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  INVISIBLE



I’m Nobody! Who are you?

Are you — Nobody — too?

Then there’s a pair of us!

Don’t tell! they’d advertise — you know!

— Emily Dickinson








  
  Chapter one
Pothos


The pothos on the kitchen windowsill did not need water, but Ruth watered it anyway. She used a small blue measuring cup she had kept from a set her mother had given her forty years ago, the kind with a lip you could pour from and a handle that had gone soft with age. The watering can was under the sink. She could have used it. But the measuring cup was already in her hand from making coffee, and there was a pleasure in the small, inadequate tool, the way it made the task slower and more exact. 
The plant had been there for nine years. She had bought it the week after Paul finished the kitchen remodel, when the new window was still bare and she wanted something alive on the sill. It had tripled in size since then, spilling its leaves over the rim of the pot and down toward the counter, and she had stopped pruning it two winters ago because she had begun to think that the longer it grew, the more it belonged to her. It was the only thing in the house whose dimensions had changed since Paul died.
She watered it and set the cup down and stood at the sink looking out at the backyard. The grass had browned in patches where the summer had taken it. The fence behind the maple needed paint. She had told herself, the spring before last, that she would paint it in April. April had come and gone and the fence had stayed the color it had always been, and she had come to understand, without making a decision about it, that she was not going to paint the fence. Other things, too, had joined this category. The garage door that stuck. The light over the dining table that buzzed when you turned it on. The screen in the back door that had a small tear near the bottom where a cat had once pushed through, a cat that was not hers, years ago. These were the household’s untended things, and the untended things had organized themselves into a list that she no longer kept in her head because the list, if you said it out loud, would sound like a complaint, and there was no one to complain to.
She made toast. She ate it standing at the counter with a knife in her hand, scraping butter into the crust the way her mother had done, because her mother had considered it wasteful to leave a corner dry. The butter was unsalted. She could not remember when she had stopped buying salted butter. Paul had liked salted butter. So had she, until she hadn’t.
The house had been quiet for four years, and she had come to know the quiet the way a person comes to know a roommate. It had moods. It was heavier in the morning, before the sun reached the windows on the east side, and lighter in the late afternoon, when the light came in through the sliding door at the back and made the dust visible in the air. It changed with the weather. On rainy days it pressed against her. On clear days it held itself at a polite distance, present but not demanding. She had stopped turning the television on in the mornings because she had learned that the quiet was less lonely than the sound of people pretending to be someone else.
After the toast she washed the plate and the knife. She washed the coffee cup. She wiped the counter, which was already clean, and then she wiped the inside of the sink, which did not need wiping, and then she rinsed the sponge and stood for a moment looking at nothing. This was a part of the morning she had come to depend on. The small rituals of a kitchen that did not need her. She did them slowly, and they were not enough, and she did them anyway.
The photograph was on the wall by the back door, where she had hung it the summer after they moved in. It was of Paul and Veronika at the beach in Oregon, Veronika eight years old, Paul squatting behind her so that his face was near hers, both of them squinting into the camera because Ruth had asked them to hold still for just one more shot. Paul had been forty-one in that picture. Veronika’s hair had been lighter than it was now, and her front tooth had been missing. Ruth could remember the smell of the sunscreen. She could remember the wind and the feel of the camera strap against her wrist. What she could not remember, and had stopped trying to remember, was what she had said next, after she lowered the camera, or what any of them had done that afternoon after the photograph, or what they had eaten that night. The photograph had replaced those things. The photograph was all that remained of the day, and it was enough and it was not enough, and she had stopped expecting it to become either.
She looked at the picture and then she looked away, which was what she did now with the photographs. For the first two years she had stood in front of them and let herself cry, and the crying had been useful, work the body did to empty itself. Then the crying had stopped, not because the grief had gone but because the body had decided it had done enough of that particular work. Now she looked at the pictures and something in her chest tightened and let go, and she moved on to whatever was next, which on that Tuesday morning was the laundry.
She carried the basket from the bedroom to the laundry room off the kitchen. The basket held two bath towels, a hand towel, three dishcloths, a set of pillowcases, and the nightgown she had worn for four nights, which was long enough. She sorted the whites from the colors, which was a habit, although she almost never had colors to sort anymore. Her laundry had slowly converted itself to white and off-white and pale gray, a palette she had not chosen consciously but had arrived at by small decisions over the last four years, each time she had bought a new shirt or a new pair of pants and reached for something quiet. She started the machine on cold.
In the living room, the light was beginning to come through the front window. The couch faced the fireplace, which she had not used since the winter of Paul’s last year, and the two chairs flanked the couch at angles she had set years ago and never changed. The arrangement had been designed for four. It was now used by one. The chair Paul had preferred, the one closer to the window, held a small gray cushion and a folded throw that had not been unfolded in a long time, and no one sat in that chair and no one was going to, and the chair nonetheless remained in its position because moving it would be to admit something she had not yet been willing to admit.
She opened the front curtains and stood at the window. The street was empty. Her neighbor across the way, a retired teacher named Marjorie whose husband had died the year before Paul’s, was not on her porch this morning, which was unusual. Marjorie was usually on the porch by eight, reading the paper, wrapped in a cardigan even in summer. Ruth looked for her, did not find her, and felt a small, familiar disappointment, the kind that came from having expected a thing she had not known she was expecting.
The birds were in the backyard. She saw them when she came back through the kitchen, the pair of them on the fence post, the one closer to the house and the other a few feet away. They were juncos, she thought, or near enough. She was not a person who knew birds by their names. Paul had been that person. Paul had kept a small guide on the windowsill and had looked up the ones he did not recognize, and after he died she had meant to keep up with the guide and had not, and now the birds were, to her, the small ones and the medium ones and the big ones. These were the small ones.
She watched them. One of them hopped along the fence toward the other, and the other held still, and then they were together, and then after a minute they were not, and one of them flew off and the other stayed for a moment and then followed. She had watched them, or birds like them, many times, and what she had come to understand was that the birds were never alone. Even when there was only one on the fence, there was another nearby, in the tree or on the grass or somewhere in the air, and they were tracking each other by some method she could not see, and the togetherness of their lives was something they did not have to arrange, because it was the weather of being a bird. She envied them this. She had not said so out loud, not even to herself, but she had stood at the window long enough to know that the envy was what the watching was.
The phone rang at ten-thirty. She did not hurry to it. It was on the small table by the couch, the cord wound around the base, and she let it ring twice more before she picked it up, because she had come to enjoy the ringing, the proof that someone had wanted to reach her, and she extended the proof for as long as she could before taking the call and converting the want into whatever the actual call would turn out to be.
“Dad,” she said.
“Is this Ruth.”
“Yes, Dad. It’s Ruth.”
“Who else would it be, I suppose. Listen, I can’t find the pills.”
“Which pills.”
“The white ones. In the round bottle.”
“Is it on the counter by the stove. That’s where Elsie puts them.”
“I looked there.”
“Did you look in the drawer. Sometimes Elsie puts them in the drawer when she’s cleaning.”
She heard him move across the kitchen, the floor creaking under him, and then the sound of a drawer opening.
“Here they are,” he said.
“Good.”
“Well. All right.”
“How are you, Dad.”
“I’m here.”
“Are you going for your walk today.”
“It’s too hot.”
“It’s not too hot. It’s sixty-eight degrees.”
“Well, it feels too hot.”
She had learned, over these four years, not to argue with the weather as he experienced it. She said, “Maybe later in the afternoon it will feel better.”
“Maybe.”
There was a pause, and she thought for a moment that he was going to ask her something, that he was going to remember she had told him on Sunday that she might come by this week, but he did not ask and she did not remind him, because reminding him felt worse than his not remembering.
“All right,” he said. “I’ve got the pills.”
“I’ll come by on Thursday.”
“Thursday. OK.”
“Do you need anything from the store.”
“No, I don’t think so. Elsie got the eggs.”
“All right. I love you, Dad.”
“OK, honey.”
He hung up. He had always hung up that way, even when her mother was alive, the word honey standing in for goodbye and I love you and any of the other things he had not been in the habit of saying. She had long ago stopped feeling the absence of those things as an absence. It was how he was. The feeling that came in its place was more complicated than absence. It was the feeling of being a child who had learned, very early, that her father’s love was a thing you inferred from other evidence, the way you inferred gravity from watching a glass fall. You did not need to be told. You noticed.
She put the phone down and stood by the couch. The clock on the mantel read 10:34. She had filled an hour and a half of the day. She had six or seven more hours before it would be dark enough to close the curtains.
She went into the bedroom to make the bed. The bed was a king, which she and Paul had bought in their fifties when they had decided they deserved the space, and she had continued to sleep in it the way she had always slept, on the left side, because the right side had remained Paul’s even after it stopped being anyone’s. She straightened the sheets on her side and pulled the comforter up and smoothed it. She did not touch the right side. She had not touched the right side of the bed, except to wash the sheets, in four years.
She looked at the side of the bed where he had slept. Then she looked away, which was what she did with the side of the bed, the same way she did with the photographs.
On the dresser was the wooden tray where he had kept his wallet and his watch and the change from his pockets. The watch was there still, the leather band curled against the bottom of the tray in the curve of the wrist it had known. The wallet was in a drawer now. She had moved the wallet after six months, when she had realized she was touching it every time she walked past, and she had decided, without making a decision, that it would be easier to pass the tray if the wallet were not in it. The watch had stayed. She did not know why. She did not wind it. It had stopped working, she assumed, years ago, but she had never lifted it to check.
She went back to the kitchen and looked at the clock. It was 10:51. She considered the day ahead of her as a room, a volume of time she would have to move through, and she began the list of what she might do to move through it. She could go to the grocery store, although she did not need anything. She could take a walk, although the neighborhood was not interesting to walk in and walking alone on the neighborhood’s streets had started, in the last few months, to feel like a small public declaration of her aloneness, the way an umbrella on a sunny day felt like a declaration. She could call Lynne, her old friend from when they lived in Cleveland, who had moved to Florida and was available to talk but whose conversations had begun to feel, to Ruth, like transcripts of a life she







