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By May, the doors and windows are swollen and mildewed. The doors won’t shut and the windows won’t open. Turning on the central AC shrinks them back into their frames, but the electric bill shoots up. The commodes and refrigerator sweat avocado colored drops. Although the house is five months old, it may as well be an eighteenth-century home with all its problems.

Joyce and Ryland bear their new lives gracefully as if they had been inflicted on them and they are being cheerful and brave in the face of the storms they themselves have stirred up. Naturally, they don’t feel that these storms blew up from the open seas of their personalities. In fact, they each believe greatly in the rolling calms of their beings. The storms came from meteorological conditions they simply had to react to. They are happy the storms are over and they have come through to their new house.

Joyce and Ryland don’t look like home wreckers. She is stringy with gray eyes and the open and ready smile of a counselor. She is guiltless because she thinks guilt is old-fashioned and wasteful. The ability to follow her own advice—to avoid a waste of spirit—is her major talent as a counselor:  she practices what she preaches to her clients. She is so organized she could have been president of General Motors, her mother always said in disappointment as she saw her daughter headed toward a degree in psychology. Now she says ruefully that Joyce will need those skills to run her new family of six.

Ryland is a shaggy, loud man who allows himself to be loved. Joyce knows from her training and her first marriage how rare a bird she’s caught.

They are both forty-three and feel uneasy to be so in love with each other. They urge time to pass, unlike most people entering their forties, so that they will have been together longer and will have their own history when they are old, which will be in twenty years they say, surprised. They want a whole lifetime, their oceans, held in the twenty years they have taken away from their first husband and wife.

Time flies is not a truism for them; they wish it would, leaving them with a history of birthdays, trips, and “when’s. “Now they are as new and exposed to their families and friends as the wave of red dirt the bulldozer left around their house like a sea wall against the woods and new houses going up.

The husband and wife they have left for each other are more attractive than they are. It is unflattering the way people are shocked by the re-grouping as if happiness and passion are reserved for the beautiful, and it is obvious that the house and marriage violate their friends’ ideas about them and their shock is unsettling. It is irritating that even they feel miscast and misplaced in this dream house after friends visit them.

After a supper party, Joyce is upset and forced to see herself in a new way. It comes to her that her personality is porous and she feels anger sluicing through her. She always has thought of herself as a live-and-let-live person, but after Nell, their guest, had gone to bed, Ryland points out to her that she had “attacked” Nell for the way her girls have turned out.

Nell is taking a break from her Richard; now her hair floats in white curls around her face but is dark in the back like it was when she was younger.

“You’re mad because she’s on a vacation and you have these four kids of ours to handle. She’s free―for a while―and you, poor you, will never be. “Ryland is trying to mock her into helplessness which often makes them laugh at themselves.

“You mean I went too far asking why Lillie and Clara never came home?”

“No, more than that. It should be clear to us, and I mean you, that she and Richard have grown children who have their own lives.”

“Well, I get tired of things being off limits. We sure are raw meat for everyone.”

Joyce is skillful at turning all subjects back to them and their situation. They need to tell their story over and over to give it the weight and history it lacks.

They are sitting in the kitchen recalling their first real phone call, their miserable time before their move outs, their ritual custody fights, and are beginning to feel better when Nell walks in, her white curls stuck to her face and her green scrub suit pajamas stuck to her in damp patches.

“Why do you seal your windows shut? Are you afraid I can’t take a weekend with you and your orphanage?”

“We don’t,” they protest as Nell shakes her head at how far gone they are.

“You need a vacation,” she laughs, “already. “She elaborately leads them by the hand to the guest room that is so warm the thermal windows are perspiring. “You are slipping,” she says to Joyce who is trying to raise the windows. She remembers airing out the room right after Nell had called to say she was coming for the weekend, she didn’t mention Richard. Joyce remembers the windows rushing up their aluminum runners.

“It’s all right. You’ve been through some changes lately. I’ve got some squirtum stuff out in the car that would free Houdini. “Nell, like Joyce, uses the black phrases. One of her students writes about the Ugandan tribes “going through some changes.”

Joyce answers, saying, “But here we be.” Ryland fixes the windows with Nell’s spray. The stuck windows have told the three of them more than they want to know about the changes in Joyce and Ryland’s life.

Joyce works at the welfare office called the Human Services Agency and likes the shorthand of black English. Her secretary, Barbra Faison, is African-American. She is shocked but happy with the events in Joyce’s life. In a way, Barbra understands Joyce’s situation better than anyone. First, she wants to understand and puts out the effort. Second, as she has often told Joyce, she is black but not black. She is “of African heritage,” and she has named her children names that sound African to her like Kalunda and Ateisha, but she is not black in the sense that many black people and white people like Joyce have tried to make her be.

She hates American soul food and music with their flavor of slavery and poverty. She is an Ibo, tall and above the street people and teenaged mothers who come in the office—not above them spiritually, she says, but in her dreams and ways. She has her G. E. D. and is working on a certificate in word processing. Her children are in the Talented and Gifted programs at school.

Until Barbra got her new asymmetrical haircut, she wore jerry curls. She likes high fashion and says that blacks have more sense of fashion than anyone. She wants to redo Joyce and brings her the white make-up she wins as bonuses for being made up in department stores at demonstrations. The packets are always for white people, she laughs. She makes fun of Joyce’s faded denim and wrinkled linen look and tells her that unless it has Calvin Klein’s name on it, it can’t be wrinkled. Barbra’s clothes are what Joyce always thought were worn to cocktail parties, high sandals, loose silk skirts and nubby tops. She is beginning to see how clothes can cheer a place up. Barbra sits at her desk like a thrown silk scarf. The clients appreciate the magenta and purple and ivory effect. Her lipstick and earrings match.

Like Barbra’s Ibos, Joyce feels like her history with Ryland’s has been violently interrupted. They are in a primitive, oral history period. She also feels jejune to appropriate Barbra’s views for herself, but Barbra’s generosity with them is tempting. “I been there too,” is the most comforting thing Joyce has heard. It sounds like the key turning in the lock of their house.

Their home was a turn key house which means the contractor did everything, subbing out the wiring, septic tank, painting and bookcases. All Joyce and Ryland did was choose the avocado and earth tones, laughing at themselves for being so retro-trendy but still hoping for a calming, phlegmatic influence.

At night, the tree frogs sound like Barbra’s keyboard—two spaces and a shift, two spaces and a shift. The house is on a four-acre plot in a new subdivision that is still country and raw. Space was a priority for their kids, two each. The house, so far, seems to please all four children who needed the diversion of building the house after the explosion of divorces which brought the six of them together at Tick Terrace as Ryland calls it. Each kid has his acre, theoretically.

Marriage had been put off until the house was ready for the big move and Joyce was exhausted by the makeshift domesticity, both old-fashioned and artificial, and the contrived high spirits it took to hide first, the adultery (Joyce and Ryland use antique expressions to lighten things up), and then, the affair that followed.

Washing and cooking for four children, keeping her own professional life going at the agency, and being in love had been too much for her. Eating junk food with the kids helped and drinking wine watching television cushioned her spirit at home and Barbra lifted her spirit at work.

She wishes she were a modern woman in every way, a runner or aerobics dancer, so that she would have the stamina she needs. Her modernity is targeted, as she says in her reports at the agency, on things marital. She plants tomatoes in the red wave of dirt around the house for the same reason she eats chips and watches junk—quietness descends.

Four children under eight, one hyperactive and one with Attention Disorder Syndrome, add to the forbidden riches of love. Also to the comedy, Joyce thinks defensively as she tries to make a breakfast that is downright motel in appeal. Ryland’s Heather and Rylie have lived in motels almost as much as they have in the condo their parents had. They like the food they pick at to be served with flair.

As Joyce slides the knife in banked curves around each grapefruit half, she knows she is not getting the sections cut into spoon sizes. She puts a strawberry in the center of each one over the cores that she has left uncut to be worried with the dull-nosed cereal spoons.

She can’t help but think of her mother’s deft knack with grapefruit and her grandmother’s silver-toothed spoons that have been lost in some of her recent “upsets” her mother calls them. Ryland appreciates her efforts at stabilizing his children and tempting their ruined appetites.

She guesses he considers it a compliment to her children, Iris and Eric, or to her as a mother, the fact that they eat whatever she fixes and will wring the juice out of grapefruit with adult intensity and care. She thinks there may be more to it than that. They gobble because they’re not sure what is happening next. Iris is getting plumper and more golden every week. Eric is hyperactive so the food he wolfs down is burned up immediately.

They treat Ryland with a courtesy they use with no one else. He says don’t knock it, and after the filthy insouciance of Heather, Joyce agrees. To them, he seems like a muzzled and staked bear, powerful but safe for the time being. They circle him, sticking out their hands. Iris makes him sandwiches and holds them over to him out of the reach of his swipe. Eric hops around him, doing Kung Fu kicks.

Heather and Rylie don’t see him as a great Elizabethan street bear; he’s a nerd who couldn’t take the electrical shocks of living with their mother. They would have been happy, happier, to stay in the condo, opening cans of ravioli and listening to recorded messages telling them where Win, their mother, was and when she’d be back. They will have a hard time, like their new stepmother Joyce, making the adjustment to the wholesomeness, space, woods, and people.

“This is your dream house?” Nell had asked when she came, with some wonder in her voice as she looked up the two-story walls of books in the chalet room.

On four acres, draperies and curtains aren’t needed so the sun shines in “without quarter,” Ryland says, and has already blistered the polyurethane finish on the random width pine floors. They wonder what they will look like by August.

“Can’t you tell?” the new couple had laughed to Nell. “Tells you everything about us and more than you wanted to know.”

In the winter, the smoke from the wood stove had softened the bright white ceilings, making plumed shadows and fossils. They tried to read them like clouds when they lay on the new orange and navy blue rug looking up. In May, the six of them lie in the chalet room, being a family, staring at the ceiling, but without a fire to stoke. They miss the smoke swirling out the stove door when it is opened.

It’s not the same. Nell’s visit and the sealed window marked the end of their first phase in the house, the honeymoon. Now they are skirting the summer, the thin isthmuses of mildew connecting the house to the heats and damps to come. But at least, Joyce thinks, like Rylie has taught her to, we have the beginnings of a family life, a now and then. “Ubi sunts are supposed to last longer than five months,” Ryland says.

“It’s what is given, my pet, be smug, try complacency, you’ll like it,” Joyce answers, trying for her old quaint mockeries.

The brown rice was an uneven success for supper. Iris and Ryland enjoyed it. Eric and Rylie made tunnels and clover leafs with theirs. It takes three hours to get all four of them asleep.

“It’s good we’re married. I’d hate to be having an affair this way. No sex in marriage is more respectable and acceptable than with lovers. Joyce still has to pack lunches and lay out gym clothes, scout uniforms and regular stuff.”

Homework is a lost art, but they promise themselves that next fall they’ll get it together and structure things. It’s after eleven when the three dogs are fed, things are more or less ready for tomorrow, and the house is more or less quiet. From the bedrooms upstairs that open into the upper air of the chalet, Joyce can hear the snorting and belching contests begin. These are the two sets of peace treaties, and being divided against each other, the girls in one room, the boys in the other, they are beginning to tolerate each other.

“Work toward toleration, not friendship,” the family counselor had told them. “Keep your expectations minimal.” It was hard to get them up that high, Ryland said, shaking his head in a way Joyce hoped wouldn’t become a habit.

Ryland is sick of the experts they’ve been through in the last year—the marriage counselors, lawyers, doctors, teachers (Eric is failing the first grade and has been since October. Ryland is sure the teacher labeled him “Broken Home” and decided then to hold him back), reading specialists and contractors. Even Rylie’s Kung Fu instructor condescends in a professional way.

Rylie yells to his sister through the open doors, “At least, let’s pretember we used to have funner times at night.”

Heather yells back, “Shut-up, dum-dum. ‘Pretember’ is Rylie’s amalgam of remember and pretend. 

“Proustian,” Ryland says, “in its implications.”

Only it’s not a mother’s kiss he’s trying to conjure up. He never had over a dozen. He’s remembering the all-night horror movies they used to watch on cable and it seems now to him that it was fun—that’s the pretend part. He was frozen stiff. That was his fun.

“Maybe more fun than looking at a smoky ceiling.”

“Yeah, we’re about as slow as they go.” They laugh. This is love they say, maybe not true love, but it’ll do. They make separate plans as they fall asleep to check the windows in the upper level of the chalet room near the smoke-scarred ceiling. Fresh air kills mildew.

Joyce, the more high-strung of the sleepers, also promises herself to sin only in the smallest ways against the children, like throwing away stray Legos and parts of toys. In this way, she begins, as she would say to Barbra, to be what she is, an Ibo, by adoption into the tribe, above the situation, looking at the ceiling for signs of smoke and mildew. Maybe mildew and smoke will age the house quicker, wrenching it away from its youth as the children have been.

She plans to go in the woods tomorrow and find some moss and ferns to transplant between her tomato plants. With such high, modern feelings, she follows her new family into sleep where she hopes they wait for her.
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“I know you. That’s the way I am. Always had the gift. I know people by their faces, and I can look at you and see that we are deep. Into each other, I mean. Excuse my shit, I mean, French, but I can see you, not through you, but see the you that you really are. You know what I’m saying. Friends. True Friends. That’s us. Somewhere we have been best friends. It may be hard for you to take in right now. Somehow, I don’t know how, but I do have this power or maybe it’s a talent, but the fact is, I do know you. Somehow. Some Place. You think we are strangers but we are not. For damn sure. My family is from around here, not from right here in Charlottesville, but out in the country, so maybe somehow, I have seen you, and I know you in the regular way, I mean at a store in the mall, but I’m talking about knowing you in another way. Even though I grew up in New York.”

“Yes, I see you thinking that I must be one of those black children sent back down South to live with a relative, only I was what you would call a contrarian. I was sent up North, not back down here to the south like a regular black baby whose mama brought her or sent her back home to her grannie. That’s what you’re thinking. Because you are a white person who grew up around here and never got sent nowhere, we might say. Or to put it in a more insulting way, a racist way from my point of view, you ain’t never been anywhere much. I can tell that from overhearing you talk a few minutes ago. And I would know anyway from other little signs, not that I mean to insult you though I am afraid I have already. If I meant to, my friend, I would have. Believe me on that. I know you never lived in New York, not that that matters. But make no mistake, I know you.”

“Even with all your little faults, you still are a beautiful person who feels what the other person is feeling, even a person who seems to be a stranger like me. A person you think you have never seen. And you can go the extra mile and what is even better, you want to. There aren’t many people like that in this world, this terrible old world, I don’t have to tell you. I can tell who you are, I mean who you really are in your soul.”

As the black woman talked to her, Adeline had been handed a green bean and walnut salad—the beans were almost raw and the walnuts had been soaking in oil for too long. Then the woman sat down close to her in the gas station/café, closer than an old friend would, but since Adeline and the woman were both swirling glasses of wine, “a nice summer wine,” expertly poured by the young man behind the counter, they looked something like old friends. He had offered both women a tray of little blocks of soft cheeses for them to spear on the toothpicks he gestured toward on the counter. The black woman swished the wine around in her mouth expertly, unlike Adeline who drank hers down as if she were at home drinking the cheap grocery store wine she and Gerald bought. He had started drinking it too at night with her. Not a good sign. Adeline knew it was dangerous to move from one glass to two. A gateway to worse things. From watching television, even good programs like “The Wire” or “Bleak House” they were moving to drinking wine and falling asleep half-way through the stories, sometimes in the news from Iraq.

Adeline was not a beautiful person, but it was great to be told that she was. As if she were a new version of Lana Turner at a drug store counter sipping a milkshake, and not a latter day Night Hawker, a failed somebody. She did often go the extra mile but ruined it by wanting extra credit for the trip, so it wasn’t really so extra. Because she knew many bad things about herself, it was very nice to hear this crazy black woman say nice things with such authority, even a demented one. At last, here in this upscale gas station that had a lunch counter and wine tasting, Adeline had been understood and appreciated. This was one of the small miracles she had heard about. She was smelling the roses for once.

Internet gambling could be replaced with other addictive behaviors—credit card debt, for instance―Gerald’s doctor had warned them that there were many, many ways to commit suicide. The three of them had smiled knowingly in the doctor’s office during one of their three-way sessions. Gerald’s doctor like this crazy woman knew Gerald, though they had just met him three months ago.

Adeline and Gerald were on their way home from a writers’ festival in Charlottesville, a short story session that afternoon. There were only a few people there, all women except for Gerald and two other men. Maybe twenty people, tops. The one younger woman there, about forty, looked embarrassed and left early. The writers, three men, who read their stories were in their fifties, and successful in their tenured posts at colleges. Most of the festival crowd had gone to the sessions with stars like Earl Hamner or the policeman-turned-writer, George Pelacanos, on how to write what the media would buy. That was the other session Adeline and Gerald had gone to, where they had learned what Gerald already knew—that it was all hopeless―that there was no way to write what the media wanted because what the media really wanted the writer to know how to do was package the writing into hits, know how to approach the networks and sell the product.

It was clear that no one wanted short stories except, funny enough, other writers of stories, the short story panelists said, “a mystery, how they—they meant themselves and the few there who had come to the panel―were addicted to them.” They were editors for little magazines, famous ones, and said they got five to seven thousand submissions a year, but published only twelve stories a year, and of those twelve, three were each other’s stories. At least they were honest about the impossibilities. This was the first writing conference that Adeline had ever been to when the brutal facts were talked about so plainly. The panelists were the haves talking to the have nots, as Adeline’s long ago seventh grade teacher had explained the world. This explanation of the great divide in humanity made things clear. It never failed to clarify things for Adeline in its bitter wisdom.

On the way home as they drove by the banks of bright yellow forsythia not quite hiding the trash thrown from cars, Gerald had seen the gas station that advertised a wine tasting in its Café. Typical of the twenty-first century Charlottesville―a pale gray building, discreet gas pumps and an area for wine, cheese, and “light fare.” They had lived in this neighborhood as graduate students thirty years ago. Shocking the way time had flown, but there in the gas station, time hovered, as if it had nothing better to do than hang out with them, mixing up the past and present. Back then during their graduate school folly, they had frantic lives of being in love, of studying, and finally, failing to make impressions on the famous professors. Where they had lived, this area across town from the university had been called Cow Pasture. Now it went by a new name, Belview, gentrified with boutiques and places like this café/gas station managed by a kid who was an expert in wines. He probably spoke Farsi and was writing a dissertation on Coleridge. Some things never changed in Charlottesville.

Gas was three dollars and ten cents a gallon, but to soften that, there were taped signs on the pumps saying “Sorry, We Are Out of Gas Temporarily, But Come in for Our Wine Tasting.” The green bean salad was four dollars (there were eleven beans and eight halves of English walnuts) and Gerald’s “fried” chicken (baked in the wrong, too sweet cornmeal) was five ninety-five.

Adeline and Gerald now thought about the money they spent, not that their thinking saved any of it for them, but at least they thought about their bad habits, like this one of buying supper in a gas station tarted up as a café when they were almost at home and could fix something better from the huge supplies of vegetables and meats they bought at Sam’s every two weeks in excursions to the city, combining their shopping with seeing Gerald’s doctor. Often the broccoli which could last five weeks, went bad, slimy, but the big bag of carrots lasted forever, and always tasted the same, hard and orange, like cardboard soaked in orangeade.

The black woman was now launching into her story of widowhood at twenty-one after five years of marriage. She was explaining her New York accent, her career as a waitress that had made her so good at knowing, “we might call it reading” people. She directed her remarks to the empty tables around Adeline, as if she had an overflow crowd. It was like the short story session in small. She stood up to walk the few steps over to the wine counter off to the side of Adeline, for her second plastic cup of the wine. This time she said she would like one a little sweeter, but before she took a step, she carefully put the metal cap back on the quart-sized beer she had in a paper bag.

The young manager politely told her that state law would not permit him to give her another taste of the wine, that she had had several tastes already, and that he was very sorry, and was happy that she had enjoyed the summer wines, the drier ones. She politely told the young man that he had a very nice way with different kinds of people and that she could tell he had a beautiful soul, and that he would go far in his life, that she could tell, that she knew him, that she had this gift for knowing people from their faces. She had always been able to spot good people. Here, she looked kindly at Adeline and Gerald who had been losing their hold on themselves as good people for some time. 

Adeline could see the back of the woman’s jeans were damp, darker than the pale denim of the legs when she flicked back her plastic raincoat. There was the urine smell of the nursing home in the small area of the café made sharper by the dry weather. It hadn’t rained for weeks. 

The woman sat back down and began making gargling noises, clearing her throat and staring at Adeline who was avoiding by instinct any eye contact, but then the woman addressed her directly from two feet away, “I am speaking to you and would appreciate your acknowledging me. I am a human being too, you know. I have been to the god damned writing festival myself, which is where I can tell you have been.”

“Would you have a twenty that I could borrow? I need twenty to finish up my rent, and I am a little short. I am a writer, like you are yourself, and so I know that you know what a twenty coming out of the blue means to a person. I will go home now after seeing the people I know, like you and your man, and write down what I saw. I’m no Mark Twain, but I do love him. I love you too. But Earl Hamner was great today. I didn’t see you there at his session, but I went up to talk to him, and I can tell you, he was great. If I missed you there, if you really were there, you know that what I’m saying to you now is the truth. Earl Hamner who wrote all that jive about white hill people being so good hearted is a good man. I am here to tell you.”

At this point, the woman stood up, bent, her long hair hanging from under a baseball cap, her rain coat glistening as if she had been in a nice rain. She adjusted her shoulders elegantly. She was saying again to the air around Adeline and Gerald’s table that she guessed she would go home now, and ask her landlord to stand by her for another day when she would get a check, she was expecting one on Tuesday or certainly on Wednesday. She would write about them—she had asked Gerald and Adeline from the cash register for ninety-seven cents to finish up her bill and the twenty as a loan—yes, she would write about Adeline, the beautiful person she was talking to now, put her in her journal along with all of the good people she knew. Not all of them could help her, as Adeline could, but those who could, did help her. Some day, people would know how much she had been helped by strangers, not that she thought of them as strangers now after she had had wine together with them in the cafe after the writers’ festival.

Adeline felt herself slip the twenty-dollar bill, the one she always kept zipped in the side pocket of her purse into the woman’s hand. She felt that she was in a trance of some kind though she often felt like she and Gerald were living in another dimension. It would have made more sense to her then and later if the woman had had a knife or a gun or at least pretended to have one in the paper bag with the beer. But all the woman, homeless looking, had done was talk kindly to her, maybe the way Gerald’s doctor talked to him.

Then the woman left the café. She did not acknowledge the money from Adeline.

“It’s so sad,” Adeline said to the young wine pourer, giving him permission to say back to her, “It is so sad.” She needed to cover up what she had done with some words about the general condition of humanity. The young man was familiar with this need in customers. He shook his head sadly over the world with Adeline, probably saying a few lines of ancient Persian poetry to himself. 

She turned to look at Gerald
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