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Safer at Home

 

On the other end of the phone, Emilie sighs loudly in Ben’s ear. “When are you coming over?”

Ben sits down on one of the boxes he has yet to unpack. He’s made exactly no headway on the moving-in process. So far, the only things he’s unpacked are his laptop, a single pot to cook spaghetti, and his old chessboard, the one he got as a prize for winning the middle-school regional championships. When the stay-at-home order went into effect the day after he moved in, he originally thought it would give him ample time to get settled. Instead, mostly what it’s given him is time to play chess against himself.

“I don’t know,” he answered Emilie. “Ask the governor.”

Another sigh, this one louder than the first. “It’s been a week. You didn’t move across the country so we could talk on the phone the exact same way we did before you were living two miles away.”

What Ben wants to say is that if Emilie hadn’t insisted on taking things slow, they would be quarantined together right now, instead of separated by two miles as insurmountable as the two hundred that kept them apart before. But he doesn’t say it. Just like he didn’t argue with her about it when they were first discussing the move, or when they started apartment-hunting for him together, filtering by location and maximum cost and coming up with zero results. Because he knows that she, for once, is being the reasonable one. You don’t agree to move in with someone you’ve never met in person. No matter how badly you want to.

So far, they’ve had a grand total of two face-to-face meetings. The night he drove in, when they went out to dinner at a place neither of them could afford, and stared into each other’s eyes to avoid noticing all the empty tables. And the next morning, when he walked her to work, only hours before the announcement of the stay-at-home order. It’s starting to look like they’ll be waiting a long time for their third meeting.

But Ben says, “It’ll be over soon,” because that’s what everyone keeps saying, and he’s trying to believe it. He’s trying not to pay attention to the news sites that have started laying out timelines measured in months or years rather than weeks, and the graphs with the red lines that keep going up, and up, and up.

“They’re not going to arrest you if you step outside your front door, you know. I walk to work every day, and no one ever asks me where I’m going. I could be going to see you, and no one would know any different. Maybe tomorrow that’s what I’ll do.”

The thought of seeing her turn up at his door, and having to decide whether to let her in, is giving him a headache. “Can we talk about something else? Tell me something that happened at work. You have the best work stories.” Like the one where a woman brought her beagle puppy in for a diet plan because he was gaining too much weight, and the vet took one look at the supposed beagle and gave him a diagnosis of “half Great Dane.”

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the virus.” She says it the way she might accuse him of being afraid of a spider, or a mouse.

Ben is afraid of a lot of things. He’s afraid of trying to navigate a life where suddenly nothing makes sense in a place that doesn’t make sense to him either, instead of at home where he could at least have had four familiar walls around him. He’s afraid that after moving all the way out here—not for her, he’ll swear it to his grave, but really of course it was for her—things won’t work out between them after all. And yes, he’s afraid of the virus.

“Of course not,” he says. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea to start off in a new place by breaking the law.”

“You have a lot more to be afraid of at home, if you ask me. Like the ghost.” She draws out the word, making her voice low and spooky.

The one thing Ben isn’t afraid of is ghosts. “So far she’s been the best roommate I could ask for. Very quiet.”

“Don’t make jokes about the unseen forces.” He can’t tell if she’s being serious or not. He had assumed she didn’t believe in ghosts any more than he did, but now he wonders. After all, apparently a lot of people do, judging by how he was able to rent this entire two-story house for less than the cheapest four-hundred-square-foot apartment.

But their credulity is his gain. Sure, the place is a little drafty when it cools down at night. And he doesn’t know how long it will take to get used to the silence, or the hollow ache of walking from one empty room to another and knowing he’s the only one here. After a lifetime of living with five younger brothers, each noisier than the last and none of them with any concept of privacy, being alone is an unfamiliar feeling, and one he isn’t sure he likes. And the house smells wrong. He never realized, before he walked into this place, that his parents’ house had a smell all its own. Or maybe it’s not the house—maybe it’s the smell of the city itself, less earthy than home, and with a tang he can’t quite identify. But none of those things are symptoms of a haunting. They’re just symptoms of moving.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. If this really does last months, at least I’ll have someone to keep me company.” Too late, he remembers that she just told him not to make jokes.

Emilie doesn’t say anything.

“Hey.” Ben softens his voice. “Are you really worried about me? I’m fine, I promise. Not a ghost in sight.”

When she speaks, her voice is quiet. “Months? You’re really planning on staying away that long?”

“I don’t like it any better than you do.”

“Clearly it doesn’t bother you as much as it does me, or you wouldn’t be talking about months like it’s nothing.”

The headache is settling in for the long haul. Ben rubs his temples. “It’s not nothing. I thought you were worried. I was trying to make you feel better.”

“Do you even miss me?”

This is not the conversation Ben wants to be having right now, when his stomach has been growling for an hour because he can’t bring himself to eat one more bowl of spaghetti or another peanut butter sandwich. “I’m the one who upended my life to move out here,” he says, probably a little more harshly than is necessary.

“It’s not like you had a life where you were,” Emilie mutters.

She isn’t wrong. Oh, he had plenty, back in his hometown. He had his attic room with the sloping ceilings he bumped his head on every time he tried to stand up straight, the price he paid for not sharing with one of his brothers. He had the dead weight of the business degree he only got in the first place because he knew was supposed to do something with his life that would provide a good example to his brothers, and medical school sounded like too much work. He had a neighborhood full of people who used to chase him down the street when he was in diapers, every single one of whom made the same joke every day about why, with his degree, he wasn’t the CEO of Crown Sportswear yet—Crown Sportswear being the only business in town big enough to have a building that could be described as a “headquarters.” But none of that added up to a future, only a past that didn’t know how to let go of him.

He would have gone somewhere eventually, Emilie or no Emilie. But no matter how much he denied it when anyone asked, he came here because of her.

It certainly wasn’t for the job. Everyone was confused when he told them that part. San Francisco? they would ask. So you’re working in tech? It’s not San Francisco, he told them every time. It’s forty miles outside San Francisco. And it’s not tech, it’s a store that sells novelty gifts. A book called Everything That Makes Marriage Great, only all the pages are blank. A fake ventriloquist kit, where the dummy has electronics inside, and when you pick it up, it turns its head toward you and says, “You’re the dummy!” Stuff like that. At which point the question inevitably became, Why move all the way out there to do that? The pay is good, he would say, which was true, at least for retail. Joke’s on him, though—now they’re not paying at all.

“Are you still there?” Emilie asks. “Did you hang up on me?”

“What? Of course not.”

Ben can hear the expectance in Emilie’s pause. For a few seconds, he doesn’t know what it is she’s waiting for. Then he realizes—she’s waiting for him to invite her over.

He doesn’t say anything.

Emilie huffs. “Well, maybe you should have. Because clearly we don’t have anything to say to each other right now.”

The phone goes silent.

“Hello? Emilie?” He shakes the phone, as if that will jostle her voice free. Nothing.

He looks at the screen, and of course the call is over. She hung up. He hadn’t thought the argument was that bad. He hadn’t known she would think it was so unreasonable for him to take this seriously.

He tucks the phone into his pocket. He sits in silence, staring at the handful of boxes that together make up his entire life up to this point. He breathes in the house’s unfamiliar smell, and listens to the walls creak.

No job to wake up early for tomorrow
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