.




  “‘She just said I was making her uncomfortable but wouldn’t say why, and stormed out of the coffee shop. Really. It’s crazy. Then we drove on and she just sat there all moody. And when I tried to point out that if we were gonna do our job, we’d have to strive for a basic level of cooperation, she freaked out and told me to pull over and...’”




  “Seriously, you are not getting this.”




  “‘And she just suddenly couldn’t bear the idea of doing what we’d gone out there to do, and said she didn’t care about it, and she’d just take a bus home. I know! I have no idea what the hell her deal is.’”




  “You’ve got it totally wrong. I hate to say it, but you’re just flat-out overreacting.”




  “Yes, exactly. And you’re so blind you don’t see what you’re doing.”




  “What am I doing?” he says, and notices his voice straining again.




  “You’re just one of those people, aren’t you?”




  “What? What are you saying?”




  “You’re just one of those people who never really do anything wrong, so you can never pin them down, because they’re just so fucking disconnected from their own bullshit, so clueless about their contribution to the mess they keep finding themselves in that they manage to get away with it.”




  “Come the fuck on, Rebecca, what is this?”




  “People like you, you don’t even qualify as insane, because you’re not insane, you’re never actually doing anything wrong, you’re just trapping people. You lay out traps for people and you don’t even know it, and they, they fall into those traps because nobody expects to have to deal with people like you.”




  “People like me? People like...why don’t you just shut the fuck up, huh?” McGeeee’s voice is back to deep, masculine, confident. She’s clearly out of her mind, but he’s damned if he’s going to let her carry on assaulting him like this.




  “Why don’t you just pull the fuck over and we can be done with this? Fuck you and fuck McDurrrr and this fucking job. I’ve had to learn the hard way that it’s not worth sticking in a job where someone like you exists. I feel sorry for whoever’s had to work with you on a regular basis. It just doesn’t work. You never do anything wrong.”




  “What is your obsession with me doing something wrong? You’re obsessed with that. What is your problem?”




  “Yeah, exactly. It’s all my fucking problem. Pull over. I know people like you. I’ve suffered enough because of people like you. You’re just unplugged from yourself. Not worth it. Not fucking worth it. Pull over.”




  “It is literally insane to pull over here.”




  “Pull over.”




  “Calm the fuck down.”




  “Pull over!” she screams, and grabs the wheel.




  He smacks her arm away.




  “What are you doing, you crazy cunt?”




  She freezes again, and closes her eyes.




  “You’re going to kill us both, you know that?”




  “Don’t call me a cunt. You understand? Don’t call me insane, or intense, or anything at all. Just please, McGeeee, I am begging you now. It is perfectly possible for you to pull over. There is nobody ahead of us or behind us. Please, please pull over and let me out.”




  “And what, you’re just going to hitchhike your way back?”




  “Whatever, it doesn’t matter. Please.”




  “I would never forgive myself, or be forgiven by anyone else, including our boss, do you understand? It is the wrong thing to do. This has nothing to do with you or with me, it’s just fucking reasonable and logical not to pull over. It is really, really dangerous. You could fail to hitch a ride. You could be walking for miles and miles alone and vulnerable. You could get raped.”




  “Oh my God,” she says, almost laughing now.




  “You think that’s funny?”




  “You’re a master at this.”




  “A master at what, Rebecca? Huh?”




  “At destroying people with your obliviousness.”




  “Okay, yeah, sure. Insult me all you want, but I am not leaving you on the side of the road. It’s not happening. It’s just fucking ridiculous.”




  She slams her palm onto his steering wheel.




  “What the...”




  “Pull! This! Fucking! Car over right the fuck now, you son of a bitch!”




  She hits the wheel again, then hits him.




  “You’re gonna fucking kill us!” he screams.




  “Fine!” she screams back, and carries on hitting him.




  “You know very well I can’t hit you back,” he says. “You’re taking advantage of that.”




  “Pull over!”




  “Fuck you.”




  “Pull over! Jesus, please, please pull over!”




  She’s gripping the wheel now. He crushes the brakes, swerves to the side and off the road.




  Time slows. There’s something in front of the car. He sees it all happening, the car elegantly sliding toward the signpost. It’s just a signpost, he thinks. Thank God, oh man, they’re just hitting some signpost.




  There is no such thing as time anymore. They enter something like a zero-space, strangely safe, null, a place to die. He feels the car hit the signpost, sees and hears the airbags spilling out and filling up like, like majestic animals of some kind, swans opening out their wings maybe. He feels a thrill in his spine, blissful contact of forehead and airbag. His foot is still on the brake. The engine’s making a sound. The car isn’t moving anymore. There’s a whirring somewhere. He swims like this, floats in it.




  When he comes to, he looks over at Rebecca. Her face. Her face is covered in blood. He can tell, even though he can’t see it. She’s buried her face in the airbag, which appears to be, what, deflating now. She’s not moving.




  “Are you...” he says. “Hey. Are you okay?”




  She doesn’t move, doesn’t make a sound.




  “Jesus,” he says. “Rebecca.”




  He reaches out and shakes her.




  “Hey. Tell me you’re okay.”




  There’s a kind of whirring sound, there’s a deflating sound. He’s shaking her.




  “We hit a signpost,” he says. “It’s okay. Just a signpost. We got very fucking lucky.”




  He’s still shaking her.




  “Could have been a wall. Or another car.”




  Shaking her.




  “Talk to me.”




  He can’t believe their luck. Just a signpost. Thank God. It could have been much, much worse.




  “Rebecca, come on. Talk to me. Are you okay?”









  
AN ALTERNATIVE TO CHAPTER ONE, PLEASE SELECT YOUR FAVORITE





  After two months they agreed to clear out the room. Rebecca stayed out with a friend that morning and McGeeee carried the crib down into the garage, then the little cushions, the various items not to be used, not yet, everything packed into a neat corner in the garage, neater than the things around it, as though at any moment he might return to fetch the crib again and set up camp.




  Now the room was empty, light blue, sunlit, excessive in the new arrangement. It could be an office. She could use it to do something. “Do what?” she’d say. “What can I possibly do with that room? Why should I have to do anything with it? Why me?”




  “You don’t have to do anything with it,” McGeeee would say. “I was only suggesting.”




  “Suggesting what? That we stay practical? Was this part of the whole thing? A plan? First you get the room cleared out. Time to move the old girl on, you think, best to get her used to seeing it empty right? Then the room’s a waste. We’ll have to do something with it, maybe you can suggest something to her, maybe she can use it as an office.”




  “You’re being unfair,” he’d say, and now he’s closed the door to the room and sat on the living room sofa, staring at it, at the door, defending himself. “You think I’m trying to be practical because I’m...because I enjoy it, or I don’t have a heart? You think it brings me pleasure to force you to confront what’s in our house, what’s in our lives, this loss?”




  She’d start mumbling something, but his mind had already carried on. “You think my only duty as your husband is to sit around feeling the exact same sorrow you feel, in the exact same way, that when I stray from the one path of true sorrow you set out for us it’s because I don’t take you seriously, I don’t take what’s happened seriously, I don’t...I’m not capable of loving what we lost? We lost the same thing and we need to lose it the very same way? And if I refuse to mourn the way you mourn it’s a form of rebellion?”




  And how she’d turn to him: the look of suffering, her look of suffering, unique to moments of...what could he call her without insulting her? Convenient moments. Moments to let the pain show, to still the flow of things, make him focus on what he was doing to her, how what he said did not sit well with her, how he owed her an apology. And would not grant it because to him the very idea of granting an apology was not a problem, because, as she’d said, hadn’t she, he always felt that apologies must be earned, that an empty apology was ridiculous, without purpose, even destructive. Didn’t he?




  “I don’t have to apologize for...for not apologizing whenever it...”




  She could quiet him even in his daydreams. She could look at him with that face of indignant suffering, like a boy sent off to war looking back to say: The folly of what you’re doing.




  “But I don’t have to apologize for not suffering like you. I don’t have to. I never will. How can you pretend to love me when...when the very thing that you seem to love is my refusal, my decision never to pander to people who...” only to trail off into real, spoken words, spoken at the air around him, mumbled at first: “...always said what you loved in me was that I didn’t feel the need to apologize for things that warranted no apology, always said it, don’t say it now perhaps, now it’s real and involves you,” then louder, and he stood to pace and spoke as though she were in the room with him. “Now it makes you feel inadequate, that I don’t cry as soon as you do, that I don’t violate the right taboos, that I could even dare to think to myself that maybe this...”




  “This what? This whole what?”




  “I didn’t say this whole anything. I...”




  He opened the door again and stood where the crib had been. Then lay flat on his back and stared up at the ceiling to see what the baby would have known for those long months of crying staring up waving his little hands impotently to clutch at things. The ceiling had been painted over months before. Everything redone, the wallpaper light blue because we are expecting a boy and my aunt who was a midwife said you need to show babies the right colors early so they understand...




  “Understand what, God damn it, understand they’re boys or girls? Understand the...you think keeping a newborn boy in a pink room is going to make him gay?”




  And she’d say, correctly, that they’d been through this, that it had nothing to do with the baby ending up gay. Why did he always need to make her sound like a homophobe?




  “Because you...because your damned crazy aunt who also thinks you should tip seven percent exactly every time, bring a calculator if you need to, because of some crazy tax loophole, she thinks it helps the waiter if...I mean the woman’s an idiot, she’s ignorant to the point of criminality, thinks you can call the police when the milkman kept her waiting too long, and you listen to her about this insanity, that babies need gender reinforcement from day one? You listen? You think she’s the kind of woman I want telling us how to raise our children?”




  “Raise our...what is the problem? She’s not raising our children, we have no...” and the face of suffering again, the plunge into sobbing for him to take note and remember she was fragile.




  “I know you’re fragile, damn it. I know. But can’t you see the madness of...I mean your aunt’s a monster. And I worry about it. I worry that...”




  “She isn’t a monster. Why must you insult her?”




  “I worry that she’d have tried to interfere. That she’d have invited herself over with her crazy big rings and her crap about sunlight causing more cancer in babies who lacked this or that vitamin, that she’d have come in here and said this must go and that must go. Change this. Tell your so-called husband to do it for you. That she’d have butted in every chance she got and...”




  “She wouldn’t have. And she won’t.”




  An obvious silence to ensue, gigantic, like a rubber band they would stretch out as long as possible by moving away from each other until it snapped and he...what? As though his pain were simply not good enough, did she want him to sit around howling at her side saying I cannot go on, I cannot endure? “You use these moments like weapons. You think these silences need to be observed, their meaning must be respected. That if I don’t wallow in them the way you do I must clearly not care at all that our child is dead, was born and died, was dead out of you? That you were there with him one minute and alone the next and looked at me with those eyes I could barely...”




  McGeeee stood and closed the door again, sat back on the sofa. She must be sitting in the light out in a park somewhere, perhaps complaining about him, his coldness. And her friend — which friend? — nodding in disappointed assent, mhm-hmm I always suspected he wasn’t good with feelings. The cold, indifferent, repressed husband. Tries to get everything out by changing the physical things, keeping busy, clearing out the baby’s damned room straight away.




  “Straight away? Two months. Two months, the thing wasn’t even...the baby wasn’t...we never got our baby. We never got him home. I never put him in that crib, damn you. I never saw him in that room, he never saw the blue wallpaper, your crazy aunt never came around to fix our parenting, don’t you...two months of what? Of you. Of you sitting around wanting me to suffer just like you. Of me not being allowed to suffer any other way. If I don’t cry it’s because I don’t care. If I don’t...we never got him here, damn you. He never existed here except as preparation, as us just talking and talking about him. He was always something we needed to think about very carefully, to plan for, to make room for, to worry about, to warn employers about. He was change. He was evolution. I was going to learn to be less selfish, wasn’t I? Wasn’t he going to change my entire perception of the world? He was a...he could fix us, could make you want me around and make me want to be around, isn’t that part of it? Wasn’t that lurking there for you? That at least we’d... that I could at least have a reason not to get out of here and give up, that whatever we had that was good might be improved by our bonding over this false hope of family and...am I the only one? Can you possibly sit there staring at me like what I’m saying is wrong, that it surprises you? I mean, God, it’s...he was...”




  The phone rang. The silence had been total. The city outside returned with the ringing: the talking outside, birdsong. The sunlight was the coldest thing on his body. He picked up the phone. “Yes, darling. Yes, I’m...I’m glad. Is she there with you still? Oh, I...yes. Can you ask her if...no, that’s fine. I’ll come get you right away. Of course we can. Yes, I...I did. It’s...it’s very empty. It’s made me very sad, I think. I think maybe we shouldn’t let you look inside right away. It’s just so empty and somehow quieter than it was. Okay, that’s... Yes, I’ll take the car right now. Why don’t you wait inside, where it’s cooler. Love you, too, I’ll see you soon. Okay. Love you too.”




  And looked for the keys.
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