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August 15, 2006

Rose, Life 1

LUKE IS STANDING on my side of the bed. He never goes to my side of the bed. In his hand is a bottle of prenatal vitamins. He holds it up.

He shakes it, a plastic rattle.

The sound is heavy and dull because it is full.

This is the problem.

‘You promised,’ he says, even and slow.

Uh-oh. I am in trouble.

‘Sometimes I forget to take them,’ I admit.

He shakes the bottle again, a maraca in a minor key. ‘Sometimes?’ The light through the curtains forms a halo around Luke’s upper body, the hand held high with the offending object outlined by the sun and glowing.

I am in the doorway of our room, on my way to pull clothes from the drawers and the closet. Mundane things. Underwear. Socks. A top and a pair of jeans. Like any other morning. I would have folded the clothing across one arm and carried it to the bathroom so I could shower and change. Instead I stop, cross my arms over my chest, the heart inside it mangled with hurt and anger. ‘Did you count them, Luke?’ My question is a cold snap in the humid August air.

‘So what if I did, Rose? What if I did count them? Can you blame me?’

I turn my back on him, go to open the long drawer that contains underwear, bras, slips, camisoles, riffle through my things, disrupting the order of my clothing, everything growing more and more out of control. My heart starts pounding.

‘You promised me,’ Luke says.

I grab a pair of my granniest underwear. I want to scream. ‘Like promises mean anything in this marriage.’

‘That’s not fair.’

‘It’s perfectly fair.’

‘Rose—’

‘So I didn’t take the pills! I don’t want a baby. I never wanted a baby and I don’t want one now and I won’t want one ever and you knew that before we got engaged! I told you a thousand times! I’ve told you a million times since!’

‘You said you’d take the vitamins.’

‘I said it to stop you from tormenting me.’ Tears sting my eyes even as the blood inside me pulses with fury. ‘I said it so we could have a little peace in this apartment.’

‘So you lied.’

I turn. The underwear falls from my hand as I march my way to the other side of the bed to confront my husband. ‘You swore you didn’t want a baby.’

‘I changed my mind.’

‘Right. Sure. No big deal.’ I am tumbling down a hill, we are tumbling, and I don’t know how to stop us from crashing. ‘You “changed your mind”, but I’m the liar.’

‘You said you’d try.’

‘I said I’d take the vitamins. That’s all I said.’

‘You didn’t take them.’

‘I took some.’

‘How many?’

‘I don’t know. Unlike you, I didn’t count.’

Luke lowers the bottle, grips it between both hands, palm pressing down on the top, twisting, removing. He peers into the opening. ‘This bottle is full, Rose.’ He looks up at me again, head shaking left, right, his disapproval pouring over me.

Who is this man before me, this man I love, this man I married?

I can barely see a resemblance between this person and the one who used to look at me like I was the only woman in the universe, like I was the meaning of his entire existence. I loved being that for Luke. I loved being his everything. He has always been my everything, this man with the soft, thoughtful gaze, with the friendliest, most open of smiles, this man I was certain I would love for the rest of my days on this earth.

The words But I love you, Luke are trapped moths banging around inside me, unable to find their way out.

Instead of disarming the bomb between us, in one swift motion I explode, swiping the bottle from Luke’s hand, my arm like a club, knocking it hard and high, the huge, oval pills becoming an arc of ugly green Skittles flung across the wood floor, scattering across the white sheets on the bed.

This action freezes both of us.

Luke’s lips are slightly parted, the sharp, clean edges of his front teeth visible. His eyes follow the trail of pills that have come to represent the success or failure of this marriage, tiny buoys I was meant to ingest to keep our marriage afloat. I’ve spilled them, so now we are sinking. The only sound in the room is our breathing. Luke’s eyes are wide. Betrayed.

He thinks I am the one to betray him, that the proof lies in that stupid bottle of vitamins.

Why doesn’t he see that he is the one who betrayed me? That by changing his mind about children he’s only shown me that I am not worthy enough on my own?

Luke returns to life, walks to the corner of the room where the rolling bottle came to a stop. He bends down and picks it up. He plucks one vitamin from the floor, then another, pinching them between his fingers before dropping them back inside. The pills clatter to the bottom of the bottle.

I stand there, watching as Luke bends and straightens, bends and straightens until every last prenatal vitamin is back in its rightful home, even those that went skittering under the bed. Luke has to lift the edge of the comforter to see them, has to lie down on the floor to retrieve them, arm straining.

When he’s finished, he looks at me, eyes full of accusation. ‘Why did I have to marry the one woman in the world who doesn’t want a baby?’

I inhale sharply.

There.

There it is. The thing that Luke’s been thinking forever, finally out in the open. Not the part about me not wanting a baby – that he’s known since the very beginning. It’s the clear ring of regret in his voice that makes me wince, the way he singles me out as unique and only in the worst of ways.

We stare at each other. I wait for an apology that doesn’t come. My heart is pounding, my mind is racing from Luke’s question, piling my own on top of his. Why can’t I be just like every other woman who wants a baby? Why am I not? Why was I made this way?

Will this be the summary of my life at its end?

Rose Napolitano: Never a mother.

Rose Napolitano: She didn’t want a baby.

Luke looks down at his feet. He picks up the bottle cap, closes it with a hard snap of the lid.

I reach for it – I reach for him.
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March 14, 1998

Rose, Lives 1–9

I DON’T LIKE having my picture taken.

‘Can you look up from your lap?’

My eyes, my head, my chin all refuse this request.

I’m the kind of person who runs from a camera, who hides behind whomever is next to me. Who puts up my hand to a lens if one shows up in my face. All the more reason I should not be here right now, having a portrait done in my cap and gown. What was I thinking?

‘Um, Rose?’

I hear footsteps. A pair of navy-blue sneakers, worn at the toe, laces ragged, appear on the floor in front of me. I take a big breath, let it out, and look up. The photographer is youngish, maybe my age, maybe a year or two older. His eyes blink, he bites his lip, his brow gathers.

‘Sorry,’ I say, hands fidgeting in my lap, fingers clasping and unclasping. ‘I must be your worst subject ever.’ I look away, off to the side, into the dim space beyond this bright, portrait setup where I sit, a gray background scrolled behind me. A row of boxes, the kind you buy if you are moving apartments, is stacked against the wall. A blue jacket is draped over the top, and a hockey stick lies on the floor along the baseboard. ‘This was a dumb idea,’ I go on. ‘I just thought … I mean, I wanted … but then …’

‘You wanted?’ the photographer asks.

I don’t answer, I guess because I don’t really want to talk to this stranger about the inner workings of my heart. Besides, I’m still taking in the junk piled everywhere. This must be the photographer’s house. He called it his ‘studio’, but it looks like he lives here. Or maybe just moved in.

‘You wanted what?’ he presses.

There’s something about the sound of his voice – gentle, patient – that makes me want to cry. This whole situation makes me want to cry. ‘I shouldn’t be here, I’m not good at this.’ Now I do start to cry. ‘This is so embarrassing, I don’t like getting my picture taken. I’m sorry, I’m really, really sorry.’ I cry harder, even as my inner feminist scolds me for so much apologizing.

The photographer – I can’t remember his name (Larry? No. Lou? Maybe.) – squats down next to my chair so we are almost at eye level. ‘Don’t worry. Lots of people hate having their picture taken. But are you crying because of the portrait, or because of something else?’

I study this man, the way his right knee presses through the rip in his jeans, the way his body sways ever so slightly in his crouch. How does he know that my reason for crying isn’t because of the picture? Has he also sensed that this is really about my parents, who sometimes have a hard time understanding my choices? The woman I’ve become as an adult?

I cross my arms, press them into my body. This black gown with the velvet trim is thick and stiff. I bet it would stand on its own if I propped it just right. I pull the puffy beanie from my head and shake my hair out. It probably looks awful after sitting under the weight of this thing. The beanie is also velvet, the same blue as the gown. I was so excited when it came in the mail, the symbol of so many years of hard work, of the doctorate I am about to receive officially on graduation day in May. My PhD in sociology, the one that will turn me from just Rose into Professor Napolitano. Doctor Napolitano.

‘Who’s that picture of, over there?’ I ask the photographer instead of answering his question. I point at it, extending my arm to the right.

Hanging on the wall above the stack of boxes is a large, framed photo. It seems out of place, given the transitional state of everything else – fixed and permanent. Two people, a man and a woman, are sitting side by side on a porch, each one with a book open in front of them. The expressions on their faces are so alive, so engaged, like the words before them are the most exciting words ever written.

The photographer turns in the direction I point and chuckles. ‘Those are my parents. I took that when I was ten. I’d gotten my first real camera for my birthday that year. I was taking pictures of everything around me, flowers, blades of grass, the grain of the floorboards in the living room – very artsy.’

He turns back, looks at me and shrugs. Rolls his eyes at himself.

They are green, with flecks of brown.

‘I took a lot of excellent shots of the dog, too.’

I laugh a little. Some of the tension in me releases. ‘And so …?’

‘Yeah, right.’ This time he doesn’t turn away. He keeps his gaze on me. ‘Well, that photo, I was just arriving home. There was this monarch flying above the tall grass and I went running after it, trying to get the perfect shot.’ He covers his eyes with his hands.

I find myself wanting to reach for them, to pull them away from his face, touch his smooth, olive skin. I don’t want him to be embarrassed.

His hands fall back to his knees. He bobbles a little. ‘I was such a nerd. So there I was, grass plastered all over my jeans, tired, sweaty, and suddenly I looked up and saw my parents reading on the porch. And I could see something on their faces – something I had to capture. I stopped, lifted my camera, and snapped a single photograph.’ He smiles.

‘That photograph?’

He stands again. He’s so tall. ‘Yup. It was the picture that made me want to become a photographer. When I saw it, I just knew. My mother had it framed, so I could always remember who I am and what I want to do, even when times get hard. It’s not easy starting out in this business.’ He pats the camera that’s next to him on the floor with affection, and he shrugs again.

My head tilts, studying him. ‘Thank you for telling me that story.’

He nods. ‘Thank you for asking about that photograph.’ He taps his foot. ‘Now it’s your turn.’

‘My turn?’

‘Tell me what the deal is. I told you a story, so now you have to tell me one, about why you’re really here.’

‘Um.’

‘Um, yes, well?’

‘Um, okay. Fine.’

He crosses the room and retrieves a chair, parks it next to mine, and sits. Leans forward. ‘I’ve got plenty of time. You’re my only appointment.’

I breathe deeply. ‘Before I tell you, I have one more question.’

‘Sure, go ahead.’

My cheeks grow hot. I stand up, unzip my graduation robe before sitting back down. This thing is melting me. ‘It’s embarrassing.’

His eyebrows arch.

‘I forgot your name, and since we are telling each other life stories, I figure we should probably be on a first-name basis. I know it’s not Larry. But is it – Lou, maybe?’

He smiles again, laughs again – he has such a nice laugh, low, but rich, like he enjoys laughing, like he is easy to laugh. ‘Well, Rose Napolitano, my only appointment of the day, I agree that we should know each other’s names, and since I already know yours, you should also know mine.’ He sticks out his hand and I take it.

I feel it across my skin, everywhere, a rush.

‘My name is Luke.’
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August 15, 2006

Rose, Life 1

MY HAND HANGS in the air, reaching, empty.

Instead of giving the bottle to me, instead of taking my hand, Luke returns the vitamins to the bedside stand where I usually keep them, hidden behind the stack of novels that makes its home next to my pillow. He is quiet.

I speak in my defense. ‘I have been trying, Luke. Really.’ I let my arm drop, let my husband’s question go unanswered. I want to bury it from view, erase it by piling other words on top of it until we can no longer see it. ‘But sometimes those pills make my stomach hurt, and you know I can’t work while I’m sick. I can’t present at conferences, I can’t do my research interviews …’ I wait for my husband to join in, help me paddle away from the dangerous place where this fight has taken us.

We can fix this. My eyes are pleading.

Luke hesitates, only for a second, and I hang my hope on this single breath.

But then his eyes narrow. ‘I don’t want to hear about your work anymore, Rose. I’m tired of hearing about your work and how, because of it, we can’t have a baby.’

There it is again. Exposed. The problem we cannot solve.

My impulse to try to fix this turns to ash. I glare back. ‘It’s not just because of my work that I don’t want a baby and you know it. I don’t want a baby because I’ve never wanted a baby and it’s my right not to want a baby! But Jesus, Luke, what’s so wrong about loving my work? What’s so wrong with making it my priority? What’s so wrong with me?’

‘What’s wrong is that you love your academic career more than you’d love a baby even if we did have one! What matters is that the baby would always come second. I don’t know why I ever thought it might be otherwise.’

‘Oh, and like you don’t love being a photographer. But you get to be as happy and obsessed with your work as you want because you’re a man.’

Luke presses his hands into the sides of his head, elbows all sharp angles. ‘Stop spouting the feminist crap. I’m sick of hearing it.’

‘Well, you stop spouting your parents’ words!’

His hands fall back to his side, ball into fists. ‘Fine. I’m tired of defending you to them anyway.’

I grit my teeth.

Luke’s parents wish he’d married someone else, someone traditional, someone who would give up everything to become a mother. Someone who would put a baby over her career. It’s a fight Luke and his parents keep having about me – which means it’s a fight he and I keep having about us.

Last year when I found out I got tenure, I called Luke from my office and he said all the right things, like how we would go out for drinks and dinner to celebrate. But when I got home, Luke was on the phone with his father. He didn’t hear me come in.

‘Yeah, Dad, I know, I know,’ Luke was saying. ‘But Rose …’

I stopped moving, the front door not quite shut. I held it open so it wouldn’t make a noise and Luke would continue to think he was alone.

‘Yes, I know, but Rose is coming around. She’ll be fine once she has a baby.’

There was a long pause.

My chest hurt, my rib cage hurt, the heart behind it hurt. If there was a glass nearby, a plate, anything breakable, I would have picked it up and smashed it to the ground. I wanted to scream.

Finally, Luke spoke again. ‘I know you think work will always come first, but I think a baby will change that.’ Pause. ‘I know you disagree, but I wish you’d give her more of a chance.’ Pause. ‘Dad, she gets tired of talking about it.’ Another pause, then a heavy, frustrated sigh from Luke, followed by an angry outburst of, ‘Dad, stop, please!’

A book fell from the lip of my overstuffed bag, hitting the floor with a heavy clunk.

‘Rose?’ Luke called out. ‘Is that you?’

I shut the door with a loud slam, tried to make it seem like I was just arriving. ‘Yup, I’m home! Ready for cocktails!’

‘I’ve got to go, Dad,’ he said. By the time I was one step into the living room, Luke had hung up and his phone was resting on the table.

He studied my face.

I studied his. Luke’s cheeks were red.

‘Hi.’ I tried for a happy smile, to muster the excitement that had been bubbling through me all afternoon since I’d gotten my news. I wanted those feelings back. I felt cheated, my moment ruined by Luke’s conversation with his father.

‘How much of that call did you hear?’ Luke asked.

I stopped with the false smile. ‘Enough. Too much.’

‘What do you think you heard?’

I set my bag onto a chair. ‘Don’t do that to me, Luke. I know what you guys were talking about.’

‘Tell me.’

‘It was yet another version of the conversation you keep having with your parents. That because I don’t want a baby I’m a bad, deficient woman and always will be.’

‘That is not what we were saying.’

‘Right.’

‘I also heard how my husband refuses to stand up to his parents and tell them to butt out of his marriage and stop maligning his wife!’

‘I defended you.’

‘Yeah, but why do you even need to? Why do your parents have a place in a conversation that has to do with our marriage? It’s none of their business!’

‘I’m doing my best! You know how strongly they feel and they’re my parents and I love them!’

‘Well, you know how strongly I feel and I’m your wife and I love you!’ I yanked at the scarf around my neck and tossed it onto the table.

Luke took a breath, let it out. ‘You know I love you, too.’

I kicked off my heels and they went clattering across the floor. ‘You also told your parents that I changed my mind about having a baby.’

Luke picked up the scarf and began to fold it, pressing his hand along the delicate fabric. He’d given it to me as a gift the year before and it was my favorite. He held it out to me now. ‘I was just trying to get them to back off,’ he said quietly.

I didn’t take it. Didn’t move.

‘Rose, please,’ Luke said. ‘Let’s not do this tonight. We’re supposed to be celebrating this amazing accomplishment in your life. Let’s just go out.’

My eyes turned hard, everything about me grew harder and harder. My muscles, my cells, my limbs, my cheeks especially, calcifying as I stood there looking at my husband with something like hatred. Maybe it was hatred. The first ugly seeds of it. Seeds that would grow and grow like vines until we both suffocated. ‘Somehow I don’t feel like celebrating anymore, Luke.’

‘Don’t be like that.’

‘What – a bad woman? A difficult woman? An angry woman?’

My voice, my tone, it rose until I was shrieking. What I wanted to do was stand there yelling. An endless cry of anger that would release the trapped feeling that imprisoned everything about my life. I wanted to let it out, exorcise it, but I didn’t.

Instead, I stomped off to the bedroom like a petulant child, opening and slamming closet doors and drawers as I changed from my work clothes into sweats and those thick, ugly socks that are like slippers.

Congratulations to me, I raged.

‘This is impossible,’ Luke says now, breaking our silence. ‘You’re impossible.’

I watch as he passes me on his way out of the bedroom, hear his footsteps cross the living room, bare feet pattering against wooden planks. I listen as he opens the coat closet at the front of the apartment. On his way back his steps are trailed by the sound of wheels, low and constant. A suitcase.

He passes me a second time, suitcase dragging behind him, the biggest one we own, big enough for a dead body, we’ve always joked. He stops in front of the drawers where he keeps his clothing, folded, neat, organized, so unlike my drawers, which are overflowing, pajamas and bras balled up and mixed, a cocktail of silk and satin. He hoists the suitcase onto the bed, the rich sound of the zipper circling, followed by the slide and thunk of his hands pulling out a wooden drawer, hands that I once loved all over my skin but not in a long while, hands that are lifting tall stacks of T-shirts, jeans, boxers into the open roller bag. He empties a second drawer, then a third, socks, more boxers, followed by the closet full of shirts and sweaters, until there is no room left for any more clothing, for another piece of Luke. He has taken all that he can carry.

His gaze never meets mine.

My eyes drift to the photograph of me on Luke’s bedside table. My head is thrown back, my mouth is open, and I am laughing. Snow sparkles across my thick gray sweater and throughout my dark hair – Luke had just surprised me with a snowball. He took that picture the day we got engaged. It’s his favorite photo of me.

He doesn’t touch it now, doesn’t look at it.

I think about the other photos he’s taken of me, of us, how he turned me from a person who hated having her picture taken, into one who is capable of enjoying it – well, as long as the picture is taken by him. I think about the very first time he took my photograph, how a photography session meant to last half an hour turned into an entire day spent together, a single day that extended into a lifetime of days. My rage, my anger, begins to melt.

I’d wanted a special gift for my parents for my graduation, something physical, something they could hang on the wall of the house, something that would create a conversation about my doctorate. I’d chosen Luke as the photographer because he was cheap, because he was close by my apartment. During our session, he and I got to talking. He was trying to make me relax for the camera, and eventually convinced me to tell him the real reason I started crying during our session.

So I told him.

I told Luke how, after defending my dissertation and having it bound, I’d presented my parents with a copy and they looked at it, read the title on the cover, and stopped there. How my mother said the right thing. ‘Well, Rose, congratulations on such a big accomplishment! We have a doctor in the family!’ But underneath her words, I could tell she wasn’t sure what to make of the kind of doctor I’d become. How my parents struggled to understand why I’d wanted my PhD so badly when a college degree should have been plenty, especially since my carpenter father wasn’t lucky enough to get even this. How even though my parents and I were close and even though we talked and saw each other regularly, grad school was something we didn’t much discuss. Whenever I brought up what I was studying, especially with my mother, she would listen with interest at first, but then her attention would fade and she would say something like, ‘I don’t even understand half of the words you’re using, Rose’ – embarrassment in her tone. I told Luke how much I loved my parents and how much they loved me back and how much I wanted us to connect on this thing that had become such an important part of who I am, and yet this connection had remained elusive. I wanted to bridge the distance between us, so here I was at his studio, getting pictures taken as though this would somehow erase the gap.

‘I have an idea,’ Luke said, when I arrived at the end of my story.

He took my doctoral gown and hung it up in a closet, set my cap on the chair, and asked me to take him to the university where I attended graduate school.

‘Okay,’ I said, thinking, Why not?

It was a fine afternoon, not great, a bit chilly and gray, but dry. Luke told me that clouds offered better lighting for photographs than sunlight. When we arrived on campus, I felt awkward taking him around.

‘I want you to show me everything,’ he assured me. ‘Every classroom, your favorite spot in the library, your favorite bench on the quad, the room where you defended your dissertation. I want you to give me Rose’s grand tour of her graduate experience and why she loved it so much.’

The longer we were there and the more we talked, the more I was able to forget that Luke was taking photographs. Our session lasted four hours and it turned into dinner afterward – my treat. I insisted.

There are photographs from that day of me walking down the hallway of my department, eyes glancing at the bookshelf that holds the faculty’s monographs, of me hugging my dissertation inside the room where I defended it, of me searching for books in the sociology section of the library, talking to a few of my beloved professors, and a beautiful, happy photo of me and my dissertation director. They are goofy and fun and totally me. I couldn’t even believe it when I saw them. Luke compiled the best ones into an album with an inscription that read: To my parents, with love, Rose Napolitano, PhD on the cover.

My mother and father sat down on the couch with the book perched between them. They asked me about every single photograph and I told them.

‘Sweetheart, this one is my favorite,’ my father said, pointing to the picture of me and my director. ‘Maybe we can pull this one out and I can make a frame for it, so we can hang it in the living room.’

I took Luke out to dinner a second time to thank him for his hard work, for making something so special, for helping my parents better understand who their daughter had become. And because, well, I wanted to see him again. When I explained how much my parents loved the album, how they’d asked me so many questions about graduate school, Luke nodded.

‘I’ve never been the biggest fan of portraits,’ he said. ‘I think the best photographs are the ones where we are just living and being in the places where we’re most ourselves. And you are most yourself at your university, Rose.’

I looked at Luke right then. I loved him already.

Luke puts one last pair of jeans on top of everything else and zips the bag.

‘Where are you going?’ I manage. The words are dry and dusty in my throat. My body sags, everything hunching over toward the floor, shoulders curving, neck bent.

He is staring at his suitcase, at the shine of navy-blue vinyl. ‘I can’t, Rose. I just can’t.’

‘You can’t what?’

‘I can’t stay. In this marriage.’

I straighten then, the movement sudden, knees, shoulders, the knobs of vertebrae along my spine, elbows tightening, wrists, fingers. ‘You’re leaving me over a bottle of vitamins?’

He turns to me, eyes sharp. I’ve seen this look many times in the last year. The look of righteousness, of determination, of tragedy for marrying a woman who refuses to have a child at all costs.

The cost, I see now, is him.

‘No. I’m leaving you because I want a baby and you don’t and I don’t know how to fix this.’

‘We used to understand each other,’ I say, voice hollow. Defeated. ‘You used to understand me.’

Luke swallows. Followed by a nearly imperceptible bob of his head.

He hefts the bag from the bed to the floor with a loud thud. Then he takes the handle, tips the suitcase, and wheels it past me and out of the bedroom.

I follow behind him, or I float, I’m not sure, my body, my brain, detached from each other. But I move, of this I am certain. I move as Luke moves, across the living room, past the long kitchen island we had built two years before because I love to cook, because I needed more room to chop and to prep.

Eventually Luke reaches the short hallway by the front door. He slips his feet into his shoes, reaches for the lock, turns it, a loud sharp note.

‘Bye, Rose,’ he says, his back to me, the light blue of his long-sleeved shirt the flag of surrender, signaling that this is the end. The battle over.

‘Where are you going?’ I ask one more time.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ is all he says.

Then I watch as Luke walks out of the tall metal door of our apartment and it swings closed. I hear the sound of the latch clicking shut, listen to the elevator as it rises to our floor, the slide of it opening, Luke’s footsteps entering it, the whirring of its descent to the lobby, followed by the quiet, by the unending silence. No more footsteps, no more whirring, no more suitcase wheels sliding along wooden planks and concrete hallways. This is the noise of being alone, of being left by one’s husband, of being left to one’s work. This is the sound of not being a mother, of refusing motherhood, the antinoise of my life to come. It is a long time before I am used to it.
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September 22, 2004

Rose, Lives 1–9

‘ROSE, THERE’S SOMETHING I want to talk to you about.’

Luke says this after popping a piece of tuna roll into his mouth, chewing it, his chopsticks poised to pick up another. Tuna rolls are his favorite. Spicy crunchy, not crunchy, inside out, outside in. Luke will sometimes order only tuna rolls. ‘One spicy, one regular, another regular,’ he’ll say to the waiter. I always make fun of him for it and then we laugh. It’s one of those silly things you end up loving about a person, just because they are also the person whom you love more than anyone else in the world.

I am so absorbed in my own array of sushi – lots of salmon, some eel, some yellowtail – that Luke’s serious tone doesn’t register. ‘You need to share some of that tuna with me,’ I say, distracted, chopsticks pointing at his food. ‘You’ve got, like, twenty of them.’

Luke picks up a spicy-crunchy roll and sets it down on my plate. ‘Rose, did you even hear what I said?’

I smile. ‘Um, maybe?’ I am relaxed, enjoying this celebratory dinner. Last week, Luke had his first photograph picked up in newspapers across the country. Since then, invitations for higher-profile assignments have started pouring in. ‘Sorry, what’s on your mind?’

‘I’ve been thinking a lot about children,’ he says.

I jerk backward in my chair. ‘Children?’ I’m shocked, as if the mere mention of such creatures is like spotting a unicorn among the other diners. Unbelievable.

Luke sets his chopsticks across the tiny dish for soy sauce. ‘Do you think you might ever change your mind about having one? You know, so we’d have something more in our lives aside from work and friends? I thought maybe we could – uh – talk about it again.’

The way he says this is bumpy, with the kind of wordiness that, if written by one of my students for a paper, I might flag and tell them to revise for clarity.

The worst part is I hate getting questions like this.

Luke knows how much I hate it.

Whenever I tell people I don’t want children, that Luke and I don’t plan to have any, people always give me this look. Then they’ll say something condescending, like how I’ll only discover my real purpose after I become a parent. As though we women are, by definition, just mothers-in-waiting. As though growing up into womanhood is simultaneous with growing up into motherhood, a kind of latent genetic condition that only shows up once a person reaches a certain age. Women even-tually realize it’s been there all along, it just hadn’t presented itself yet.

It makes me so mad.

People never say things like that to Luke.

My eyebrows arch, I can feel them pulling upward into my forehead. ‘Change my mind about a baby?’ My voice rises an octave. ‘Have you ever met me?’ I laugh. My joke falls flat. Once again I notice how serious Luke is. ‘Why, have you changed your mind about it?’

He takes a long time to respond. Enough for my stomach to be at sea, for me to set my chopsticks down too, but hastily, and one rolls off the table onto the floor. I don’t bother to bend over and pick it up.

‘Well, I’ve been thinking I might like us to have a baby,’ Luke says.

My lips part. The breath coming in and out of me begins to dry out my tongue, my teeth. ‘Might?’

He shrugs once. ‘I worry that, as we get older, if we don’t have one, we’ll end up regretting it.’ He says this slowly, pronouncing each syllable carefully.

The waiter breezes by and places another set of chopsticks on the table. My body heats up. I don’t know what to say back to him. Or, I do know, but if I actually say it out loud, it will start a fight.

Though, when I see the sadness on my husband’s face, I reach my hand across the table. ‘You know how I feel about this, Luke. I don’t want to end up arguing tonight.’ I stare into his eyes. ‘I love you so much.’

‘Rose.’ Luke sighs so heavily I think he might slump forward onto the table. ‘I don’t want to fight either.’

What I really meant was that I want this subject dropped. But what Luke understands seems to be something different.

‘Can you just think about it? About having a baby? About changing your mind? Because back when we were dating and I told you I didn’t want kids, I really believed it was true. It never occurred to me that my feelings might change. But then Chris had his baby,’ Luke goes on, explaining how watching his best friend from college become a father really had an effect on him. ‘And then, I’ve been doing those photo shoots for my other friends now that they’re having kids. All I can think is what it would be like if I had a baby with you, Rose. Wouldn’t it be amazing to meet our child? Don’t you think we’d have this incredible baby together?’

No, no, no. Because I’ve never wanted a baby.

‘Don’t you want that, too?’

No. No way. Never.

I am trying so hard to hear my husband, to consider his arguments about why he’s changed his mind. And his arguments seem totally reasonable. They are reasonable. I can understand how you might believe one thing in your twenties and realize you believe something else entirely as life moves forward.

The problem, of course, is that Luke needs me to see his reasons in such a way that I will go back on all of my reasons that tell me to do the opposite. That for Luke to fulfill his new hope of having children, I need to become the person who has the children for him.

I should have known this conversation was coming. There’d been signs before tonight. They were practically flashing. But what had I done? I’d closed my eyes to them, that’s what. But then, the shift in him had been gradual, too. Subtle enough that it allowed me to live in denial – so that’s what I did. What I’d been doing for a while now. Luke would raise the subject of children indirectly, angle it far enough away from our potential reality that I could decide to ignore it – and I did. But it was like someone deciding that if they just ignored the cancer spreading through their body, then it wouldn’t kill them.

I remember when Luke and I were walking hand in hand through Trastevere, in Rome. We were on a much-needed vacation. Restaurants with lovely outdoor terraces lined the streets around us, people were drinking wine and eating delicious plates of pasta. It was hot out, humid, but I didn’t care. Luke and I kept bumping into each other, in that pleasant way couples do when they are strolling along, not in a rush, enjoying the afternoon.

The apartment where we were staying was tiny, high up on the rooftop of a building. It was practically all terrace and we loved it. We’d been married for a few years by then and it was nice for us to have this break from work, to do nothing other than relax on the terrace with books and magazines, eating and drinking all afternoon until we were stuffed and dizzy with satisfaction. Earlier that same day, I’d been lounging outside in the shade, reading a mystery, when Luke came out to join me. The kiss he gave me turned into a make-out session that turned into a lovemaking session. At first, we worried that someone would see us, but then we abandoned caring whether they did.

It made me feel like we were on our honeymoon again.

‘We should do that more,’ I said to him as we wandered the street. Luke and I hadn’t been like this in a long time. I was thinking about how this was exactly why we’d come on this trip, to reconnect, to make love in the middle of the day if we felt like it – so that maybe we would feel like it. ‘We should do that, like, every afternoon that we are here.’

Luke’s eyes gleamed. ‘The neighbors might not like that.’

‘We can be discreet. We were discreet!’

‘We’d need to be more discreet,’ Luke said, but I could tell that he liked my suggestion. That he loved it.

We looked at a menu posted outside of a restaurant, read it, moved on, considered another. My stomach was already growling for my afternoon dish of pasta, my throat thirsty for the wine we would drink.

Then, ‘Look at that,’ Luke said. He was pointing at a group of children, all of them boys, maybe seven or eight years old, playing soccer in the middle of the street. ‘Kids don’t do that in the US anymore, really. Play like that.’

‘I guess not,’ I said.

I didn’t say anything else.

Luke stopped in front of a bench. ‘Do you want to sit?’

‘Sure,’ I said, though what I really wanted to do was eat.

A low current of anxiety had entered my bloodstream the moment Luke began talking about the boys playing soccer. His parents had been pressuring him about us having children by then – and the more he tried to put them off, the more they took it upon themselves to pressure him. For a while he’d been complaining to me about it, how annoying they were being, but then his reports about these conversations stopped. At first, I assumed he’d gotten through to them, that they’d given up and finally decided to respect our decision not to have children – they’d known we didn’t want them from the beginning, from even before Luke and I had gotten married.

What neither one of us had realized at the time, was that Luke’s parents hadn’t believed we meant what we said. They believed that we would change our minds. I think Luke’s mom, Nancy, assumed I would be the one to start clamoring for a baby, and she’d try to work on me when we’d visit. But I would shut her down, explain to her – forcefully, vehemently – no, no, this was not up for discussion. When I didn’t budge, she and her husband, Joe, went to work on their son instead.

At first, this was a relief. I thought that I’d rather Luke be the person who was subject to their treatises about the joys of having children. But after a while I began to wonder if all of their arguments and pressure were actually starting to change his mind.

He started pointing out the children he’d notice around us, their parents, what they did, how they interacted, commented on them, trying to get me to comment back. Trying to start a conversation about children, raising children, how parents raise their children. Did I think they were happy about their children? How their children were behaving? Did I agree with the way they were talking to their children, allowing their children to act?

I could feel Luke fishing inside of me when he did this, dropping the line straight into my own body, my brain, trying to see what he might pull out of me. I didn’t like him prodding, poking around in this place that already felt settled with that sharp hook. I was hoping that if I didn’t really respond, eventually he would realize he wasn’t getting anywhere with me. I was determined to believe that Luke wouldn’t do this to me.

The two of us sat on that bench for a long time, Luke watching the children play soccer, me observing the adults at the restaurants as they sipped their wine, ate their pasta. I tried to stop the sinking feeling inside of me, but then a mother would walk by with a baby strapped to her chest, and then another, this time holding two children, one in each hand. Suddenly mothers and babies were everywhere. I closed my eyes.

‘Would you rather raise a child here than in the US?’ Luke was asking. ‘You know, if you were going to have a child? In theory?’

Every time he did something like this, the effect on me was immediate – I would shut down completely, our afternoon of lovemaking erased, replaced by an urge to put my arm out, warding Luke off. Didn’t he realize how it pushed me away? That the one reason we didn’t have more afternoons of joyful sex was because of this? Why didn’t he notice how distant it was making me? What he was doing to me – to us?

I shook my head at him but didn’t say what I was really thinking. No, because I don’t want to raise a child in either place and you know that because I don’t want a child, period.

‘Maybe if we left the city it would be different,’ Luke went on. ‘Easier. You know, like if we lived in one of the towns where you and I grew up.’

Still no. ‘Hmmm.’

I refused to give any real reply. Luke knew how I felt and it didn’t need repeating. Or at least, I thought it didn’t.

I guess I thought wrong.

‘I’m not sure if photography is enough for me in life,’ Luke says. ‘You know?’

I am nodding on the outside. But inside I’ve been shaking my head back and forth this entire time: No, no, no. I do not know. And, I thought I was enough for you, Luke.

Luke’s face opens up, it lights up. He seems to breathe again. ‘I’m so glad you understand, Rose. That you’ll try to be open about this.’

My eyes are wide. ‘Fine. Fine,’ I say stupidly. ‘I’ll think about it,’ I say. No. No. Never.

‘Thank you,’ he says, finishing his last piece of tuna. ‘Thank you.’

Meanwhile, my sushi has remained untouched. I nod again, but barely. I almost can’t move. I think I might vomit.

‘So you think you have a good shot at this grant, huh?’ he asks happily, switching topics. ‘That’s so great!’

I search for words. Eventually I find them. ‘Yes. It seems like it. It would be great.’ I am robotic.

Our conversation continues, stilted on my side, Luke having to do all the work of maintaining it. After we pay our check and go home to our apartment, Luke chatters on about work, about a trip to Boston he’ll leave for at the end of the week, about how much he truly loves the tuna at that restaurant, how the fish is always so fresh.

‘Rose, I’m so glad we talked,’ he says as we get into bed.

I stare at him, can see the corner of the photograph he keeps of me on the table next to his side, the arc of his prone body slicing my happy face at an angle. He waits for me to say something. That I agree with him, I suppose. Once again, all I can manage is a slight nod before I turn out the light. My eyes remain open in the darkness. I feel alone even with Luke lying next to me. As though our future is determined, as though he and I have already disappointed each other and he is already gone.
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February 2, 2007

Rose, Life 1

‘PROFESSOR NAPOLITANO?’

‘Yes?’ I halt the putting away of papers and books and look up from the desk at the front of my classroom. I’ve just finished teaching a course on feminist methodologies in sociology. Twenty students are enrolled, nearly all of them women, eager, engaged, earnest. Sometimes I want to gather them into a huddle to shout words of encouragement and fortitude before I let them back into the less sincere world outside the classroom doors.

My student, Jordana, is standing before me, speaking. ‘I was wondering what you thought of …’

I hear her words but I also don’t hear them, not enough to grasp their meaning. I am thinking about Luke, our marriage, how he still hasn’t returned home and how this fact is always looming the moment my class ends, the moment any distraction is over. I am always thinking about this.

Jordana’s brow furrows as she waits for my answer, but I have no idea what she’s asked me. Her wide, owl eyes are big behind the equally large frames of her glasses.

‘Professor?’

I turn toward the windows of the classroom to break the stare, to collect myself. The bare branches of a maple tree, once red with fall, press against the glass, the gray gloom of rain clouds fill the rest. Jordana’s father died last year. I remember when it happened, how I could see it in her eyes afterward, his death, like a pinprick at their very
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