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CHAPTER ONE



My name is Sarah Price, and I’m married to a fiction writer. He’s published a couple of books, and one of them did quite well, so you might recognize his name if I told it to you, which I won’t, because I don’t want you thinking, Oh yeah, that book, I read that, it was good. This is not about that.

I am—or maybe was—a writer, too. For a long time I called myself a poet. As a child I concentrated on rhyming fun and sun, and then in high school I devoted myself to metaphors featuring storm clouds and the moon. For college workshops I wrote sonnets about what I saw as the real subjects—time and death and the end of love, although what did I know, what did I know, about any of that. Both my notions and the poems that emerged from them were ludicrously abstract. By the time I went to grad school I’d given up the effort at profundity and gone back to writing free verse that was more or less about myself. That I proved to be good at. I published in Poetry, won a prize and a grant, got a note that read, “Try us again” from the Paris Review.


Now I’m thirty-five, and these days most people would call me a working mother, a term I don’t much like. That I have a job and two small children is a better, if less succinct, way to put it. Someday I’ll look back and thirty-five will seem much younger than it does now. I don’t feel old, exactly, though I do, at times, feel weary. But in the last couple of years I’ve begun to experience the signs of impending age. The stray white hair and the inability to drink more than two beers without a hangover. The bad knee and the cracking in my hip joint and the desire to say “Oof” when I sit down in a chair. The whims of my increasingly agitated hormones. And, most disturbingly, the dawning conviction that such infirmities will only increase in number. Judging by the way these things surprise me, I must have believed age would never happen to me. For a long time, perhaps longer than I should have, I thought of myself as young. My adolescence was prolonged, in the way all the magazines have been insisting, by the fact that I waited until my thirties to get married and have children, that I waited so long to get a regular job and start worrying about my credit card debt. I’m a grown-up now. There’s no disputing that, especially not to the two small people who call me Mommy.

I take back my claim that at twenty and twenty-one I knew nothing of time and death and the end of love. I shouldn’t offer up such a commonplace untruth. It’s easy, isn’t it, to fall into the trap of devaluing what we once knew and felt, as though the complicated and compromised experiences of adulthood are somehow more authentic than the all-consuming ones of youth. Certainly I knew the pain and vulnerability of the end of love. Of course I did. Most of us learn that early.


 

We were late for a wedding, or if not late yet, in imminent danger of being so. And as usual I was ready and my husband was not. I’d been ready for half an hour, during which time he’d spent twenty minutes worrying about a small red wine stain on the tie that matched his suit, and ten minutes locating one of his shoes. The children were in the kitchen with the babysitter, a teenager whose blank youthfulness made me nervous. I could hear the baby crying, and I was as clenched as a fist, because I was still breast-feeding and the hormones made it painful to hear him cry. I wanted to go get him, but I knew if I picked him up he’d want to nurse, and I was wearing a dress already—a silk dress, at that, easily stained by breast milk—and besides I’d been thinking for half an hour that surely my husband would be ready to go any minute and I didn’t want to hike up my dress and settle down with the baby only to have him say, “Oh, you’re not ready to go?” and then disappear to his study to read music reviews online.

So I was annoyed with my husband, and getting more annoyed by the minute, but I was trying to keep that in check because I’d been looking forward to this wedding. I didn’t want to fight in the car all the way there and then spend the whole wedding struggling against the urge to make dire comments to the other guests about life with a man. Life with my man, in particular, which at that moment consisted of crawling around on the floor in my dress, searching for his missing shoe under the furniture and the discarded clothes and the pile of New York Times he’d left there since Sunday. Meanwhile he sat on the bed holding the one shoe he’d been able to locate, staring blankly at the wall. I remember thinking, Why in God’s name doesn’t he put that shoe on?

“Sweetie,” I said. “Why don’t you go ahead and put that shoe on?”

He didn’t appear to have heard me. I sighed. Let’s just get out the door, I told myself. Let’s have a good time. On the floor in front of me I saw one of my daughter’s makeshift baby beds—this one holding her tiny stuffed pig, whose name, inexplicably, was Hemp All. I felt a rush of amused motherly affection. After a moment I realized that I was looking at my husband’s shoe, transformed by a burp cloth into a bed for a pig.

I dislodged the pig, jumped up, and presented the shoe to my husband with a flourish. He took it, still with the blank expression, looking like he had no idea what the thing was for. “Let’s put the shoes on,” I said. “Let’s go, let’s go.”

“Sarah,” he said, “I have to tell you something. Something about the book.”

When you live with a writer you know what he means by the book. He means his book, the one he’s working on, or, as in this case, the one he recently finished, the one that had arrived that very day in the form of advance reader copies. Three of them in a big padded envelope, with shiny covers and my husband’s picture on the back. We’d exclaimed over them. We’d showed them to our daughter, and laughed at how little she was impressed. We’d high-fived, only half joking, over the note from my husband’s editor: “This is going to be the big one!”

“What about the book?” I asked.

He took a breath. “Not all of it is fiction.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. I asked, but I already knew. I knew what he meant, though that knowledge was contained not in my brain, not yet, but in a space that began to open inside my stomach, slowly, a black circle, expanding like an aperture. I’d read the book. I’d edited it, for God’s sake. I knew it intimately, word by word. But I wouldn’t even have had to read it to know what he meant. It was right there in the title: Infidelity. I knew what he meant before he said it, and knowing, I would have liked to stop him, but he said it before I could.

He said, “I cheated on you.”

“What?” I said, because knowing is different from believing. And then, “We have to go to a wedding.” That seemed relevant at the time.

And there you have it—the beginning of the end, as people like to say, as though there were such a thing, as though the beginning and the beginning of the end weren’t one and the same.

 

I was not a stay-at-home mother, in case all this talk about feeding the baby and dressing my husband has given that impression. I was, in fact, the primary—or at least the most consistent—breadwinner, working as the business manager in the Department of Neurobiology at Duke. We’d managed, since the kids, to cobble together a schedule that gave my husband time to work—Mattie went to preschool in the mornings, so he had the baby’s naptime to himself, and I took the kids all day Sunday and sometimes on Saturdays so he could write. The plan had been for him to write in the evenings, too, but he was often too tired, so we were looking for someone who could come in a couple mornings a week. He was frustrated by how much his progress had slowed since the babies came.


He was frustrated, yes, but he was nevertheless a good stay-at-home parent. He was good with the kids, and he did a lot around the house—far, far more, he liked to tell me with a self-righteous air, than most men. Why, spending so much more time in the house than I did, he could never find anything that was in it—that was a mystery neither of us could solve. But let’s stay focused, for now, on his transgression. On my own strange reaction: “We have to go to a wedding.” You keep thinking you have a life together, you know, a life whose primary story and struggle is parenthood and its pleasures and difficulties. You keep thinking that even when you’ve just been told differently. It turns out you go on thinking that for quite some time.

He said, “I cheated on you,” and I said, “What? We have to go to a wedding.”

“I don’t deserve you,” he said. “I don’t deserve for you to find my shoe.” And then he started to cry. He looked small, and faintly ridiculous, hunched over at the end of the bed, clutching his shoe. He’s a slender man, my husband. You might say skinny. This gives him an unfairly boyish appearance, that and the fact that he wears his hair a little on the shaggy side, and that it curls at the nape of his neck in a way I’d always found adorable. I could see those curls clearly at that moment because his head was bowed, and I wondered if she’d liked them, too, this unnamed woman whose name I never wanted to know. He wears glasses, but he wasn’t wearing them then, because he’d put in his contacts in anticipation of going out, and on the whole he looked very nice in his suit and the blue shirt I’d bought for him. His eyes are the sort that can look blue or gray or green depending on what he’s wearing, and I’d bought this shirt specifically to bring out the blue. The hair on his neck was a little overgrown, and I wondered if he even knew that. If he knew that he had a mole on the lower left side of his back. If he knew that his lips moved slightly when he was thinking about something he was writing. I knew his body better than he did. I’d known him a long time. He was my husband.

He was really, truly crying, his whole body shaking. I shushed him, worried about the children, but he couldn’t hear me over the sounds he was making. Sentimental to the core, he’d been known to tear up at movies and weddings and, after we had the kids, commercials with babies. But the only time I’d ever seen him cry like this was when his grandmother died. The sound he was making was a death sound. That alarmed me even more than his admission. He was crying like this was the end. I wasn’t. I thought how easy, how obvious, the response to this sort of news seemed when you were watching guests on a talk show, when you weren’t the one receiving it.

“So which one was it?” I asked, and when he looked at me like he didn’t understand, I said, “Which story is about you?” The book—the book—was about three extramarital affairs among a group of interconnected people. It was the kind of book that inspired reviewers and fellow writers to words like generous and genuine and human and heart. The endorsements had poured in, all of them raves. And he’d been delighted, of course, and so had I, and his editor, and his agent, everyone. It was his best book yet, we all agreed. Here’s what we were thinking: glowing reviews, big sales, movie deal. From here on out a better life. All because my husband, as one blurb had said, possessed a deep understanding, and, so possessing, granted his characters the full range of their humanity. Well, good for him.

“They’re all about me, I guess,” he said.


There was a blanket chest at the end of our bed. An antique, likely brought to America on a boat from somewhere. He’d given it to me one year for my birthday. I sat down on it, and it creaked under my weight. “You had three affairs?”

“No, no, no,” he said. “Of course not. I mean, none of them are strictly true. It’s just that what…what happened…I guess it informed…it went into all of them.”

“Oh, of course, you didn’t have three affairs. Of course not,” I said. “Just one. One teensy little one.”

He was mute.

“And it inspired you, is what you’re telling me. You’re telling me where you got your ‘deep understanding.’ I guess I should have realized you didn’t just pick it up at the mall.”

Still mute. He sat there and endured me. He probably would have let me knock him down. How could he have done this to me, when I’d chosen never to do it to him? How much force would it take to knock him down? “So when did this happen?” I asked. “This inspirational affair?”

“Summer before last,” he said. “At the conference. I was drunk. I know that’s no excuse, but I was drinking way too much, and—”

“She’s a writer?”

He nodded. How easily the scenario unfolded in my mind. He’d spent two weeks that July at a writers’ conference, one of those places they go and booze it up and sleep with each other, and then go home and write their he said, she said poems or terribly delicate little short stories with epiphanies both beautiful and sad. I knew all about it. He’d been drunk on alcohol, yes, and also the heady conversation and the free-floating romantic yearning, and she’d looked at him with eyes awash in profound understanding, she’d seemed to appreciate the beauty of his language, which the reviews had never mentioned. And so my husband—all right, his name is Nathan—had fucked another woman. That was what he’d done, and in doing so he’d doomed us to become characters from a book. But would we be characters out of his novel, with the full range of our humanity intact? Were we characters out of his novel already, and if so which ones? Or were we perhaps figures out of a contemporary short story by a middle-aged writer of the male persuasion? He could be the divorced dad who’d admit he screwed up and yet resent me, the ex-wife, for dating my inevitably dull new boyfriend, and for folding my arms and leveling at him a look of weary contempt when he arrived late to pick up the kids for the weekend. And then he’d ply them with pizza and amusement parks and express regret in that self-righteous manner that suggested really it wasn’t his fault, because he was a man after all, and what can you do? Meanwhile I’d be the ex-wife. The ex-wife, that figure of longing and resentment, that personification of promises betrayed. I’d barely gotten used to being the wife. “Hi, I’m Nathan’s wife.” After four years it still seemed like a strange thing to say.

His name, his full name, is Nathan Bennett. I kept my own, my original, name, in part because I’d published a few poems under it. In part because I just wanted to. I wanted to stay myself, though it was hard to say what I meant by that, or whether I succeeded, or whether that was even an achievable goal in the first place. “I don’t feel like myself,” my friends said, after motherhood. “When am I going to feel like myself again?” When Nathan and I married, I was a poet. When we met, I was a poet. When Nathan confessed, I was a mother, a business manager, a wife. I’m not saying I held this against him. I’m saying he held it against me.

“Stop crying,” I said. “Stop, stop crying.”

He struggled to obey. He looked exactly like my three-year-old did when given the same directive. His lips trembled. His body shook. His eyes were both mutinous and tragic, and very, very blue.

“I can’t believe this,” I said.

“I’m a terrible person,” he said.

“Are you?” I asked. “Am I married to a terrible person? Is the father of my children a terrible person?”

“What do you want to do?” he asked. “I won’t publish the book if you don’t want me to. Just tell me, and I’ll make them stop. I don’t know how exactly, but I’ll find a way. I’ll do anything you want.”

I realize he was asking what I wanted to do about his book, about our life. Our more or less happy life, about which suddenly some decision had to be made. But at that moment all I could think about was what I wanted to do right then. I considered my options. I imagined dismissing the sitter. I’d have to pay her anyway, that much was certain. What would I tell her? That he was ill, suddenly ill? The baby would ramp up his crying at the sight of me, because I was his favorite person in the world and that was how he said so, and then the sitter would hand me the baby, and he’d stop crying and smile at me, that beautiful gummy smile, exclaim, “Ga!” and dive into my bosom like a duck after a fish. He’d make his milk cries, “Huh-huh, huh-huh, huh-huh,” and then the sitter would walk out the door and my daughter would say, “Where is she going? Why is she going home? Why are you not going to the wedding? Will you do a puzzle with me? Can I watch TV? Where’s Daddy?” and I’d be standing there with the baby wanting something and the child wanting something and my husband sobbing in the bedroom and no idea how to answer my daughter’s questions, not even whether she could watch TV, because the answer should be no, she’d already used up her hour, but how else, by myself, would I keep her from misbehaving while I nursed the baby, how else would I help her through the abrupt change in plans that is so hard for a child her age, and apparently for me as well?

“I wish you hadn’t told me this right now,” I said. “I wish you’d waited until we got home. Or, no, not right before bed. I wish you’d told me tomorrow. Though I guess then I might have said, ‘Why did you let me go to that wedding and have fun with all our friends when the whole time you knew you were going to tell me this the next day?’ I wish you’d told me in a couple of days.”

He said nothing. We both knew there was no good time to tell me. He didn’t need to say that. But certainly this was a particularly no-good time. I wished he hadn’t told me at all, ever. Why did I need to know this? Why was I the one who had to decide what to do? Why was I always the one who had to decide what to do?

“I guess I want to go to the wedding,” I said.

For just an instant, the normal Nathan surfaced, and he shot me the look that always preceded the question, “Are you crazy?” Then he was gone, and this new, sad—shattered, as if I’d dropped him on the floor—Nathan said, “All right. I’ll put on my shoes.”

I didn’t wait. I left the room. I wanted to close the door behind me, and it took some effort to leave it open. Then I went, for no reason I recognized, into the baby’s room. It was the coldest room in the house, maybe because the floor was linoleum, the same crappy linoleum as the kitchen. We’d meant to replace the linoleum but never had, because the room had been my study before the baby and it didn’t much matter then. The room had had built-in bookcases and a built-in counter, where I used to sit, ostensibly to write, looking at the field in front of our house and the big tree to the left that I was worried might have some kind of fungus and the hummingbird feeder, which reliably attracted a number of the tiny birds, as long as I remembered to refill it. Our friend Alex had ripped out that counter when I was pregnant—she was handy in a way neither Nathan nor I were, and so confident in her abilities she’d started the task with no better tool than a kitchen knife. So that was gone, and in its place the white crib, slightly the worse for wear, and a wicker dresser that had been a hand-me-down from a friend. The bookcases were still there, but now they held a stuffed green sea horse and Owl Babies and an old wooden train I’d found at a secondhand toy sale and would probably never let the baby play with because I was afraid the paint had lead. I’d boxed up my poetry books, and they were currently sitting in those boxes in a corner of Nathan’s study. Nathan still had a study. All of this might sound heavy on the symbolism. I couldn’t help but think so, when I was boxing up those books to make way for the baby, but really giving up my study was the practical choice. Nathan still wrote, and I didn’t. I’d been going in my study from time to time in the last couple years, on weekends, but not doing much more than reading celebrity gossip online, an activity that made me feel tawdry and useless. Sometimes I could hear Mattie asking, “Mama? Mama?” and Nathan saying, “She’s working,” and I wasn’t, and Mattie went on saying “Mama? Mama?” the question both hopeful and despairing, and I went on sitting there, failing to produce a single word. And then Nathan would ask me if I’d been writing, and I would lie and say I had. Maybe I was doing it for him, keeping up appearances, because he’d married a poet and I thought he still wanted to be married to one. Maybe the other woman was a poet, this woman whose name I never wanted to know.

It really bothered me that the baby’s room was so cold. Nathan and I had had several fights about it in the baby’s first three months, not because he didn’t agree that it was cold but because he said I was excessively anxious about it. Once I said, “What am I not excessively anxious about? Would you rather I went back to worrying about SIDS?”

He sighed. He said, “Touché.” For some reason that struck us both as hilarious, and we laughed a long time.

I heard Nathan’s footsteps in the hall, and so I emerged from the baby’s room, nearly colliding with him. I’m sure I’d startled him, but he didn’t have to look so terrified. He practically flattened himself against the wall to let me go first.

The children and the sitter were in the kitchen. The kitchen was the largest room in the house, and the sunniest. There was a window at one end, a door to the porch with a pane of glass at the other, and glass doors into the backyard in between. When the white floor was clean, the room looked bright and cheery, crappy and scratched as the linoleum was. It wasn’t clean now. I wondered where the Swiffer was. Did I have time to clean the floor? No, I did not.

Mattie was sitting on the floor by the glass doors, reading The Cat in the Hat aloud to the baby doll in her lap. Her hair was in her face, as always, because I didn’t want her to have bangs and she always pulled her barrettes out. Her hair was the exact shade of Nathan’s, brown with a shimmer of gold. Neither one of the children had gotten my hair—black, curly—or my green eyes, or the shape of my face, or my Mediterranean skin. They both looked exactly like Nathan, as though I existed merely to return his genes to the world.

When I say Mattie was reading, I mean she was making up her own story, a mishmash of what she remembered from bedtime readings of this book and a few others, plus her own embellishments. She said, “Her mother said, ‘The fish doesn’t want to fall.’ Her mother said that. Why did her mother say that?” She put a lot of stress on the word mother.

The baby was in the high chair, the sitter spooning something orange into his mouth. “Hi, Rooster,” I said. We called him “Rooster” because Mattie was named for the protagonist of True Grit, one of our favorite books, and Rooster Cogburn was another character in the book. His real name was Binx, after the main character in The Moviegoer. Nathan and I had admitted to each other, just a couple weeks before, that we had some doubts about naming him that. Nathan and I had doubts. Nathan and I. Nathan and I.

The baby smiled when he saw me, jerking his arms as his whole body expressed his delight, then immediately began to fuss, banging his hands against the tray. The sitter, who was used to this routine, put another spoonful in his mouth. “Y’all leaving?” she asked brightly. Had she heard Nathan crying? There was no way to find out without asking, and if I asked, I’d give her the very information I didn’t want her to have.

“Yes,” I said. My voice sounded strange, flat. I tried to mimic the sitter’s bright tone. “Mattie,” I said, “can I have a kiss?”


She looked up. “No, I’m reading!” she shouted. She threw the book across the floor. She looked at the doll in her lap, considering. Then she threw the doll across the floor.

“No throwing,” Nathan said without conviction. Normally I would’ve crouched down, looked Mattie in the eye, told her that she knew better and she needed to pick the things up and say she was sorry or she’d lose TV time tomorrow, and so on and so forth. But I did nothing. I was gripped by an image of a possible future: me, smoking cigarettes on the couch, the baby in a dirty diaper on the floor, Mattie eating french fries in front of some mind-melting cartoon.

There was nothing I needed to tell the sitter, but I asked, as usual, if she had our cell phone numbers and as usual she said she did. I kissed the baby on his warm head. I wanted to scoop him up, clutch him close, run off into the woods to make a new life, just me and him. He smiled at me again. I palmed the top of his head like a ball, rubbed his downy-chick hair. “OK,” I said. “OK. We’re going.”

Nathan followed me to the door. I had it open when Mattie changed her mind. She barreled toward us, and when I bent down she threw her arms around my neck. “You’re a sweet mommy,” she said. “I’m glad that you love me.”

“I’m glad you love me, too,” I said, and her little arms tightened. She pressed her face against my cheek in her version of a kiss. Outside, after Nathan had kissed her and I’d shut the door behind us, I said, with maudlin self-pity, “I’m glad somebody does.”

Nathan turned on me those tragic eyes. “I love you,” he said. “I do.” We got into the car.

We had a longish drive ahead of us because we lived in the country—out in the county, as Nathan and I liked to say, with just the slightest inflection of a redneck accent—about ten miles from Chapel Hill, between it and another small town called Hillsborough, where several famous southern writers lived in large historic houses. We lived out there, instead of in Chapel Hill or Durham, where I worked, because we’d rented the house sight unseen eight years before, when we were moving from Austin to Chapel Hill for a one-year job Nathan had at UNC. Nathan had wanted an outbuilding. A friend of his had worked briefly as an assistant for a well-known writer who had transformed an outbuilding into a dream of a studio. Nathan had been to visit this friend and seen this studio, and though we were a long way from well-known he had the notion that somehow a studio of our own would make us so. From Austin he searched the Chapel Hill rental listings for a couple of months, until the word outbuilding leapt out, and he called the rental agent, who warned that the house was about to go to another couple. So Nathan, in a frenzy, faxed her our application and overnighted her a deposit even though we’d never laid eyes on the place. It’s not like he did those things without my consent, as I’m making it sound. I don’t know why I’m doing that.

Anyway the outbuilding proved to be a workshop built by the owner of the house out of spare parts, including logs and garage doors and a glass door that had been hoisted up and turned sideways and transformed into a window. The owner had insulated about half of it, but squirrels had pulled out some of the insulation to make nests, and spider-webs glistened in every corner. I knew the instant I saw the place it wasn’t going to be a studio, not while we lived there. We couldn’t remodel ourselves because when it came to the mechanical we were utterly inept, and we couldn’t pay someone else to do it because when it came to the financial we were totally broke. With Nathan, romantic notions die a little harder. He walked around the place, talking about how, see, it was wired for electricity and phone and wasn’t the view of the woods amazing and it would be perfect, just perfect, until he stopped suddenly in a corner and said, in a new and radically altered voice, “That’s a funny-looking web.”

It was, indeed, a funny-looking web, because it was the home of a black widow spider, who, as we leaned in, hustled over to an egg sac and clung to it. Looking back, now that I’m a mother, the image gives me a twinge of guilt, because we killed that spider with a stick and squashed her egg sac. She died in vain, because we could never get past the conviction that where there was one black widow spider there might be more. When we walked out of the outbuilding that first time, Nathan was still talking of transformation, but I probably don’t even need to say that the place today is exactly what it was back then, except with less insulation in the walls and more on the floor, courtesy of the squirrels, who are doing their babies no favors by snuggling them down in fiberglass. At any rate we remained the renters, and, eventually—when the owner wanted to sell and we were too lazy to move—the owners of a house in the country that had the distinction of looking like a trailer without actually being one.

The two acres we owned had once been part of a family farm. Our house was up on a hill, at the end of a quarter-mile-long gravel drive, and across the field from our front windows you could see the original farmhouse, and two trailers, all inhabited by members of the original family. The son of the people who lived in the green trailer at the road had been the owner of our house, and after he sold us the place, because he’d decided not to come back from California, his parents seemed standoffish for a while, as though in our very persons we represented the death of a dream. The parents—hardy country people in their seventies—had been friendly again for so long now that I couldn’t quite remember when that hadn’t been the case. They’d offer us okra and collard greens from their garden, and since the children came they’d dropped off little gifts on our porch from time to time, shyly, never ringing the bell. They hadn’t set foot inside the house since we’d moved in, despite our invitations, and in general we had the feeling that they, and their relatives, adhered to a strict moral code that we didn’t understand but did admire. Once, when a van full of our musician friends drove up to the house, Mr. Dodson had come out waving a gun, and though such behavior, and gun ownership, was generally against our principles, we’d found that the episode left us feeling protected, rather than indignant or alarmed.

We, we, we. The first person plural is a hard habit to break. We rode down that bumpy driveway, on the way to our friends’ wedding, and when we saw Mrs. Dodson outside, taking her wash off the line, we waved, and when she motioned for us to stop, we did. I rolled down my window and shouted hello. Mrs. Dodson was a small woman with sun-weathered skin, a practical haircut, and surprisingly broad shoulders. Her voice was so soft and her accent so thick that sometimes I didn’t understand her, though I had a policy of not asking her to repeat herself more than once in a given conversation. On this occasion she said, “Y’all be careful tonight. It don’t look good,” and I stared at her openmouthed until she twitched her chin at the sky—which was bright, almost golden—and I understood she was talking about the weather.


“Is the forecast bad?” I asked. I hadn’t thought to check.

She shrugged. “Don’t know,” she said. “Just looks bad. Looks like how it did when my cousin up the road was just sitting on his couch, lightning came in the window, killed him. You know Danny’s ex-wife was blown clean off the porch of y’all’s house when lightning struck it.”

She’d told us these stories before. As a result I had a phobia about lightning, which had increased since the babies came. When I was alone in the house with them during a storm, I’d take them to sit in the narrow hall outside what should have been the linen closet but was instead the kitty litter closet, the only windowless space in the house, redolent with cat pee.

Mrs. Dodson’s expression changed. “How’s that baby?” she asked. She loved small children.

“He’s good,” I said. “He’s trying to crawl.”

“I ain’t seen him in a while,” she said. “I bet he’s getting big.” I heard longing in her voice and felt my eyes tear up. “Well, y’all get going,” she said abruptly, turning toward her trailer.

“Mrs. Dodson,” I called. She stopped and turned back halfway toward me. “How long have y’all been married?”

“Fifty-three years,” she said. I heard no inflection in her voice. Was this fact a good thing? A bad thing? Just a fact? She didn’t seem curious about why I’d wanted to know, or if she was, she didn’t show it. She kept on moving toward the trailer.

Nathan and I had been together for ten years, married for four. We kept on moving, in silence, toward the road.








CHAPTER TWO



I think we’re very confused, Americans, about the whole idea of adulthood, and I don’t just mean my generation and the ones after me. “Grow up,” we tell each other, voices dripping with contempt, but we go around endlessly celebrating those of us who never do. We say that growing up is all about disappointment, even as we insist to our young that anything is possible. “Follow your dreams,” we say, and then we spend our free time making fun of the blinkered contestants on American Idol. “I followed my dream,” they bleat, as the security guard escorts them away. An interesting lesson I’ve learned from reality TV—when asked why they deserve to win, most people say, “Because it’s my dream.” Why should you get what you want? the world asks. And we stand there and say, with sweet sincerity, “Because I want it.”

Adulthood was not conferred naturally upon me, as I’d always imagined it would be. My grandmother used to say, “You do what you have to do,” but she was a child of the Depression. Me, I was a child of the good times. Somehow I made it into my thirties with the notion that you do what you want. I made a decision, sometime after Mattie arrived, to do what I had to do, although at times it didn’t seem to me that that particular version of adulthood fit me at all. But I had adopted it anyway—I had the marriage and the children and the house and the job and the occasional party at which I allowed myself to drink too much and behave with my friends just as I did when we were twenty-five. Sometimes I was so exhausted by my life, I fantasized being hospitalized—a bed, a TV, a glucose drip that removed even the imperative of hunger. Sometimes, angry at Nathan, I played in my head a game I liked to call Whose Husband Would You Rather Have? Other times, in a melancholy mood, I took the copy of Jesus’ Son I’d had since grad school from its place in my desk drawer. It was my madeleine, that book—I touched it, and life in Austin flooded back.

I saw Nathan for the first time at a party, thrown by one of the second-year students in our MFA program to welcome the first-years. It was mid-August and hot, hot, hot, and the party took place at one of those cheap, generic apartment complexes with a pool in a dubious shade of blue. I’d come with my new friend Helen. Helen was a Hollywood-small Korean woman with firm opinions, a confident manner, and an enviable ability to wither with a look. But she had an easy smile and a bubbling, girlish laugh that belied her crisp, all-black ensembles, the sardonic way she raised her eyebrows at you over the plume of her cigarette. She could be goofy. I liked that about her, this promising combination of wary cool and open silliness. She and I were drinking a strange pink concoction we’d found in a punch bowl on the snack table. In the thirty minutes or so we’d been there, we’d backed out of the way of hungry and thirsty revelers so many times that we were now lodged between the snack table and the wall. “I mean,” said somebody, “the woman uses the word postmodern without any irony.” Somebody else said, “Oh fuck that shit. Let’s go find some cocaine.”

“This is the writing life,” I said to Helen.

“Apparently,” she said.

“God help us,” said a male voice, and we turned to see a guy wearing an old Pixies T-shirt and grinning at us. Nathan. His hair was long then, to his shoulders, and he had facial hair that might have been the deliberate beginnings of a beard or might have been just a few too many days without a shave. “Can I join you behind the table?” he asked. “I don’t like it out here.”

Obligingly we edged farther behind the table to make room for him. He surveyed the food on offer, cheap graduate student fare—chips and salsa, nuts, Goldfish crackers. “What are we, five?” he asked, spotting the bowl of crackers. He picked it up and offered it to us, and we each took a handful and crunched. “They’re actually pretty good,” he said. He poured himself a cup of the pink stuff and washed down his crackers. “This is something alcoholic anyway,” he said, holding the cup up to the light. “So.” He looked us each in the face, seriously, as though taking our measure. “Who are your favorite writers?”

“We’re poets,” I said.

He laughed. “Poets are writers, aren’t they? You use words. You write them down.”

“Actually,” I said, “I type them. I’m a typer.”

“On a typewriter?” he asked.

“God, no,” I said.

“This is the computer age,” Helen added.

“I write on a typewriter,” he said. “That’s why I asked.” He moved his fingers like they were on a keyboard. “I like the clackety-clack,” he said. It was incredibly dorky and yet endearing, and, too, there was something attractive about the sort of confidence Nathan had, the kind that allowed him to be incredibly dorky in a way that suggested that he knew he was being dorky and just didn’t care.

“You should talk to the guy who lives here,” Helen said. “He’s a typewriter romantic, too. There’s one on the kitchen table, an old manual. He typed a line of poetry, and he wants everybody to contribute their own.”

“I can’t decide,” I said. “Is that cool, or is it pretentious and stupid?”

“It’s cool,” Nathan said. “Even if it’s pretentious and stupid. I mean, come on, this guy is so into poetry he’s making it communal, he’s making it a party game. You could say he’s doing it self-consciously, but who cares? I’d rather see somebody self-consciously trying to share a love of language and be an artist than self-consciously refusing to do anything that’s not one hundred percent cool.”

“Are you scolding us?” I asked.

“Was I?” He looked genuinely alarmed. “I didn’t mean to. Here, let me fill your cups.” He grabbed the ladle from the punch bowl. “Drink up, drink up,” he said, slopping out more pink stuff. “Then you’ll forget anything I said. You might even start to think I’m cute.”

“You are cute,” I said, and then I grinned at him. I could feel the smile on my face, and I knew it was the biggest, most genuine version I had.

“You know,” Helen said, her mind still on our host, “he’s still trying to be cool. He’s trying to be bohemian cool, Left Bank cool, instead of ‘I refuse to be a poseur’ cool.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” Nathan said, but his eyes stayed on me, and his smile, too, I could tell, was his best and brightest one.

 

I wrote poems about him, for God’s sake. I even brought them into workshop, thinking somehow that nobody would know what they were about, even though it was a small program and everybody knew we were an item. I remember a line from a poem about Nathan just out of the shower: “Warm, warm and wet, his soft furred belly.” Embarrassing stuff. The poet teaching our class that semester was thrilled. She loved the sensual in poetry—she said “sensual” with an unsettling emphasis on the s’s, as though the word itself stirred her blood—and I got a lot of unwarranted praise for my work just by virtue of being unable to turn my attention to subjects other than my new boyfriend. The way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. The space on his neck that was so sensitive he cringed away, laughing, before my lips even touched it. The curls in his hair, which snagged and held my fingers. I loved him madly, and I loved the poetry I wrote about him, and so did he. He loved that I inspired his stories, which he wrote feverishly in the middle of the night. How lucky we felt to have found each other. How deeply understood and understanding we felt. My God. The reverence with which we gazed into one another’s eyes.

I don’t know what it’s like to be in your twenties and not want to be an artist, but I can tell you that when you’re in your twenties and you do want to be an artist and you find a community of like-minded types, it’s a pretty heady time. It’s all hope and anticipation and a conviction of your own potential greatness, and you know that nobody reads poetry anymore, but you think maybe somehow in some inchoate way you haven’t bothered to articulate to yourself that your poetry might change all that. Helen said to me not long before Nathan broke his awful news that adulthood had been all about a gradual lowering of her expectations, and I agreed, but when I thought of all of us at that unsuspecting time, I didn’t feel sorry for us. I didn’t think we were fools. I didn’t want to go back there either, but I suspected that Nathan did. After I found out he’d cheated, I was certain I was right. I imagined that he’d said to this woman, as he’d once said to me, “Literature is my religion,” and she’d gazed at him with the intense understanding of a fellow zealot, instead of saying, “Did you feed the baby a snack? Why not? Why do I have to remind you every single time to feed the baby a snack?”

When I learned that Nathan had cheated on me, I supposed that if I were still a poet, my subject would again be him. For several years it wasn’t, and then of course I stopped writing. But even if I’d been writing at the time, it wouldn’t have been about him. It would have been about my children, I thought, or what had become of my body, because I’d always been inclined toward the personal. Or maybe I would have taken to writing what Helen and I called “flowerpot poems” about the hummingbirds at the feeder outside my window, or the fungus tree. But the cheating—that would have made me go back to writing about Nathan. The way he held his shoe in both hands when he told me. Or maybe I’d have changed that detail. I didn’t know. What was the best way to talk about heartbreak? Would it be better if the detail was more in keeping with the content of the moment, if I gave him something unavoidably symbolic, like a knife, to hold? Or was the contrast of that insignificant shoe to those significant words the way to go?

I wondered how my old poetry teacher would feel about my work, if I still wrote it, if Nathan was still and once again all I could talk about. We gain love, we lose love. We tell what stories we have.








CHAPTER THREE



Before Nathan’s confession, my primary concern about the wedding, besides our inevitable lateness, had been that I looked fat in my dress. I still had ten pounds of baby weight to lose, but more importantly my second pregnancy had stretched out the skin around my midsection in a way I feared was grotesque, but which Nathan swore was normal, and fine, and no reason for immediate and expensive plastic surgery. Just a few days before the wedding I’d been flipping channels and seen a promo for an afternoon talk show about postpartum bellies. They’d shown photos of the guests’ stomachs, wrinkled as crumpled tissue paper, and the audience gasped in horror—genuine horror—at the sight, as if the photos were of deformed babies, or victims of a war. This intensified my feeling that what had happened to my body was a shameful, terrible secret, had somehow made a monster out of me—just in time for me to put on a dress and go out in public among people who would no doubt discuss how I looked, not because my friends were especially superficial but because all people discuss how other people look, especially women. And I cared what they would say. And it made me angry that I cared. And now I felt like this discussion of how I looked would be augmented by discussion of whether my appearance had any relationship to Nathan’s infidelity, even though that infidelity had happened more than a year before, and in all the mental confusion I started to feel angry at Nathan for drawing more attention to my shape.

“Don’t tell anyone about this,” I said to Nathan. We were still in the car, about halfway to the wedding, and this was the first thing either of us had said since we pulled out of the drive. “I don’t want people thinking about whether you cheated on me because of the way I look.”

“That’s cra—” He stopped, seemed to think better of it.

“I’m allowed to be crazy,” I said. I gripped the door handle as if the ride was wild, which it wasn’t. Nathan is a very safe driver. He can be counted on for that.

“You’re right,” he said.

“You just wrecked my life,” I said. “I’m allowed to be crazy.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Don’t tell me I’m crazy,” I said. “Don’t tell anyone what’s going on.”

“I won’t,” he said. “I won’t.”

“Good,” I said. Out the window the sky went on looking bright and golden, and the trees dropped their leaves as we rolled by.

There was another, more important, reason that I didn’t want anyone to know, but it was a reason I didn’t want to voice to him. If he didn’t leave, if I didn’t leave, if I kept him and he kept me, if we were able to keep each other—and at that moment, despite everything, I wanted this so badly I thought the wanting might turn me inside out—I knew just what sort of talk this would provoke among our friends and family, and I shuddered at the thought. Should we or shouldn’t we, they’d ask, and would he again, and was I weak to stay with him or was I strong, and how could I, and well, the children, and on and on it would go, as we became a small-time tabloid sensation for everyone we knew. I’d known that a book called Infidelity would make people ask, if not us, then each other, whether Nathan might have strayed. I had joked about it, and Nathan had laughed, and I would have noticed, wouldn’t I, if there had been anything pained in that laugh? It was one thing to laugh, to shrug, at the notion of everybody’s wrong idea, and entirely another to imagine the way they would read that book if they knew, the way they’d search it—as I was doing in my head now, as I knew I’d do later with the book in my hands—for evidence, for truth. They’d wait for it like those eager readers of the nineteenth century had waited for the next installment of Dickens.

I looked fat in my dress, and I wasn’t a poet anymore. I had a role in the world, OK, sure, but not in the writing world, not anymore, not like in grad school when it didn’t matter that a fiction writer might make money someday and a poet never would, when we were all writers and that was what mattered, we were the same. Now I was Nathan’s wife. His betrayed, blinkered, stretched-out wife. If the truth came out and that book came out, everyone would look at me, and that was what they’d see. I couldn’t let him publish it, not if I stayed with him, not if people knew. Maybe he could publish it if I left him. Because if it sold like the publisher thought it would, that money would help support our children, and could I take that away? Could I allow myself to take that away? Maybe he could publish it and I could stay with him if nobody ever knew, if I could manage to pretend that I never knew. Fiction, fiction, all of it was fiction.

“Oh, God,” I said, as all of this hit me like a wave. I couldn’t breathe. I felt hot and cold at once. I thought, I’m going to have to divorce him, and simultaneously I thought, I can’t, I can’t. I struggled against those two opposing currents. I drowned. Then, thankfully, the wave receded. I told myself everything would be all right. We could work it out. We’d always worked things out. Over and over in the days before my day job I’d thought us on the brink of financial ruin, and yet we’d never been ruined. Perseverance was the key, perseverance and faith.

“Do you still love me?” I asked, as though I was just now following up on what he’d said as we got in the car. Two hours ago it wouldn’t have crossed my mind to ask this question. Now I heard how tremulous my voice sounded when I did. I stared at his profile. The corners of his mouth turned down, as in a child’s drawing of a sad face.

“Of course I do,” he said, but this time he didn’t sound sure, and I said so. “It’s just…” He shot a look at me, gripped the wheel with both hands. “Sometimes, part of me wishes I didn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wish I could say I didn’t love you, or we were unhappy, or I was in love with her. At least then I’d have a reason for doing what I did.”

“Yes,” I said. “That would be much better.” “You’re gazing at me adoringly!” I used to cry, when I caught him looking at me, and he’d deny it, and then I’d insist that he stop, that he was freaking me out, and I’d pretend to flee his presence, and he’d chase me and tickle me and fix me with wide eyes, a goofy smile, and say, “I love
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