





















































































































































































































































































































































































































































TAM

“The last time I wrote to you, I wasn’t trying to put you in your
place, you know that, right?”

“I knew I looked ridiculous. You were living with somebody.”

“That’s over now.”

“You sure?”

I felt I could tell him anything. “He came back East for the
holidays and I slept with him. Before Christmas. That’s how I know. I
could tell it was the last time.”

He dipped a wonton in hot mustard and ate it as he thought
about that. “Were you in love with him before?”

I reached into the container and tried to fish out a cashew with
my chopsticks as I thought. It kept slipping away. I could tell Evan the
truth, but what was the truth? “Yes. Once. But maybe not when I went
down to Washington.”

“Then why’d you go?”

“Because...] wanted to get started, I guess.”

“On what?”

“Life. Being an adult. It was, like, my next assignment.”

“Some reason,” Evan said. I knew he meant we could have been
together instead.

“Isn’t that why you went to Europe?”

“I had to keep up with you.”

“No, really, it wasn't just that, was it? Come on.” I didn’t want it
to have been that.

“Okay, but that’s the part that..you really wanna know the
truth?”

“Only the truth tonight, nothing else.”

“I only went that far away because of you. To get the last word,
or something. To impress you...dumb, huh?”

“I am impressed.”

“Please, it's embarrassing.” Evan poured some more wine into
his glass and mine. We were side by side on the couch with the food in
front of us on a box of books. I leaned against him a little and drank
some wine.

“I shouldn’t matter that much to you,” I said. “It’s too much.”
But some part of me wanted him to say No.

He said nothing for a while.

“That was another reason to go that far away,” he said.

“Did it work?”

“What do you think?”
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I knew he meant today, tonight, but that wasn’'t what I was
asking. “No, when you were there.”

“Mm - sort of.”

“Oh. I heard it. I heard that. You had a girlfriend, didn’t you?
What was her name?”

Evan chuckled. I poked him in the ribs. “Her name.”

“Teresa.”

“Where?”

“Prague. She’s American, she comes from San Francisco, we
were in the same program.”

“Are you going to see her when you go back?”

“lI don’t even know where she is now. It was just a...thing.
What's the matter, are you jealous?”

I knew I had no excuse to begrudge him a — thing, while I was
living with Jeff.

Evan said, “Truth, remember?”

“Yes. A little. I know it’s not fair.”

“Good,” he said.

We were silent for a while, Evan poking around for the last bits
of cashew chicken.

“When you went to D.C.,” Evan said, “whenever I thought
about you I felt like I was making such a fool of myself. Like, who am
I? Am I anybody? Or am I just here to obsess about Tam? It really
pissed me off to catch myself like that. I had to do something about it.”

“Oh,” I said. Of course. “You were pissed at me, too,” I said.
“Right?”

“Yeah.” I could tell he didn’t want to say it, but he didn’t
hesitate.

“Now?” I leaned my head against his shoulder.

“Ilove you, Tam.”

“What does that mean?”

“This.”

“But say it, if you're still angry at me.”

“It isn’t the right word.”

I waited.

“Sometimes it seems like you're just — exempt. Untouched. Like
you have something protecting you that I just don’t have.”

Was this me he was talking about? Or was that who he wanted
to be?

I put my glass down on the floor and knelt on the couch facing
him. I thought we were so open to each other that words should have
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been superfluous, but it wasn’t so. “This is all I am. I'm just a person,
this is all I have. I'm the same as everybody, when my feelings are hurt
I cry, I'm just — this, you've seen everything, there isn’t any more — if
you want me...” I couldn’t go on. Evan took me in his arms and held
me curled against him, with my head against his breastbone. He kept
stroking my hair. “Tam,” he said. “Tammy.” I didn’t even mind when
he called me that. Then he said nothing and we were quiet together
and I was in kind of a trance, broken by needing to blow my nose. I got
up and went in the bathroom and did that, splashed water on my face.
My hair was a mess. I knew he didn’t care.

“Boy — what's in that wine?” I said. “Too much drama, huh?”

Evan smiled, shrugged his shoulders a little. “I can deal.”

I threw away the Chinese food containers and sat back down
next to him, with my feet on the box of books. He put his arm around
me; my hair tickled his nose and he brushed it away. I said, “What
happened with your dad and his girlfriend?”

“Sissy? They’ve split up. I think. He doesn’t exactly tell me these
things.”

“Did you like her?”

I could feel him nod. “She tried to make him have some fun
once in a while, maybe that’s what he couldn’t take. He’s kind of
impossible that way. He’s like, ‘Fun? What are you calling fun? I don’t
do fun, fuck fun!” And he wants everything in the whole house a
certain way. I used to think that was all my mom’s doing, but it
wasn’t.”

“Your dad has always seemed so scary to me.”

“He isn’t really. He’s just not very happy, that’s all. I don’t think
he knows how. It’s like he’d have to let down his guard too much.”

“Hard way to live.”

“Hard to live with,” Evan said. “What about yours, your mom
and what’s his name?”

“Will. They're like — I don’t know why they don’t just get
married.”

“You want them to?”

I thought for a while. Did I? If it would make them happy? “It’s
kind of selfish, but I don’t want my mom to do that with anybody
else.”

“Mm.”

I knew I didn’t have to say anything else, but to him I could. “It
never ends, that’s the thing. You can’t go telling people about it all the
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time, and I don’t even think about him every day, but it never ends. It’s
just part of me.”

Evan said nothing for a while. Then he said, “Missing him.”

“It's more than that.”

He was silent, and I remembered how he would wait as long as
it took for me to find words. Was he still the same?

“I can’t explain it,” I said.

“..'s okay.”

“In college, it seemed like so many girls thought their dads were
completely clueless, or maybe their dad left and now they’re pissed off
at him forever, changed their name so they wouldn’t have to be named
after him, I mean, that's worse, I know. But this is different. They’ll
find out.”

“Do you ever want to start over?” Evan said.

“Start what over?”

“Everything. I mean, like, a new life. Like right now, just start.
And make it what it should be.”

“Can people really do that?”

“I don’t know. But do you ever want to?”

“I don’t think so. Because then I'd lose everything I had.”

“Well, I do,” Evan said.

“But who would you be, if you gave up everything in your
whole past?”

“No, that’s not what I mean, don’t you know what I'm saying?
Maybe it's impossible. That doesn’t matter. I'm talking about a
completely new beginning.”

“Reincarnation will take care of that for you.”

“Yeah. Maybe,” he said. “I think it will. But if it does, I won't
still be me. Once I get to my next lifetime I'll be somebody else. I want
to do it in this one.”

“You want a lot.”

“I know. I'm a lousy Buddhist.”

But I remembered being the one who wanted the impossible. It
wasn’t just him.

“If we were together,” I said, and then heard myself. Too late to
stop now. “If we were together, would you always want something
else?”

“Are you kidding?”

“Answer me.”

“No,  wouldn’t. I'd want you.”
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“Are you sure? Maybe it would be better if we weren’t, then I'd
be the something else and you’d always want to be with me.”

“Don’t play games with me. Not about that.”

Was I hurting him? “I didn’t mean to.” I almost said I was sorry,
but I turned to him and kissed him instead. Then we didn’t have to say
any more about being together or not being together, because we were.

After a while we made some of the Chinese tea and took it in
the bedroom with us. This time we made the bed before we got in. We
meant to drink the tea in bed together, but I barely had a sip of it before
we turned out the light and fell asleep.

All night I was aware, in my sleep, of his body next to mine. It
felt as though we’d never be apart. As long as we were touching or
within easy reach, blessed by the presence of each other’s nakedness,
the possibility of being deprived of that touch and that presence
seemed not to exist. My body could not imagine any other state of
being because that one was complete and it was what I so deeply
needed.

In the late morning, when we finally got out of bed, we went
out and bought some provisions at a White Hen Pantry. It was sunny,
cold and windy, the sky was the harder blue of winter, its brightness
also contained dark. When we got back to the house and climbed the
stairs together and put the key in the door I felt it was our place now
and secretly, whoever lived there, it always would be. We made
breakfast and then he helped me unpack my boxes and fit my things in
among Emma’s. Would there be room for his too, if he were staying?
We could make it work somehow. Evan was making us more coffee
when his cell phone rang. It was his father, wanting the car back.

Oh.

“Well, he wasn’t expecting me to keep it all night when he said I
could take it. Of course, neither was 1.” We shared a look. Who knew
that every expectation would be so beautifully overthrown?

“Does he have to have it right now?”

“Pretty soon, I guess.”

“And then...”

This was not as happy a thought.

“I'have to pack,” he said. “And have dinner with my dad.”

“What time does your plane leave?”
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“Eight. In theory, I'm supposed to show up at the airport at six
am.”

“You're kidding.”

“That’s what I said, too.”

Not as happy a thought at all.

I went up to him and put myself next to him, into the embrace
he gave me, that nothing in either of us said anything but yes to. When
we were together soul to soul like that, the outside world vanished, but
no, it didn’t, it wormed its way in between us, inside us now. In
eighteen hours...he knew, I knew. “Oh crap,” he said.

“I know. Don’t go yet. He can wait a little. Can you come back
tonight?”

“I don’t know. I'm sure he wants me to sleep there. I mean, you
know.” Yes, I knew why. But Evan’s father had been his father for all
of his life. I had only been his lover, like this, for one night and didn’t I
need him more?

“Come anyway. Stay with me. You can call a taxi from here.”

“Tam, I love you so much.” But did that mean yes or no?

“Then come back later.”

“All right.”

“So we don’t have to say goodbye now.”

“All right.”

“Go pack, and hang out with your dad, and come back here and
be with me.”

“Okay. Soon as I can.”

We kissed.

“See you later,” I said.

“Later.” He kissed me again, let go of me, clattered down the
steep stairs. I heard the house’s front door bang as he left. I was alone
in Emma’s apartment, now my apartment too, alone with myself for
the first time as...what was I now? His lover, no, that did not go deep
enough somehow...his woman, his girl, the right combination of words
would not come. I was different, was not the Tam I had been the day
before. I looked at the clock: twenty-four hours ago at this time I had
not kissed him yet, it had not begun. I curled up on the couch. I was
suddenly dying to tell Emma what had happened, then glad she wasn’t
there, I needed to be alone and still and guard something that was
becoming, was happening in me. Who was I now?

What had happened to us in high school was not like this.
Nothing was like this.
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Did this happen to other people? To everyone? If I could be sure
that it did, it would be like knowing their innermost secrets.

I let myself dwell on exactly how we had made love, let myself
sink into it, savoring the soreness left by so much lovemaking, thinking
tonight, we’ll be so gentle with each other.

A little undeniable voice pointed out that I could be pregnant.
In moments I saw myself the mother of a baby of unspecified sex. A
terrifying infant, red mouth open, crying, needing. By September. In
another instant, getting married to Evan, how would it happen and
where, his father and my mother looking at each other warily, trying to
make nice, trying to make the best of a bad situation. What would my
mom say when she found out, how would she look at me?
Disappointed. The worst. I remembered Mr. Banks saying “teenage
pregnancy is not a good way to get ahead in life.” Not much better at
twenty-three, me with a job that would barely support me, and
Evan...how could I even be thinking this? Slow down, for God’s sake.
When people try to get pregnant it doesn’t happen in one night.

Suddenly I remembered Ellie saying to me years ago, “What do
you think you are, his wife?” When I told her my plan to have Evan
sleep at our house. Maybe she was right, not that either of us knew it at
the time.

Couldn’t I just love him? Wasn’'t that enough? It was all I
needed. To love him and to have him be there. Why did there have to
be anything more?

But there would be much less than that. In the dark he would
get up, out of the private warmth of our shared bed, and the taxi
would come, and he would go down the stairs. He would turn his back
on me. He would take himself away and when his plane landed, he
would be in a place I couldn’t even picture, and his touch, his presence,
everything would be gone, until...there was no until. Until he decided,
if he decided, to come back.

And for me, after he went, then what?

I began to understand why he didn’t make love to me that day
before I went to Washington. But I couldn’t refuse that now, any more
than I could give up breathing. And that day, why didn’t he say to me,
“Don’t go”?

Why didn’t I say it to him?

I could.

He told me it would work.

Why didn’t he make up his mind, himself, not to go, instead of
waiting for me to say it?
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His plane ticket was paid for, it cost seven hundred dollars, it
would be like tearing up the money.

But. But if this was...it, then...

We were twenty-three years old and we had been lovers this
way for one day, how could we make a decision like that?

To get my mind off it I went in my room and started arranging.
I had bought the previous roommate’s bed and desk, and he had left
behind homemade wooden shelves that fit the short walls at the
bottom of the sloping roof. The room had a tiny closet, about two feet
deep, and this was his solution. I could put my clothes on them, at least
for now. Maybe later I would get a dresser and put it in the dormer
alcove under a window. Maybe just put a mirror there, where I could
see. The bed was a mattress and box spring on the floor. I made it,
neatly, thinking of us getting in it again. I opened boxes until I found a
tiny lamp I kept beside my bed at home. Its stem was a brass dolphin
standing on its tail, and it had a miniature pleated cloth shade over a
flame-shaped bulb. I plugged it in next to the bed; it would be just
enough to see each other by, when we were there together. I found
some of my other favorite objects, like the mug with the picture of
Magic Johnson on it that my dad gave me for my birthday when I was
eleven, which I had kept pencils in ever since. There had been a Larry
Bird one to go with it, but it got broken. I found the picture I took one
summer of the stream at Tom’s place, with his house in the
background. I found my old white Red Sox hat, my camera, my clock,
a box of matches from Café Sushi and a takeout menu from Armando’s
Pizza. I began to feel at home and like the Tam that I knew, instead of
freaking out about getting pregnant and having to get married. I kept
looking at the clock and waiting.

Evan came back around ten, leaving at home a father who was
not very pleased with him (“but he’s just going to go to bed anyway,”
Evan said), and this time Emma was there and she knew all about what
was going on between us, or as much as I had been able to say. Also
she got to see for herself. The buzzer went, I let him in and met him on
the stairs with his suitcases, and kissed him there before we went up,
each lugging one of his bags. We came into the apartment and Emma
was in her old pink bathrobe, looking tall, straight up and down, and
we put down the suitcases. “Hi,” he said shyly. I took his hand. “This
is Evan,” I said. “Show and tell.”
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“Hi, I'm Emma,” she said. “The roommate.” Her face looked
like our happiness was funny to see, from the outside.

“I know, Tam told me.”

“I hear you guys had a housewarming.”

“That’s an interesting word for it,” Evan said. He sounded
embarrassed and proud.

“It was you I saw at the Red Line, wasn’t it?” she said.

“Yep.”

“And there was Tam telling us she didn’t have a boyfriend.”

“I didn’t. Not then.”

“So I hear you're going to Istanbul tomorrow?”

“It looks that way,” he said. Which was not the same thing as
yes, I noticed.

Emma seemed to want to say something and then think better
of it. “Well, I've got to write a paper,” she said. “It's due in the
morning. Nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

“Good night,” I said as she closed the door of her room, and
self-consciously Evan mumbled the same. We looked at each other
impishly. “Did I pass the test?” he muttered.

“I think you did.” We held each other and I felt as though I
would fall into him. It was like the dizziness of standing on a height,
holding onto him so that I wouldn’t lose my balance, but he was the
height and the depth of space into which I might fall. Don’t leave, I
thought. Don’t leave. I wanted to say the words. No matter how
impulsive it was, how sudden, tear up the ticket. And then what? My
Grampa Tom voice inside wanted to know how it would work. I
wanted him too much to think about that. “Come in my room,” I said.

In a few minutes we were in bed again, kissing skin to skin.

“Be careful with me,” I said, “I'm kind of sore. But don’t stop.”

I opened the condom package and put it on him. He came into
me so deliberately, like he wanted to make entering me last all night.

I knew it when he was about to come, the heat of it spread
through my body in a wave, overpowering and yet afterwards, as we
held each other, I still needed more.

I was embarrassed to ask but I couldn’t let there be
embarrassment between us about that. “Touch me a little,” I whispered
in his ear. I guided his fingers, I silently taught him how, and when he
understood I took my hand away. I was falling into his gaze; he saw
me come.

158

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TAM

We were in each other’s arms, breathing each other in. I
thought, We will always be together. Thought those words again and
again. I wanted him to hear them.

“I love you, Evan,” I murmured. I knew he wanted me to say
the words and I knew I had not. It would have been wrong not to.
When I said them I remembered the first time we ever made love, and
saying it to him then. What I wanted the words to mean then was true
now. I knew I could never take them back. Regardless of where he
might be, where I might be. Did he know that? If I said that to him, it
would be like letting him go away from me as if I didn’t care, as if he
didn’t care.

“I love you too,” he said. “Do you remember when you made
me tell you that?”

“Of course.” There, he did hear what I was thinking, he knew.

There was nothing in the world but the two of us in this bed.

And a plane was leaving with him on it at eight in the morning.

It wasn’t like the night before. That fact hurt now and it would
hurt more. How could he do this to me? It was just an airplane ticket.
Or pride. Or something between him and his father, something he had
to prove, there was no longer anything like that between us. “You're
not going back there to impress me, are you?”

“No,” he said, and I could see it was hard for him, too.

“Why then?”

“It won’t be that long,” he said.

“How long?”

“Six months? A year?” Why was he asking me, it wasn’'t my
decision.

“Do you know how much I'm going to miss you?”

Why were we talking as if he had no choice but to go? I turned
over, away from him, I didn’t even want to turn my back on him in the
same bed, how much worse would it be when he was thousands of
miles away? He put his arm around me, gathered me to him, as if I
were the one about to get away and he was holding me back. He held
onto me hard, fiercely, even angrily. Feel it, I thought. Feel what it’s
like, see how you like it. I could tell from the strength of his arm
pressing me into him that he hated it.

I turned back to him and kissed him. He had his hand in my
hair. “God, Tam,” he breathed, holding me next to him. Tenderly now.
I could feel his heart thumping hard and slowly against me. Painfully. I
was his, didn’t he know that?

“I don’t want to go,” he said.
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“Then don’t.”

At once I could see in his eyes the same confusion I felt. To get
away from it I burrowed into him, put my face against his chest. “I
know it’s not that easy,” I said. “I know I shouldn’t...” If I loved him I
should let him decide. Let him do what he needed to do. How could I
not? Anything else wouldn’t be love.

“T don’t know what to do,” Evan said.

“Neither do I.” But then the part of me that wanted to act strong
said to him, “Before this happened, a decision was all made, it must
have made sense.” It was only an act.

“It did,” Evan said, which I did not want to hear. “But
everything’s different.”

“It's only been a day and a half.” Why did I have to say that out
loud?

“Or seven years. Depending on how you look at it,” he said. But
I knew I had made him think about a day and a half. To me it sounded
like I had said You can’t trust this, and that was the last thing I wanted
to tell him. Or even worse: You can’t trust me.

“If I don’t go,” Evan said, “it’s, like, a lot of pressure to be right
about this. You know?”

Yes, as soon as he said it, I knew. It would all have to work to
justify the decision, to make it not have been rash and immature.
Anything that didn’t go right for us would be held against us by some
invisible prosecutor, proving the case that we had no judgment, that
we jumped way ahead of ourselves and now we would have to pay.
We would have to swallow large helpings of disapproval, of “I told
you so,” and then what if we couldn’t look each other in the eye
anymore, what if, in the end, we no longer wanted to be together?

“Maybe too much,” I said.

We were quiet for a while. If staying risked spoiling everything,
then go. Let it hurt, too bad.

“There’s no right answer to this,” Evan said.

I remembered Tom’s lesson: this was a real decision. But
knowing that didn’t help.

“Should we turn out the light?” I said.

Evan looked around the room, at my clean clothes now stacked
on the low shelves that lined the abbreviated walls under the eaves, at
the not yet unpacked boxes pushed into the corners. “Do you have an
alarm clock?” he said.

So.
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I got up and found it on the desk, and he watched me do that
naked. Do you miss me yet? I thought. I miss you. I handed him the
clock. He set it and put it on the floor beside him. I managed not to
watch too closely, but I heard the click when he pulled up the alarm
button.

I turned out the light and we were in darkness except for some
streetlight that came up into the dormer windows, faintly illuminating
the narrow alcoves they were in. I stretched myself along the length of
him, put my leg over his, my nose against his neck. In the dark he held
me.

“Tam,” he murmured. He didn’t go on.

“I know.”

I turned a little, made myself still more comfortable.

“I like sleeping with you so much,” I said.

“An’ you.”

I could feel myself beginning to slip under. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

Later, at some unknown hour, I woke up lying with my back to
him. What woke me was the touch of his hand, his fingertips, on my
cheek, so tenderly it made me cry, silently. He felt the tears, tried to
wipe them away. I took his hand and kissed the salty pads of his
fingers.

The alarm went. It was still pitch dark. Instinctively I tried to
reach for it, but it wasn’t there on my side, and then I felt him turn over
and heard his hand hitting the floorboards as he felt for it. The beeping
clicked off. If he went back to sleep, and I didn’t, would I be morally
obligated to wake him? Or would he have decided not to go after all?

Evan groaned and sat up. I couldn’t do less; I reached out and
turned on the dolphin lamp.

“I so don’t want to do this,” he mumbled.

“I know.”

But he did stand up and stumble out of my room, into the
bathroom. I heard him peeing. I got up and put on my robe; my feet
were cold on the floor. I looked at the clock: five-twenty-five. I pushed
my hair back, went out and drank some water at the sink. I turned on a
light above it. I must look awful, I thought, running my fingers back
through my tangled hair. I heard Evan splashing water in the
bathroom, it sounded like he was washing his face. His two suitcases
were still by the door, where we had set them down when we came in.

161

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TAM

He came out of the bathroom and I thought he looked very fine naked
and half-asleep. He went into my room — not our room now, my room
— picked his clothes up off the floor, pulled them on hurriedly. From
his pocket he took his cell phone and, standing in the doorway of my
room, called a taxi. He seemed to be only half conscious, automatically
going through motions already planned. Maybe that was the best way
to get through this.

“Want some orange juice?” I said.

“Sure.”

I poured some and handed him the glass. He drank half of it
and held it out to me. “Want some?” I drank the rest, then I put the
glass down on the table and moved into his arms. We held each other,
swaying slightly.

“I hate this,” I said.

“Me too.”

We kissed and as we did, his hand came inside my robe and
cupped my breast.

Outside, there was a faint beeping, the hoarse bleat of a taxi
horn, ummistakable.

“Tam, I love you so much,” Evan said.

“Don’t stop. I won’t.”

“I couldn’t.”

“And for God’s sake, when you come back, don’t go away so
soon.”

Evan smiled faintly, sadly. The taxi beeped again. “I guess I
gotta go,” he said. I kissed him one more time; he picked up the
suitcases. “Damn it,” he said.

“So long,” I said.

“So long.” He clumped his way down the stairs with the
awkward bags, turned to look up at me at the stairs” turning, then he
was gone. I heard his footsteps all the way down, the suitcases
sometimes bumping a step, the distant front door closing. I thought I
heard, in the quiet of the night, his steps on the front porch. Then
nothing.

All day after Evan left I was wondering where he was, if he had
arrived yet, knowing he must be as tired as I was — tireder, crossing all
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those time zones — and then he had to deal with being in a foreign
country. Trying to picture him on a plane. Mostly I saw him looking up
at me from the turn in the stairs. And then going away, gone.

After work I could barely make it up the stairs to the apartment.
I flopped on the couch without even taking my coat off. Emma
emerged from her room holding a book, with her finger in it marking
her place. “How are you?” she said.

“Completely wiped.”

“So he actually left,” she said.

“He did.” Saying it made my heart sink, yet it was a slight
comfort to be able to say it to her.

“I didn’t think he was going to.”

“Really?”

“I wanted to ask him why but it seemed kind of pushy to say
that.”

“You should have,” I said, sitting up long enough to struggle
out of my coat.

“Didn’t you?”

“We talked about it forever, there’s just no right answer.” 1
could hear Evan saying that.

“I can’t believe he got on that plane,” Emma said. “I don't
understand how people think sometimes.”

January 10

I'm sitting in an internet café and looking out at the rain and the
traffic thinking what the hell am I doing here? All the way here,
when I wasn’t asleep, I was thinking about you. And asking
myself why the fuck did I leave. Except like we said, the
pressure if I stayed. I feel as though I'd do anything to have us
be together, and then in some fucked-up way it ends up that
what I have to do is go away so we can’t be. I didn’t want to go.
You know that, right?

I almost missed my connection in Paris. You know how at
Charles De Gaulle they announce your plane in this voice you

can’t hear? Well, I'm sure it would help if I knew French.
Anyway, I was sitting there in a catatonic state and nearly let
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the plane leave without me, which would have been all I
needed.

I hope this thing doesn’t delete my message. That’s what
happened the first time I tried. For some reason it cuts you off
and you never know when. Weird keyboard, too. Even the so-
called European version.

I should send this just to make sure something gets sent. Then
write more.

I love you.

Evan

January 10

Dear Tam,

More message. I got a different computer. I want you to be
reading this right now and answering it. What time is it there?
You must be in bed. I should be in it with you. Very hard to
stop thinking about that all the time. No, impossible. It’s chilly
and raining, noisy, crowded, people drive insanely, it’s city life
to the max. It seems almost impossible that right now, while
everyone driving by is honking his horn (people honk here
every time they breathe), you're sleeping in that room on the
third floor in Somerville and it's so quiet there and I was just
there with you three days ago. I know I already tried to say this
when we were together, but you are always with me somehow.
I mean you always have been since the beginning. I never know
how to say it. There’s too much noise here, I won’t be able to
now either. Sometimes I'm afraid I want too much from you
and it's going to drive you away. I try to think that means it’s
good I had to go away, but it’s not. No one else knows me the
way you do. I was very alone here before, and now I'm not so
alone, because I keep the idea of you with me all the time, but
an idea is not you, I know that. I can’t say this right.

Tomorrow, or maybe even this afternoon, I'm going to start
trying to get in touch with a couple of people I contacted before
the holidays. See if they're still interested. Put up notices here
and there. Also I have to find a place to stay that isn’t a hostel,
although it's interesting in a way. Backpackers from
everywhere. People keep trying to guess my background, the #1
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guess seems to be Lebanese. Or Egyptian or Palestinian. The
weirdest was Vietnamese. Come on! What were they thinking?
Did they ever meet somebody who was?

It sounds so weird to write to you and start “Dear Tam” like
some letter-writing lesson in fourth grade, but “Hi” definitely
isn’t enough. I hope “Dear Tam” doesn’t sound cheesy to you, it
doesn’t say enough but at least it's something.

I'love you,
Evan

January 10
Dear Evan,

There — does it sound cheesy?

Actually, it doesn’t make me feel like the fourth grade, it
feels grown up. Like, I can say I have someone who’s dear to
me.

I miss you as much as I thought I would and I hate it. But
I know what you mean about not being as alone as before. I
know it couldn’t be the same for me since I'm like two miles
from home and you're in Istanbul, but it’s not so different
either. I have you with me, too. I want to think I do. Emma has
to hear about you a lot, but she doesn’t seem to mind. I like her
more and more. Thank God I'm not living with those wenches
who hated me and missing you this much at the same time, I'd
probably snap and murder one of them. I know which one, too.
Or else her doper boyfriend. I really wanted to wring that kid’s
neck.

Please, please, please do what you need to do and then
come right back here. And don’t take one minute longer than
you have to.

I think I'm going to sign up for a course, maybe
Women’s Studies, so my brain doesn’t completely atrophy. At
work I'm still cleaning up the mess the admin before me left. As
far as I can see, she just kind of hid anything she couldn’t figure
out and hoped nobody would find it. Once I get some kind of
organization going in the office I'm going to need more to think
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about. Besides you, I mean. Or us. I don’t want to think this to
death. You know.

I would feel uncomfortable writing that I love you all the
time in every message, it would turn into a routine and wear
out. So I'm not going to. But remember it. Just know it. It's the
truth and it’s not going to change.

Tam
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Tam came out one afternoon in January, unannounced. It was
sunny, the barometric pressure was high, there were only a few fair-
weather clouds. The yard and the field past it had a covering of snow;
the kitchen windows were flooded with brightness. In the field, yellow
stubble stuck up through the snow, bent and broken, too randomly
scattered to give an impression of rows. The field sloped downward
slightly, away from us looking out the kitchen windows, down to the
creek bed and a line of dark trees. After it, another brilliant white field
and then the trees started in earnest up the hill, real forest, or more
accurately, my neighbor’s woodlot. It was as black from my vantage
point as any forest need be. My eye sought refuge from the brightness in
that darkness along the edge.

The kitchen, too, was bright; the bars of burning sun on the old
white wainscoting, on the chipped porcelain of the stove and sink,
almost made up for the drafts that leaked around the frames of the
windows. There was always a window that needed new parting bead,
some of the sash cords were broken, a little weatherstripping would
work wonders. But most of the time it was easier to put another stick of
wood in the woodstove. I knew that letting everything go to hell around
me was a sure sign of being too damn old. Before Tam showed up, I had
been telling myself to go out and see if I could find some more split
wood in the woodpile, and if there wasn’t any, saw some into chunks on
my table saw. I'd rather sit with her, of course. Anyway, later on, the
sunporch would be reasonably warm — warm enough to work there, at
least. Most of my tools were there because I saw no point in working in a
dark cellar when I didn’t have to. Besides, with my knees, I wasn’t eager
to lug things up and down the stairs. There was no one to tell me not to
fill up the sunporch with sawdust, if I chose to.
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Tam made some coffee and sat at the kitchen table with me. At
tirst she had a lot to say about how she found a new apartment with a
new roommate she liked a lot, and then without warning she seemed
to forget about what she was telling me. She sat there daydreaming.
“There’s something on your mind, I know it,” I said, “but I have no
idea what it is.”

She didn’t answer for a few moments, just stared off into the
distance. “I'm in love,” she said quietly, without looking at me. A tiny
smile came to her face when she said that, a smile she couldn’t help.
She didn’t try to hide it, either.

“Want to tell me his name?” I knew she did.

“Evan. He was my boyfriend in high school. I wanted to bring
him out here, remember?”

“I sure do. And I didn’t cooperate, did I? Maybe I should’ve.”

“It probably wouldn’t have worked,” she said. I could hear that
there was no longer any pain in that memory for her.

“I thought that was over a long time ago.”

“Me too. But it turns out it was just the beginning, really.” She
turned her gaze on me for a second and I thought somebody should
paint her just as she was at that moment. If anyone could. I knew I'd
never seen her light up like that when she told me about anyone else.
That thing in women that men fall in love with — she was it, right then.

“I can see it,” I said.

“What?”

“You. How you feel about him.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“It’s beautiful. How about if you bring him out here and let me
meet this guy? Since I never got to before. My own fault, of course.”

“God, I wish you could. He’s not here, he’s in Istanbul teaching
English. He just came home for the holidays, that’s how it happened.”

“He what?” For a second I didn’t think I heard right.
“Istanbul?”

“Yes.”

“Why Istanbul, for crying out loud?”

“I guess Turkey’s a beautiful country. Anyway, he likes it.”

What did that have to do with anything? “So when’s he coming
back?”

“I don’t know.”

In about two seconds, we had gone from something that made
complete sense to me to something that made none at all. “You don’t
know?” Tam shook her head. “Well, make him tell you then.”
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I could see she didn’t like that one bit. “How do you propose I
do that?”

“This thing between you two is mutual, right?”

“Yes,” she said indignantly. I didn’t mean it to sound the way it
probably did, but I couldn’t help it. Sometimes I think I really don’t
know how anything works anymore.

“Take it easy. You can get him to tell you. Believe me.” If he was
half as in love with her as she was with him. “It’s his decision, he’s not
in the Army waiting for orders. Nobody shooting at him over there,
either.”

Tam looked impatient and maybe a little flustered. “I don’t
think it’s my job to make Evan do anything.”

“Up to you,” I'said. “So why is he over there again?”

Tam was at least as stubborn as me. “It's something he needs to
do. And besides. If he just tore up his plane ticket and said he wasn’t
going because we spent the weekend together — I mean, how does that
look? Who does stuff like that?”

“How old are you? Thirty-five? I thought you were twenty-
four.”

“Twenty-three.”

“All the more reason. He’s the same age as you, right? I don’t
know what there is in Turkey he needs to do so bad.”

Tam didn’t answer me. I had a feeling she didn’t know either.

“Let me put it in this way. When I was twenty-three, if a man
finally got the girl he was in love with, he didn’t go off to the other side
of the world the next day unless somebody made him.”

“Fine. Maybe a few things have changed since then. Just think
whatever you want.” What the hell was I doing hurting her feelings? I
had no business getting into an argument with her over this. Idiotic.
Neither of us knew what to say. Finally I reached over and patted her
shoulder, feeling useless. She shook her head and sighed. “Crap,” she
said. “This upsets me, you know?”

“Sorry. I get protective sometimes. And it’s not like you need a
whole lot of protecting.”

“I just miss him,” she said.

“Have you told him that?”

“Yes.”

We both contemplated the outdoors for a while, letting the
conversation hang. What could be wrong with this kid? “That boy
should get his butt back home,” I said.
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The next morning I went out to look at the sumac I was going to
have to cut down in the spring. The only thing good about it was the
way it looked in the winter against the snow. That and Norway maple
were my enemies the rest of the time, the kudzu of the Northeast. The
little stream that cut across my property, a minor tributary of the creek at
the bottom of the field, was running under a thin coating of ice, air
bubbles wobbling along pressed against the ice like faces against a
window. I was still thinking about Tam and her boyfriend, and I still
didn’t get it. I knew some men would run away from the very thing that
makes life worth living — shit, I was that man, but that didn’'t mean I
understood it. I saw two cardinals, Mr. and Mrs., and a flock of slate
juncos; I should put out seed for them, I thought. I was standing looking
down from the top of the steep bank near the culvert, which is where the
sumac always grows up, and I thought I was on solid ground but
apparently I was actually perched on a tuft of grass, and when I shifted
my weight my feet went out from under me and I slid down the bank. I
tried to grab onto some stems as I went by, but I only succeeded in
getting myself turned around and sliding down headfirst on my back
until I was almost in the stream. My hat came off, my clothes were full of
snow, snow down my neck, my ankle hurt, I was lying there upside-
down, head practically on the ice, looking up at where I came from. The
sky was blue with high thin clouds in a ribbed pattern. Too high up to
see them move. Somewhere across the field a crow cawed. I couldn’t see
the house, or anything man-made except the culvert a few yards
downstream. Could have been out in the middle of nowhere. I started to
think what it would be like to die that way, out in the fields taking a
walk — it could happen — say I broke my ankle and couldn’t get back up
the slope. Maybe if I started to yell, someone would notice after a while,
but what if I didn’t? What if I chose not to? You have to die of
something, and there would be worse ways than out there under the
sky, cold though it might be. I was cold right then and I knew in a
minute, no matter what I thought, something unthinking was going to
make me get up and scramble out of there and go inside, and it would
make me try to even if my ankle were broken and I were a mile from my
house. The will to live can be damned awkward and undignified.
Embarrassing, even. But for a moment I felt myself in place like an
animal, looking up at underbrush, invisible at the base of things, under
the open sky. No cutting of sumac, no plans, no house, no anything. Just
light and open. Fresh. As if seeing had just begun.
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Snow down my neck forced me to wriggle my way around till I
was on my hands and knees, and then stand up. Just as I expected. Back
to the human trudge. I worked my way down the edge of the stream,
breaking through ice into mud in spots, until I reached a place where the
bank was not so steep or high and climbed out. Back inside to sit in front
of the woodstove and dry out. But I kept thinking how pleasant it was to
be upside-down like that, feet toward the sky, to fall right out of my own
life.
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For weeks after Evan left, when I was walking down a busy
sidewalk, I kept seeing him out of the corner of my eye, or the back of
his head half a block away.

After I told Tom, and he made it sound like either Evan didn’t
love me or he wasn’t a man, I didn’t feel like telling anyone else in my
family. They would find out soon enough when he came home.

I had gotten along just fine without him for years, but that was
before I gave myself to him with nothing held back and then he left. I
missed him so much it made me feel as if something was wrong with
me; I wanted to think of myself as a stronger person than that. But if
there’s anything I don’t handle well, it’s being left. I know perfectly
well it's because my dad died when I was fifteen, but that doesn’t stop
it from being so. And meeting Evan was part of that same time, the
first thing that brought me back into the mainstream of life. It was our
losses that enabled us to love each other, I think. We both knew the
things that couldn’t be told.

February 14

Dear Tam,
I hope you got what I tried to send. There’s no way I could time
it to arrive today. If it hasn’t come, it will soon.
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I know this is a crappy excuse for Valentine’s Day. Next time
we’ll have it together and we’ll do it right. Maybe now we can
share knowing that.

I'm getting to the point where I almost have too much teaching I
could be doing. It's amazing how many people are learning
English. That guy Selim, the one who picked up my flyer at the
internet café, must like me. He seems to have told every kid he
knows that’s learning English to look me up. I think I'm going
to end up with this group of Turkish yuppies as my friends in
Istanbul, which is pretty weird but worse things could happen.
At the school we have these hilarious conversations where they
try to talk about the news of the day in English and I try to
correct them and teach them idioms and stuff, but since I know
about six words of Turkish, half the time I can’t find out what
they really mean to say. I have way too many people in my
classes, but most of them really want to learn. I drill them on
verb forms and stuff. Prepositions, which are impossible. Of
course, what they want to learn may not be exactly what the
school is trying to teach them. Selim is obsessed with cars and
he now knows various useful English words like grille, hubcap,
gas cap, bumper, and hood. Though if he goes to England, hood
will be bonnet, won't it? I am not qualified to teach British,
that’s for sure. I don’t really know what anyone’s learning.
Sometimes I think all they're getting from me is a totally
random collection of phrases and vocabulary items. Of course
they all want to learn swear words and how to talk about sex, at
least the guys ask me these things when women aren’t around. I
think they think they’ll impress the girls with them later. Good
luck guys, they’ll find out.

I wish you could meet some of these people. And just be here.
The weather is more like March or April than February, in terms
of Boston. They say it should stop raining all the time fairly
soon. We could walk along the waterfront and talk about what
next in life. That’s what I imagine myself doing, with you, when
I'm in a place where a person can think. We talk about how it
will be when we're together. I know it'll be regular life, but
then, it won't.

love,
Evan
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I am proud not to be the victim of things like Valentine’s Day. I
bend over backwards to not care about it, but it still pissed me off that
he had to have his personal growth seven time zones away. I gave him
what I could never take back and he ran off to Turkey. I needed his
physical presence and he had taken it from me.

Did he still believe that I was exempt from getting hurt? That he
could just do anything and it wouldn’t matter?

I knew it wasn't fair to think like this. I needed something else
in my life, a goal that had nothing to do with him, but I couldn’t find it.
The end of the winter in Boston is always a grind. If it hadn’t been for
Emma, there would have been nothing good about it.

*

March 17

Dear Tam,

The weather’s finally starting to improve. It isn’t raining all the
time anymore, it’s warming up. It's very humid here, you know
you're on the sea. I got on a bus the other day and went down
the Black Sea coast a little ways, and hung out there for the day
and came back. It was beautiful sitting in a café looking at the
sea, drinking wine, thinking maybe I could entice you to come
visit me. Things are amazingly cheap here but the money is in
amounts like 500,000 or 5 million. Some people here get pissed
when I don’t pay them in euros or American dollars. The
economy is apparently royally screwed up, but I don’t try to
figure it out. If I get paid, great. Sometimes people like me get
screwed out of most of their paycheck because we don’t have
work permits, but so far that hasn’t happened to me. I'll have to
leave the country next month, just cross the border and re-enter
so I can renew my tourist visa. It's what you do here.

I have to say that course you're taking reminds me a lot of why I
got tired of theory after a while. It’s exciting at first when you
learn all this new lingo, you feel like you’'ve suddenly got a new
part of your brain, and then maybe there’s overload or
something. Too many new paradigms one after another. I began
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to think maybe they aren’t so brilliant after all. Just complicated
ways of saying things people already know.

Every day and especially every night I think about having you
next to me. I really mean it about coming over here. Seriously.
Think about it.

love,
Evan

I let Emma read that e-mail and waited to see how she’d react.
When she looked up from it, she said, “So are you going?”

“Would you?”

“Why not?”

“Um...money? Like, way more than I've got in the bank?”

“You've got a credit card.”

“Would you do that? Just charge it and say the hell with it and
go?”

“You love him, right? I know you do.”

Of course, yes, so why didn’t I just go? Was it that important not
to run up a balance I couldn’t pay off the next month?

“No, what I'm asking you is, do you think he still cares about
me?”

“Oh.” I could see that hadn’t crossed her mind. “Don’t you?”

“I don’t know what to think. I mean if he really wants this to
happen, why is he over there?”

“You could go ask him that.”

“Just cross the border and re-enter,” I said. “That’s what you do
here, he says.”

“Mm.”

“What's keeping that from going on forever?”

“Nothing, I guess. Except him. Or you.”

“Maybe he really doesn’t need to come back at all. Maybe we
just had great sex for a weekend and that’s it.”

“Come on, you don't really think that.”

“I'm scared,” I said.
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March 19

Dear Evan,

I've thought a lot about this and I really don’t want to be
putting pressure on you, that’s exactly what I don’t want this to
be between us. But it would really help me if you could tell me
when you're coming back. I'm starting to feel like you could just
stay there indefinitely and maybe you even want to, I'm afraid
to write that down but it's what I feel sometimes, please tell me
that’s not how it is. Unless it’s the truth. I know what we said
and I understand why you felt you had to go, but how long
does it take is the question I guess. I shouldn’t be asking this, I
know.

I wrote that much and then I sat for a long time hunched over my
computer. Wouldn't it sound too needy and weak, wouldn’t it be just
plain unfair? He was the one who kept on wanting to be with me, he
said, the whole time we were in college, while I just went ahead and
forgot about him. No, not forgot. But it didn’t stop me from being with
someone else — only with Jeff it was never like me and Evan, nothing
ever was. Evan had to learn how to live with us not being together.
Now it was my turn, and if I loved him didn’t I owe him that much, to
be as strong as he was? The last thing I wanted was to always be on his
back, crowding him, tugging at him and going notice me notice me,
that would drive anyone crazy, that would drive him away for sure.

I wish I could talk to you face to face, and everything else, I
know how it would be. I remember everything we said and did,
I know you do too, it’s hard not to have that when I know we
could but I love you.

Tam

When he read that message, did he know I was putting on a brave face
when I wrote the words “I know you do too”?
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March 20
Dear Tam,

I don’t know how to put into words how much this means to
me. How much you mean to me. No way on earth do I want to
just stay here, without you. If you were here, maybe. The end of
this year is as long as I can even imagine without you, it's much
too long and I basically hate it. But I am trying to establish
something about me, something I need to know that I can’t even
figure out how to say. It's like asking whether I have what it
takes. But don’t ask me what “it” is. I wish I knew. I'd tell you if
I could. I'm just trying to get to a point where I can feel solid,
like okay, I'm competent, I have resources, I can handle it.
That’s all I want here, really, is to know that and then it’s over,
I'm done. But to me it’s like I can’t really ask you to be with me
until I'm worth it. Tam, I've loved you ever since we were in the
11t grade and I know this isn’t going to change. I know that. It’s
just a fact. In my life, this is for all the marbles. I have to get it
right.

Evan

I read that and it filled me with love and frustration, anger and
admiration and fear. How could he say he “basically” hated it? What
did that mean? And why was he proving something that didn’t need to
be proved? He already was stronger than he knew, if he could do this
at all. This test he was making himself pass was doing things to me he
didn’t even realize. He said he loved me and I knew he meant it, but
maybe for him love was something I barely even recognized, a
terrifying thought, and worse, maybe he loved the idea of loving that
way more than he loved actually being with me. How could he need
that — getting it right, whatever that was — more than physical presence
in the same place on the earth? What could love possibly mean if it
didn’t mean two people together? Was that too simple for him to
understand?
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In April Emma met Brian. Now she was the one who brought
home this guy, show and tell, who was obviously falling in love with
her. About time somebody got the picture, I thought. Was he good
enough for Emma? I reserved judgment on that. She definitely thought
so. On Sundays the two of them would get up late and make a huge
breakfast and ask me if I wanted some, but after the first time I found
some reason why I had to go out. I was happy for her but I couldn’t be
in the same little space with that. It was like a remedial lesson: see, this
is the way it looks when two people are a couple.

They started dragging me along with them when they went out.
I met people I wouldn’t have met otherwise. Brian had this friend Dave
who I kept seeing when I went out with them, he was a good six inches
taller than me and looked a little bit like Ichabod Crane, or as Emma
would say, like an alien. But he was a sweet guy who didn’t hit on me
and I could tell he had some kind of a soul inside. One night in May I
went a graduate student party at Brian’s apartment, and after I had a
few drinks inside me I told Dave about me and Evan. We were
standing on the back porch, on the third floor of a triple-decker a lot
like where I grew up. I wasn’t freezing to death, which is not
something to take for granted in Boston in May. The smokers had
smoked their most recent butts and gone back in. I leaned on the
wooden railing at the end of the porch, in shadow, and Dave perched
where the railing met the wall. He listened, which is also not
something to take for granted. “So,” I said. “You're a guy. You tell me.
You're in Istanbul, you've got this girlfriend in Boston, there’s some
fucking good reason why you don’t come home, what is it?”

“Um — I'm out of my fucking mind? I've got this to-die-for
girlfriend, what is there to think about? Get on the damn plane.”

We leaned on the railing in the darkness. “No flattery, all
right?” I said.

“You wanted to know what I really thought,” he said.

“Is that it?”

“Yeah.”

This to-die-for girlfriend. How I liked the sound of that.

“If you were single,” Dave said.

“Don’t, okay?”

He was silent for a while. “Okay.”

“I really appreciate it,” I said.

“Okay,” he said again.
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I did like Dave, but not that way. That wasn’t the problem. The
problem was, I could tell that if Dave had been somebody else, I might
not have told him to stop there.

Brian and Emma’s friends made me part of their circle. They
were mostly grad students, most of them had as little money as we did,
their apartments, like ours, were improvisational dwellings. They had
movie posters on their walls, or Einstein looking goofy, or pictures of
bands. Their bookshelves were all full; some of them had stacks of
books on the floor, leaning against the walls. They had parties nearly
every weekend that were all the same party, the same people, the same
music, the same cheap liquor and sometimes someone passed around a
joint. Only the address changed, the layout of the messy apartment, the
location of the bathroom. I became one of the people who usually
came, who knew where the bathroom was . One weekend in June I was
at the party, again, and for some reason Emma and Brian weren’t there.
If they had been, if I had thought they might see me, it would never
have happened. I found myself talking to a big guy with a curly beard
named Eric, who had no idea there was an Evan in my life, who was
funny and friendly and openly attracted to me, and some way I ended
up kissing him. I could hardly believe I was actually going to in the
instant before I did, but I kissed him and I liked it. A lot. I went home
and thought maybe he would forget about it and I would forget about
it, but then he kept calling me. And I couldn’t hide it from myself: I
wanted to say sure, let’s hang out. Knowing where it would lead.

A voice inside said that if I loved Evan I would tell him all of it.

He had gotten himself a cell phone that worked in Turkey, but
talking to him that way was almost worse than not. There was never a
right time. He taught in the evenings; when he went to work, I was
eating lunch. Anyway there was no point in calling him when he was
on a bus in crawling traffic. When he finished teaching I was still at the
office, and I couldn’t talk to him there. When I got off work it was
midnight for him, and if I could find a place to be alone and collect my
thoughts it would have been a good time to talk to him, but I'd be tired
then and it would be my turn to deal with rush hour. By the time I got
home, he’d be falling asleep. If I called just before I went to bed, I'd
wake him up at six or seven in his morning. The best I could do was set
my alarm extra-early and hope to reach him in the afternoon when he
wasn’t already in the middle of something, and then the connection

179

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TAM

would be bad anyway, I'd say something to him and after it there
would only be a blank.

I couldn’t say it over the phone. I sent him an e-mail that said I
was starting to really worry about us and what would happen to us if
he stayed over there a long time. The coward’s way to put it.

June 21

Dear Tam,

Listen, you know how it is. I'm yours whether you want me to
be or not. And I know you love me. You told me to remember
that and trust that and I do. I know this is hard, but it's not
forever, I'm really starting to get somewhere with about a third
of my students and I want to see some real progress before I
leave here. Accomplish something, then pack up. It's going to
work. You'll see. When I get back it'll be like I never left.

love, Evan

But I didn’t know. The words felt empty to me, for the first time
they were just words. I couldn’t hear him say them, I couldn’t tell that
they were from the heart the way I always had been able to. What if he
didn’t mean what he said, what if the real meaning was This girl and I
are having a...thing and I don’t want to come home while it lasts? For
one second I believed he could mean that, and I saw that that second
could expand until it took everything away from me; then somehow I
pulled myself back into the world I knew. It was like having to restart
my heart.

But I couldn’t make that second go away.

Eric called me yet again. I told him I couldn’t talk to him. I
thought he would get off the phone and stop calling, but Eric was
about seven years older than me and instead he asked me what was
the matter. I said I couldn’t tell him. He said he would be happy to
listen, really. “Look, Eric,” I said. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. It was a
mistake. I have a boyfriend. I think I have a boyfriend, I haven’t seen
him in six months. You shouldn’t have kissed me but you didn’t know
and I didn’t tell you. I can’t talk to you right now. Maybe it’s better just
to not have anything to do with me.”
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He said nothing for a few moments. “I don’t know if I believe
that,” he said. I didn’t answer. “I assume you have my number, if you
ever want to call me.” I still didn’t say anything, but it was true, of
course his number was in my phone. I could have hung up, but I
didn’t. I waited, he waited. “I don’t think I'm ready to give up yet,” he
said.

I said, “I can’t talk now.”

“Okay,” he said. “Bye.”

There are things that are impossible to justify in life. They
happen anyway. I had enough to drink one night that it became
plausible to pull out my phone and call Eric and say if he really wanted
to hear about it, then fine, and start telling him what happened
between me and Evan, how it was all my fault, no, it was just as much
Evan’s fault, it was even Eric’s fault for kissing me but how could he
have known. Somehow then it made sense that Eric would volunteer to
be my designated driver, come meet me and take me home safely, but
then, surprise, he asked me if I wanted to come to his place and if I
hadn’t gotten sick in his bathroom I would have ended up in bed with
him. Instead I slept on his couch in my clothes.

I went home and wrote Evan an e-mail :

I almost slept with somebody. I'm sorry. But you have to know.
I'm not okay.

Tam.

I clicked on “Send” and dread filled my heart. In Istanbul, it was early
on Saturday night. He wouldn’t get his e-mail until the next time he
went to an internet café, and he’d be out with his friends tonight so he
wouldn’t see it. Tomorrow, then, at the earliest. And then what? How
long would it take for him to know what he wanted to say, and how
would he say it...How would I sleep, waiting for the shoe to drop?

At twenty to seven my cell phone went off and before I rolled
over and looked at the number I knew it was him and I wasn’t ready
for this but I never could be.

“Hey Tam.” When I heard his voice I was overwhelmingly sad.

“Hey Evan.” There was a long, hissing silence.

“What happened?” he said. So there would be no preliminaries.
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“I was at a party and I =" I couldn’t get it out. “I so don’t want

to say this.”

is Eric,

then I
didn’t,

I_II

you're

“Just say it.” He sounded exhausted too.

“I kissed this guy.”

“What guy?”

It was worse to tell him than I had imagined, by far. “His name
he goes to the Kennedy School.”

“And then what?”

“He kept calling me, I tried to get him to stop but he wouldn't,
got drunk and I, I called him and...it almost happened. But it
I promise.”

There was another silence. “Yet, anyway,” Evan said.

“No. It's not like that. I don’t care about him, he doesn’t matter,

“It matters to me, Tam, do you still love me or not?”

“God, yes.”

“Really?”

“Really,” I said, but I wasn’t sure I would have believed myself.
“You have a weird way of showing it.”

“Evan, all this time I've been waiting for you to say when
coming back, and you never do, I can’t keep doing this.”

“Wait, what? You can’t do what?”

“Are you seeing somebody over there?”

“Hell no, is that what you think?”

“Are you telling me the truth?”

“Fuck, Tam, of course I am, I don’t lie to you.”

“You know when I told you I needed you over here? I wasn’t

kidding.”

Silence. “I need you too,” he said.
There was a longer emptiness. We were going around in circles,

the words didn’t mean anything. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Tam, listen.” Was he going to tell me now? That he had a

girlfriend? “I told you. This is it for me. I mean it. That isn’t changing.”

“So does that mean you can just slide off to any old corner of

the globe and stay there and be perfectly happy without me?” I
couldn’t help starting to cry, I could hardly get the words out and I
wasn’t even sure if he understood them.

you're

“No, it doesn’t,” he said, in a cold angry voice. “So is this how
going to solve the problem? Sleep with this guy Eric?”

“Fuck you, Evan, I'm not.”

“Must be nice to know you can whenever you feel like it.”
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Selfish little bitch, I thought. Look what you get. “Fuck, Evan, I
don’t want to do this, I love you, don’t you understand?”

“I so don’t understand what the hell is going on here.”

“No, you really don’t,” I said and there was no sound at all
coming back to me through the phone, the connection was dead. He
hung up on me, or did it just quit, let him not have hung up on me...I
punched the keys to call him back.

He picked up. More silence, but different. I knew he was
listening as warily as I was. I heard him breathe into the phone. “Look.
Tam,” he said. “Can we just back up a little?”

“I hope so.”

“Do you remember who you're talking to? Do you remember
what happened between us?”

“Do you? I'm a living person, I'm flesh and blood, I have needs,
I would never say this to anybody in the fucking world but you, don’t
you understand that?” I had started crying again, no matter how much
I tried not to. “I'm not just some goddamn idea of yours.”

“I'm guessing these needs are going to be met,” he said coldly.

“Oh, fuck you.”

“True or not true?”

“Evan, you left me and that is not okay.”

“You can’t deny it, can you? You're going to do it. I can’t believe
this is happening.”

“...neither can 1.”

Another gap.

“This has suddenly turned into the worst fucking day of my
life.”

“I don’t want it to be this way,” I said.

“Then change it,” he said.

“Evan -”

“I don’t know how you can do this to me,” he said, and the line
went dead. I stared at the phone as if that would cause it to come to life
again.

I ended the call.

Let him take a deep breath and call me back. Let it ring now.
Count to ten and then it will ring. To twenty.

Nothing.

I curled on my side, holding the phone, and cried. I tried to hold
it in, not to be loud, but I couldn’t help it and Emma heard me, she
came into my room in her long nightshirt and knelt on the bed, put her
hand on my head. I was sobbing and gulping for breath and trying to
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apologize for waking her up while she shushed me. She rubbed my
back in circles like you do when you're trying to help a child calm
down. “God, Tam, I didn’t know it was this bad, why didn’t you say
something?”

I was too ashamed, I thought, but I couldn’t get the words out.
Too ashamed of being such a fucking loser.

He sent me an e-mail that read:

I would never have believed you could do something like this. I
must not have a clue, everything I thought was true must have
been delusional. If you can’t be trusted, then I know nothing
about anything or anyone, and anything can happen.

That was all of it. It wasn’t signed.

For two days I tried to write an answer. I told him how he
fucked up the best thing either of us would ever have with his
ridiculous idea of getting something right that didn’t even matter, I
told him he didn’t love me and didn’t know what love was, I told him
how much I didn’t want any of this to happen but if he was just going
to walk away and disappear over the horizon there was nothing else
either of us could expect. I told him if he didn’t understand this, then
some essential part of him must be missing and I felt sorry for whoever
was going to fall for him next. The more I wrote these things, the more
miserable I felt and I deleted all of them.

I wanted to call him up and tell him I just snapped
momentarily, I was temporarily insane and now I was back to the real
me, and I would see him in six months and we would be okay, really, I
got my act together and there was nothing to worry about. But I knew
those words wouldn’t come out, or if they did, they wouldn’t convince
him.

I checked my e-mail twenty times a day, but nothing else came
from Evan.

Eric called; I told him I couldn’t see him. After all the crap he
had put up with from me I almost thought of him as a friend; I told
him that, too. Which must be why, just before he went back to his post-
doc at Berkeley, I did sleep with him after all.

Emma and Brian were essentially living together, back and forth
between our place and his. Every once in a while she would ask me if I'd
heard from Evan and I would say no and she wouldn’t push it. Brian
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was working on his Ph.D. in Economics but he wasn’t snotty about it; I
would ask him to explain the economic stuff in the newspaper, which
turned out to be most everything after talking to him for a while, and he
was pretty clear most of the time. I thought he would make a good
professor. And Emma would probably work in a museum or a gallery,
or get a Ph.D. herself eventually, and they would go to Europe a lot and
have this very cultured type of life..I was happy for her and at the same
time something about it was not for me. There didn’t seem to be any
edges in their life, everything was rounded and cushioned.

I was working in the marketing department now and this was
definitely not going to be my life, building web pages, cajoling
quotations out of the faculty for the viewbook. Keeping the content
aligned with the demographics and the messaging system, as the V.P.
for Marketing would put it. Looking for ways to be almost creative.
Almost was not enough. I was acquiring transferable skills and waiting
for a better direction to become clear. Fall semester started. I had not
been thrilled with the cultural theory course, but at least it gave my
mind something to do. I signed up for an American lit course. When I
called my old roommate Steph, she talked about her apartment and her
view of Twin Peaks and the very best place in the Mission to eat truly
Mexican fish tacos and the cost of living in the city and her search for a
better job and usually some guy she went with to some other incredibly
cool place that she would also tell me about — Point Reyes, Muir Woods,
Mt. Diablo...if I asked her should I move out there, of course she would
say yes. Half the people I knew from college had gone there. Eric would
be happy to hear from me. Maybe that would be the right idea.

“Would you rather I moved out?” I said to Emma one evening as
we were drinking tea at the kitchen table. Brian was at his place writing
a paper. “Then you and Brian could have this place to yourselves.”

The instant I said it I could see that she was hurt. “Is that what
you want?” she said.

“No way, I just thought maybe you might. Actually, I'd hate it.
I'd miss you too much.” I hadn’t realized how much until that moment.

“T’'m not married to him,” she said.

“Well, not yet. Only because you haven't figured out what color
the bridesmaids’ dresses are going to be.”

“Oh please. You'll probably get married before I do.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Because you're not trying to.”

“Are you?”
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“I don’t know,” Emma said. “Do you think I should?”

What a question to ask me, of all people. “You look very happy
to me right now,” I said.

“Ssh. Don't jinx it,” Emma said.

On September 11, when everyone saw the towers fall on TV and
my imagination could not take it in, when the fighter jets screamed low
over the building I worked in and scared me so much I almost dove
under my desk, when people were in the halls with gray faces not
knowing where to go, I thought of Evan. Where was he, had he seen it
yet? If not, he would. Would his students try to talk about it in halting
English and would he be able to stand up in front of the class and act
like this was just the news of one more day? Someone said Palestinians
celebrated in the streets when they heard about it. And Turks? What
about the Turks? They were Muslims too. Maybe today Evan should say
he was Lebanese, or stay off the streets. I went home and Brian was
there, I could see that he and Emma needed the reassurance: you're right
here, we're together, you're okay. I called my mom’s house, I called
Grampa Tom, we said the same things everyone had said all day. In bed
I felt the most alone I had felt since my dad died. I needed to know if
Evan was okay, and finally I got up and sent him a two-line e-mail
asking him to please just let me know he was all right, no nothing about
us or the word love, just signed Tam.

For a long time I sat staring at my computer, in a trance of
tiredness, as if he would answer any moment, trying to think what time
it was for him, probably every American in Istanbul was trying to get
online at once, or calling the consulate, looking for their passport, their
ticket home. I realized that if I had gotten pregnant when Evan and I
were together in January, the baby could have been born that day. That
was unimaginable, too. There was no reply to my e-mail and finally I
was exhausted enough to lie down and sleep.

In the morning I opened the paper and saw the photographs and
started crying, Emma did too, we gave each other a hug before I went to
work. During the day there was a message:

People here are very kind. I'm fine. I'm glad you are okay. E.
For days reading the paper made me cry. Everyone’s emotions
were raw, American flags were everywhere. I felt the tribal feeling: this

happened to us, they hurt us, what do we do now? I talked to people at
work I had never spoken to before. In a coffee shop, a guy I knew only
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because I bought coffee from him every day told me that two friends of
his had died in the attacks, and without hesitating I gave him a hug. I
had to.

There was going to be war in Afghanistan. There were maps in
the paper every day. The American military wanted to use bases in
Turkey. If Evan said he was fine, he was fine. I did not want to think
about him, obviously he did not want to think about me. Being single
was extra lonely, everyone needed somebody to be next to. Was Evan
single? Afghanistan was not right next door to Turkey, but it was in the
region and this could not be a good thing, could it, for Americans living
there. The helplessness was awful, knowing that they were still digging
at Ground Zero, being me was useless to anyone. But people couldn’t
crawl into their holes and stay there, that would be giving in. Aliveness
mattered, aliveness was Fuck You to the terrorists.

I found myself in a long conversation at a bar with a guy named
Sean, a graduate student friend of Brian’s. His field was international
relations and he had a million opinions about what was going on. Then I
had another long talk with him another night; the third one led to my
going home with him. Having sex with him made me cry and I don’t
know what he thought, he probably got the entirely wrong idea. It took
me a while to recognize that what I was feeling was grief.

I felt a new part of myself appear one night in a club, dancing
with flying hair. Nobody noticed right away except me. Then she went
out and got an ankle tattoo. She was always up for something; she was
never the first to say it was time to go home, she wanted to leave while
the party was still fun and go on to another party that was more fun.
Unlike me, this other Tam had mastered the trick of appearing to be in
charge of her life. It was surprisingly easy, once she got the hang of it, to
look like life was her new car and she walked up to it full-grown, got in
the driver’s seat, and started to drive. I christened her Girlfriend Tam
because she had plenty of prospective boyfriends. She figured out what
they were waiting to be dazzled by: the whole point, in a way, was to
keep them from thinking that she was anything but a magic being who
appeared in the world a young woman in her twenties. It should never
cross their minds that she had once been a child. If she ever had parents
and depended on them to make her a world, that was something to be
mentioned only in passing. Just enough to establish that like everyone,
she had a past and a family but it was nothing any guy needed to bother
his head or heart about. The truth was, Girlfriend Tam gave very little of
herself but maybe the guys who were attracted to her didn’t know any
better or expect any more. I think Emma was surprised and
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disappointed when Girlfriend Tam began showing up on a regular
basis, but she was tactful about it.

These were the rules of dating Girlfriend Tam:

Pay her the attention she deserves, know what you want and
know what you want is her.

Don’t be all weaseling around saying you’ll call. Just fucking call.
Or don’t. Make up your mind.

Don’t play games, if you cheat on her you're gone. There are no
second chances.

Always use protection.

She might sleep over at your place, but you are not invited to
sleep over at hers.

Treat her with respect and be grateful to have her, because she
won’t be with you forever. She will be momentarily flattered if you say
you love her, but she doesn’t plan to fall in love with you.

Enjoy her now.

Except the truth was that Girlfriend Tam never actually believed
she was so special.

Girlfriend Tam never mentioned Evan; she didn’t know Evan
and Evan, thank God, didn’t know her.

War began in Afghanistan. An American was caught fighting for
the Taliban. Prisoners were put in cages at Guantanamo Bay. Unknown
names suddenly mattered. Places impossible to picture. “A lawless
mountainous region on the border with Pakistan.” Who could picture
that, or any of it? Who was driving the car now? Not me, not any of us.
We were all in the back seat and it was accelerating, destination
unknown, destination secret, the only thing I knew was I didn’t want to
go there and nobody was giving me a choice.
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WILL

Who am I to have regrets? I got what I wanted. I could also say,
what I wanted got me. It’s not that I'm sorry I found Susa again and
ended up having this be my life and my family. I wouldn’t have it any
other way, and I can’t imagine any other, now. This seems like the only
possible outcome.

It's peculiar, though. It’s like life swallowed me up. For a good
while I was the outsider in Susa’s family. Tam wasn’t crazy about
having me suddenly a part of their lives, I knew that. But then while I
wasn’t looking I became like the furniture, or a public utility. Their
Will. A guy who surfaced in their lives one day, out of the confusion of
life going on, at random as far as they were concerned, but nevertheless
theirs. Oh, Will will take care of that. Will can drop you off there. Ask
Will to fix that, he knows how. Even Tam would say those things
sometimes. It isn’t that I mind this, I like being able to do these things, I
like being relied upon, I want Tam and Terry to make use of me in the
affectionately selfish way children make use of their parents. The way
Amy and Jocie do. It’s just that I am this now, if that makes any sense.
If some social scientist were to ask me, What are you? I'd say I am Amy
and Jocelyn’s dad, Susa’s partner, Terry’s more-or-less stepfather,
Tam’s...it would be hard to find words for that. I wouldn’t tell the
whole truth. Follow-up question: But you, what are you? And I would
say, Didn’t I just tell you?

This is the interesting part. Before Susa and I got back together I
could only describe myself as unhappy. Lonely, disappointed in what
my life had become, missing Amy and Jocelyn too much of the time,
missing life itself, it seemed to me. There was nothing so terrific about
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that. But I was me. The loneliness and disappointment were sharp and
definite, and their sharpness told me there was such a thing as me.
Somebody had to be there to have this dream which so plainly had not
come to pass, there was somebody who held onto a conviction that life
could and should be something greater and more to the point than this.
Somebody who had certain imaginings about the possibility of love
and intimacy. Then I found that Susa was single again and all that
changed. It's not that I am anything but grateful for this life. But I'm
lost in the pattern of it. I can point to everyone in it but myself.

Susa and I have begun to think about finally selling our two
houses and buying one. All this time there have been good reasons why
we had two places, Susa’s in North Cambridge and mine in Jamaica
Plain. One of them was that Susa didn’t want to move Terry out of the
Cambridge schools, and I understand that. Another was that it took a
long time for the kids to buy into being together. I can’t say I blame
them. It was never their choice. I think Amy was the last to accept it, if
she has. But we’ve gotten to the point where we can have Thanksgiving
together and not feel that it's a sad parody of family life. Sometimes I
still feel that Amy is almost left out when the four kids are together, but
now I think it’s the way she wants it.

At any rate I kept the house in J.P. But now Tam’s grown up,
Amy and Jocie are both in college and Amy is about to graduate. In a
year, Terry will graduate from high school and as Susa says, it will be
our turn. This is assuming we have a couple of nickels left after paying
all this tuition. But both her place and mine have appreciated in value
enormously, and if we sell them both we should be able to buy one and
have something left over to get Terry through school with. We might
even get married. Unless the world gets still more screwed up and all
bets are off.

Susa has been talking for years about cleaning out the basement
and going through everything that is stuck away here and there
throughout her place, in what seems to be lifetime storage. Sometimes
she gets up a head of steam when she’s straightening and organizing
and says she’s going to tackle all the old boxes, but in the end she never
has, probably because I've never wanted to help. I have my own
basement to go through and sort out, and the thought of doing them
both is overwhelming, so somehow that means we never start on one.
But now that we're talking about selling there’s no choice. We certainly
aren’t going to move every bit of the accumulated crap of the last thirty
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years so we can keep it in some other house’s attic and basement. I
admit I have a hard time throwing anything away, but I'm not going to
carry it to that extreme.

So one day, Susa finally did persuade me to go through some old
boxes gathering mildew and the peculiarly adhesive grime of
basements, a substance that seems to be composed of spiderwebs,
plaster dust, and mud. In one of them I found her husband’s old medical
books and notebooks. I wasn’t surprised she had found them impossible
to throw away, and I had no idea what she would want to do with them
now. He was hers, theirs, and I was in no position to make any decisions
about something of his.

I pulled out a notebook and opened it out of curiosity. Who
wouldn’t be curious, in my situation? It was a “Composition Book” with
a black-and-white marbled cover, warped with age and faintly
mildewed. Its faded price tag said $1.19. In the square on the cover
where the owner was supposed to put his name or the subject, there was
“Dr. David Aller” and the number 23. David’s handwriting, which I had
seen before, was dark and confident, legible even though the notes
looked written quickly. I idly turned pages. I have a few narrow slices of
medical knowledge related to what my equipment can do; I know how
not to sound ignorant in a conversation with a doctor, but that’s it. I
knew I wouldn’t understand if I tried to study his notes. Diagrams —
blobs connected by arrows: cells interacting, exchanging ions perhaps.
Chemical notations. The sort of thing I don’t have a clue about, really.
But seeing it made him more real to me than he’d been in a long time.

Then I turned a page and it was in a different color ink. Written
at a different time, I thought. His handwriting looked subtly different.

It said:

It’s like this: You're driving down the road, you come around a
curve and there isn’t even one of those useless signs that say WATCH
FOR FALLING ROCK. Rocks fall before you know it, they hit your car,
they land in front of you and behind you, you aren’t going any farther.
You aren’t cruising around the next bend in the road like you always
have. With your baggage in the trunk.

You can’t hang around or a rock might fall on you. You have to
get out and walk, and carry what you can, or have to. Maybe you never
get around the bend, but you can’t go back either. Which way, then?
You can either climb up the side the rocks fell from — proven to be
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dangerous already — or choose the other side of the road and go down.
What's down there? You can’t see.
Does everybody have this problem being this age?

Holy shit, I thought. I glanced at the next page, I riffled through the rest
of the notebook, and there seemed to be more of this stuff that wasn’t
biology or chemistry. Talk about real. It almost scared me. Was I allowed
to read this?

Those words, coming from Susa’s husband, were thrilling and
humiliating. I thought, Hell yes, I've had that problem. I instantly
recognized the feeling of being fifty years old. Or approaching it,
because David was forty-nine when he died. But I hadn’t been able to
put words to that feeling until David found them for me. So was I, all
along, just a version of him? It made sense that Susa would pick me for
the same reasons she picked him (I had no doubt she had done the
choosing). She had a husband, and a backup husband...good planning
on her part. He was the starter, and I came in off the bench when
needed. But the thrilling part was that what he wrote seemed to speak
directly to me. All this time he had belonged to everyone in Susa’s house
but me, and suddenly I was included and more than included. Tam and
Susa were women and Terry was a teenager; I knew there were things
David could only share with me. I sat down on a box and turned pages.
Susa’s name caught my eye.

The human condition is one of aloneness. I don’t know why it is
slightly comforting to put these words on paper. Writing this down does
not change it, and no one will read the words. No one should. They
would only make Susannah unhappy, and they certainly wouldn’t do
Tammy or Terry any good. Primum non nocere. The only acceptable
reader would be someone outside our family, and why would they care?
When this is full I'll have to dispose of it, somewhere safe.
Demonstrably, this is a pointless and dangerous activity; nevertheless I
continue.

The other day I was waited on at a store by a woman who was
dressed in a way that told me a) she knows she is very attractive and b)
she wants men, or at least one man, to see it too. She was fully present.
She wasn’t just a clerk, she was a woman. She wasn’t afraid to look me
in the eye. I felt the possibility, which I am not used to feeling. Though
I'm sure I wasn’t the man she meant to attract. No rings on her fingers.
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If I were single I would have left wondering how I could see her again,
maybe I would even have gone back to ask her that.

If I were single now, I don’t know what would follow. 1 know
too much now about what comes later. The fantasy cancels itself out
before anything happens. Is there any returning to the simple version of
that dream? I'm not sure it’s even a good idea.

Maybe when S. met the gquy, she gave him the message that
same way.

When S. met the guy.

When S. met the guy...my thoughts raced ahead. It fell into place:
she had an affair (I knew, if anyone knew, that she could), David found
out...everything made sense. And who was this guy? I felt weirdly
jealous of this nameless, faceless man. If she was going to have an affair,
why didn’t she have it with me?

When was all this, it couldn’t have been long before he died, but
years ago now. Nine years since he died. I was older now than David
lived to be. Maybe ten or eleven years ago, S. met the guy.

But I was the lucky one, to be still alive, to be still trying to
understand. Nothing turns out the way we expect, but that wasn’t the
point. I wondered if it would be unkind to show the notebook to Susa,
or more unkind not to. Rummaging among the papers of the dead. It
couldn’t hurt me, but what about her?

I kept reading. A long page about desire, very analytical. Maybe
when you are capable of thinking about desire, you don’t have desire.
Just the memory of it.

I don’t know what to make of any of this. Also, after this many
years I don’t know why it should matter. We were young, etc. It's not as
though I never found anybody else attractive. People will do what they
feel they have to do. I never felt I absolutely had to. Obuviously she did.

Why did she tell me? She kept it a secret this long. Wanted to be
closer to me, she said. That may have been a mistake. Maybe when two
people contract to stay together for the rest of their lives there must be
unmentionables. She said she felt I was slipping away from her, which I
didn’t notice at the time. Now I do.

No, I thought. I can’t show her this.
Wait. She kept it a secret this long, David said. We were young, he said.
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Oh God damn it. Why didn’t she tell me?

Can love of the romantic kind be mentioned in the same breath
as work and being a parent? Admittedly what I am working on seems
far-fetched to some people I respect, and it may never pan out. But I
never tire of it, though I am tired of writing grant proposals. The more
we learn about the exact mechanism of the transfer of plasmids, the
greater our chances of finding a way to disrupt it. If it is not too basic a
process to be interrupted without also killing the living system in which
the pathogen exists. Slowing the spread of drug resistance among
infectious organisms is admittedly no cure, but buying time is worth
almost whatever it takes. The stakes couldn’t be higher. Vancomycin-
resistant staph infections would be essentially 100% fatal. But maybe
there is no such possibility as the one I imagine, or maybe I am not the
one who will ever find it.

On the other hand, I am incapable of letting it go. I must know
if there is anything to this idea or not before I do that.

Fine, well and good, he didn’t fix antibiotic resistance and nobody else
has either, but what about Susa and the affair?

Some men invest their deepest hopes in women through the
medium of desire. I would like to think some women still do the same
toward men, but maybe they once did and are now deciding not to.

The aloneness is a powerful fact.

It was before we became parents, of course. Yet what made her
do it? Did she love him?

God damn it. She told him about us. All those years later, she told him
about us, what the hell did she go and do that for? There was more, but I
closed the notebook. Why didn’t she tell me this happened?

There must be unmentionables, David said. He was right about
that. Evidently there were some between me and Susa: she couldn’t
admit to me she spilled the beans. Why not? She’s always known that I
would accept pretty much whatever she does. More than I should,
maybe, but that’s the way it is. But she probably couldn’t stand to admit
she fucked up this way. Or it was plain old guilt. Did he die while they
were in the middle of having trouble about this? That would be the
worst. Until I read the notebook I had thought that David’s death was
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something we had dealt with and finished with between us. But now I
saw that it still wasn’t over.

I sat and tried to puzzle out how it must have gone. He had his
troubles, but he kept them inside. He kept quiet, but she could feel
something was wrong. No doubt she read his mind at least as well as
she reads mine.

Where are you if you can’t say how it really is to the person
you're with? Lost. Stuck. You aren’t where you think you are. David
seemed profoundly discouraged. Maybe it was absurd, but I felt I owed
it to him to complete the saying. That was why I handed the notebook to
Susa later that night, even though by then I had read the rest.
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I knew that one day soon I was going to have to give up and
leave my house. Or just leave the world, period. I knew I was too old to
take care of the place, but I didn’t want to admit it to anyone for fear
they’d put me in one of those holding pens where people sit around
watching “The Price Is Right” while they wait to die. Susannah
wouldn’t have wanted to do that to me, but I knew they didn’t want
me coming to live with them. I knew what they had in mind and it
wasn’t me living on the first floor of whatever house they were going
to buy, which was where I'd inevitably be stuck, given the state of my
knees. They definitely didn’t want an in-law apartment where their
living and dining room should be. They wanted to retire after Terry
and Jocelyn finally got through college and they were finally finished
paying tuitions, and have gin and tonics on the patio with nobody
bothering them. They wanted to go down the Cape whenever they felt
like it and not worry about whether I was going to fall down, break my
hip, and be stuck on the floor to rot till they came back.

I seemed to be getting older faster all the time. All I had to do
was turn my head too suddenly, or even look up at the ceiling
sometimes, and I got dizzy. I couldn’t climb on a chair and replace a
light bulb. I knew I had a problem when I couldn’t replace a damn
light bulb. There were days when I wanted to say the hell with it, walk
out the front door, throw the key in the bushes and keep going. But I
didn’t know where I'd go, and I probably couldn’t walk far enough to
get out of sight of the house. I'd be like a little kid who runs away to
the back yard. Cute when a little kid does it, pathetic in an old bastard
like me.

The trouble was, how would I ever know when it was time to
call it a day? And I knew that by the time it was time — even assuming I
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had a plan for how to make my exit — I could easily be too out of it to
pull it off. Forget which bottle of pills to take, or even worse, not be
able to get the damn cap off. I didn’t have the bottle of pills anyway.
And didn’t know if I could use it, if I did.

Sometimes I got short of breath and had barely enough strength
to get up out of a chair. I felt light-headed once in a while for no good
reason. I had one attack of dizziness that lasted half a day. I didn’t try
to move and that way I was able to wait it out. That was exactly the
kind of thing I didn’t tell Susannah. She knew I hated doctors, but she
wouldn’t have asked, she’d have made me go.

I couldn’t understand why Susannah never looked any older.
She was thinking about retiring and to me she looked about forty-five.
Maybe it was all that exercise she got teaching dance and working with
little kids, or maybe it was just being around kids, period. I could have
used more time around some little kids in my life. Tam was old enough
to have a child, but that didn’t appear to be on the cards. It was evident
that something, she didn’t say what, had gone wrong between her and
that guy Evan, because there were other men in her life. But never the
right one. Whenever she said she was dating some guy, after two
sentences I could tell it wasn’t going anywhere. Tammy wasn’t that
good at hiding things and I don’t think she tried to, at least not from
me. Who the hell was I going to tell? I wasn’t going to call up the
boyfriend and tell him not to get his hopes up too high. I knew most
men weren’t good enough for her, but I'm sure they didn’t. When she
was in college, the first time she brought a boyfriend home, next to her
he seemed like he was still in junior high. Did he know it? Of course
not. He thought he was hot shit. That was a problem a lot of young
men seemed to have. The only hot-shit thing I could see about that one
was, he was going out with her.

So I was biased. That was my prerogative, she was my
granddaughter. I wouldn’t have minded a bit, though, if she’d been
able to hurry up and find Mr. Right. She was old enough, it wasn’t too
soon. “Marry in haste and repent at leisure.” People seemed to know
better than that finally, they were waiting longer and longer. Trying
not to make the same mistakes they saw their elders make. At least
people didn’t have to drag a relationship on and on just because they
slept with somebody.

Susannah came out from time to time to look around and get
disgusted at the way I lived. She thought I didn’t notice her sniffing
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things, but I did. She believed I was going to die from eating moldy
food that had been sitting in my fridge too long, to which I could only
say, I tried that and it didn’t work. If she had understood how difficult
it was for me to prepare food, she would have known why I didn’t
throw cooked food away. If it was a little off, that wasn't going to
bother me. Nothing tasted like much anyhow.

For a long time she nagged me to get somebody to come in and
clean. I told her ten times I didn’t want somebody I didn’t know
barging into my house. One day she lectured me about my bathroom
and then to top it off, she got the cleaning supplies from the kitchen
and started scrubbing. It was humiliating. I knew I sometimes missed
when I urinated, but for Christ's sake, I did not want Susannah
cleaning it up. It was my bathroom, I could stand it. There was another
one upstairs for people who couldn’t. I went in another room and tried
to pretend it wasn’t happening, but it didn’t work. I could hear her
sloshing water into the toilet, and so forth, talking to herself in
disapproving tones. Luckily I couldn’t make out the words.

Finally she came out and said, “All right, that is somewhat less
barbaric.”

I said thank you, but I couldn’t look at her.

“Something needs to be done about this,” she said in a way that
tolerated no contradiction. Then she went and hired this person,
Claudia, without telling me. I almost bit her head off the first time she
showed up and told me what she was there for, which was not very
conscionable. But Claudia was pretty tough and she pretended it never
happened. Actually, though I hated to admit it, I started looking
forward to her days. She came every two weeks and while she cleaned
she talked. It beat the crap out of TV.

Some January weekend Susannah showed up, looking tired and
on edge. We had a little chit-chat that neither of us was very interested
in and then she said “I have to tell you something,” a statement that
I've never known to preface anything I wanted to hear. I sat and
waited, not having a choice. “Remember I told you how Will and I got
together, originally, I mean when David and I were first married?”

“I do remember a few things, even now, yes.”

“Tom, really, that wasn’t what I meant.”

“It's what I meant,” I said. Then I thought nobody ever gives
you any points for being a grouch.

“All right. Please. Anyway. I didn’t tell David about me and
Will. Not when it happened. But I told him later. Not that long before
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he died.” Neither of us liked to say that kind of thing plainly, but what
were we going to do? “I only told him because I wanted to be closer to
him. I know that sounds backwards. But I mean it was a long time after
and I never looked at anybody else, I just wanted him to know it
because it was the truth about me. I loved him, you know that.”

She wiped at her eye and I was glad she still missed him. I
waited for her to open her pocketbook and take out a tissue. “How’d
he take it?” I said.

She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. Anyway.
I'm telling you this for a reason.” She reached into her bag again and
pulled out an old notebook. “Will found this,” she said, handing it to
me. “I've thought a lot about this. It’s not easy stuff, it's very personal,
but it was his. I think you should have it.”

*

I had to study the notebook under a strong light, but I could
read it. It didn’t take me long to find the part that made Susannah give
it to me. I read through the whole thing in one sitting. I couldn’t stop,
even though at times I wished I could close it for an hour or a day and
just think.

The show must go on. For whom? Essentially everybody. Duty
calls. Some days are better, some worse, but why compare? What keeps
the human race going is, we can’t stop needing what we need, we can’t
stop trying to get it. We know it probably isn’t possible, but we're just
dumb enough, or smart enough, to try. To give up would be the worst of
all. Maybe the worst must happen in the end, but what about until
then?

Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be. How much more
obvious can self-deception get? Whistling past the graveyard.

Maybe self-deception is the best approach. We’re not going past
the graveyard, we’re going to it.

Did he have some sort of premonition? I never believed in those things,
but it was hard to ignore what was right in front of my face.

I seek more than simply a better accommodation to living with
disappointment.
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That stopped me for a long time. It was terrible that my son felt he had
to write that not long before he died. I understood exactly how it felt. So
much that I did not know, would never know. I thought that except for
being cut short, his life was what a life should be. But maybe it wasn't. I
didn’t want to believe that.

Hope is the key. The gap in the horizon, the one degree out of
360 that is different. The hitherto undetected pathway. Possibly hope
comes from mystery, arises because some things cannot be known.

I'm painted into a corner. And when you are painted into a
corner, the only way to get out is to make a huge mess. Footprints all
across the nicely painted floor.

All this because Susannah told him about the affair? That didn’t seem
like enough of a reason, there had to be something more.

I will never stop being Tam and Terry’s dad even when they
grow up and have their own lives, what’s between us is absolute,
nothing can change it. I wish I needed nothing else at this point. It
would be a favor to everyone if that were true. I'm sick of being a self
that has unfulfilled expectations. I have to ask what good it is doing
anyone. What could be adaptive, helpful to the organism, in possessing
this attribute? Arguably, nothing. If true, what follows? This
anomalous trait — the capacity to expect of life, or of others, what they
cannot give — must be on evolution’s To Do list, yet to be ironed out.

It’s ridiculous that I am complaining. I am better off than most
people on earth and most people who have ever lived.

Some things can’t be said without humiliating yourself, yet they
need to be said.

I recognized so clearly the way that he thought. He was hard on himself.
Tough-minded. He pressed the questions one step further even though
he knew the territory was uninviting. I admired him. I missed him. I
would never have imagined him saying what he was saying.

Dreamed I was pushing a hospital laundry cart full of water
down a city street. The city was theoretically Boston. It was hard work
pushing, the cart was heavy, typical legs-in-cement sensation. There
was water on the street as well, but not deep, it was not the reason I was
having so much trouble. Twice this water in the street deepened and
began to flow, carrying me and the cart along with it, so that pushing it
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became effortless. After the second time it stopped, I wanted it to
continue, 1 talked with an unidentified person in shadow who said it
happened from time to time but there was no way of knowing when it
would happen next.

There is something ironic about wheeling water. Why not just
pour it?

Could the motive have come down to desire? That is definitely
not enough of a reason, but nothing happens without it, everyone knows
that. Desire is necessary but not sufficient.

Desire leaves too much unaccounted for. It doesn’t explain why
men do not desire all women equally and vice versa. If this were only
about reproduction, then most individuals of the opposite sex and of
reproductive age should be equally desired. Why not the vast majority,
leaving out only those in whom one detects some sort of unfitness?
Some probability of producing a child that will not thrive?

One could go on adducing explanations: hormones, pheromones,
psychology. Mother and father, projection, neurosis, needs rooted in
one’s history, attaching themselves to an available object with the right,
let’s call them, receptors.

Is that an accurate picture?

I thought, nothing could be more David than this.

If it is, then most of what’s said about love is an elaborate con
job, and a great deal too much has been said. For this to be the case,
human beings must have been systematically hoodwinking themselves
on this subject over a period of centuries. If so, did they do it
knowingly? No. It's impossible to imagine that while Shakespeare was
writing Romeo and Juliet he was thinking “I'm really putting one over
on those suckers.” He meant what he was saying. If done unknowingly,
how could the same lies have been told so consistently over so much
time? That requires positing some sort of invisible controlling force,
which seems to be a popular point of view right now. Nonetheless, it is
muddy thinking and won’t bear careful examination. The hypothesis
collapses under its own weight.

That, in turn, suggests there is such a thing as love, over and
above, or different from, all other facts which may be true about human
psychology and physiology.

I am still no closer to saying what it is.
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Maybe love is irrelevant after a certain point in life. Or at least
overrated.

What a rotten place for him to be in when he died. First I was furious at
Susannah, then I thought how she must have felt reading it. It was a
punishment without his having meant it that way. And maybe she
didn’t even deserve one, maybe he would have gone through this at his
age regardless.

Again — after this many years, after Tam and Terry, what if she
did love him? It didn’t seem to me that our life together turned out to be
missing anything. Unless I simply failed to notice. And now, if things
are missing, I chalk it up to life itself.

The note in my locker:

I want you to know so you don’t have to guess. I don’t want to
take a chance on you guessing wrong. I'm not taken. Are you?

Those were the exact words. I didn’t keep the note and it wasn’t
signed anyway, but I knew it came from her and I wasn’t about to forget
what it said.

She was standing beside me and the students went out of the
room. We were alone for thirty seconds. The patient was there but
sedated. Without preamble I said to her, I'm married. Without even how
are you. That was what I said instead of how are you. Of course she
knew already, I wore a ring.

She said That wasn’t what I asked.

She has a man, 1 said.

You know that? Did she tell you that?

No, but I think maybe she tried to. There are reasons why I
think I'm right.

Are you going to tell her about this?

Nothing'’s happened.

But if it does.

She hasn't told me.

But I know you. You're too honorable not to tell, aren’t you?

I don’t know.

Medicine is exhausting. Especially at that point in your career.
There’s too much stress. You feel no one outside the profession knows
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what you do, no one understands it or visualizes it accurately. You
know where the boundaries are with patients and why they are there.
But with an equal, a colleague, someone with whom you're on the same
team that mucks through the same muck together, there could be
intimacy if you were awake, if you had more than thirty seconds. There
are no secrets about so much that’s human, everything about the body
and death is out in the open, everything about your own strength and
weakness, determination, self-doubt, skill, failure, you share all that,
which is more than you share with almost anyone. When you’re beyond
tired, how do you censor, how do you not just act? Or maybe you're too
tired to do anything but collapse. Which is it? Does the exhaustion
prevent you from doing what you shouldn’t, or does it let you? Does
anybody understand that just plain tiredness is more of a factor
sometimes than what you think you believe? Does anybody know that
the main thing that makes people behave properly is enough sleep? The
parents of newborns know, and people in certain professions, like this
one. And people fighting wars. Otherwise I doubt that people find out
how tenuous the boundaries are. Or they do and then they forget.

When she tried to tell you, what did she say?
I can’t talk to you about my wife, I said (that was a mistake).

I felt something, 1 don’t know what it was. It wasn’t that
Susannah didn’t want me to make love to her. She did. Something was
different, but then, things change. I didn’t expect everything to stay
exactly the same between us. Nothing ever does. So it could have been
just us.

Some days that one seemed meant for me. I know she thought
she was. That is a strange concept, but at the time it wasn’t a concept, it
was an almost irresistible feeling. People are not for other people’s use or
satisfaction, no matter what we may think sometimes. People are not
here to make other people happier, even when they’d like to be. That is a
distressing fact, otherwise known as adulthood.

Life is compromise.

What did she want from me?
She wanted me to want her, I know that.
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I should never have gone to her place. I didn’t know she was
going to pull her sweater off over her head as I stood there by the door.
Don'’t go yet, she said.

Please, 1 said. 1 wanted to touch her and 1 was afraid of
everything that would follow when I got home, if I did.

She was watching me half-naked and half-smiling. What could
she have been thinking? Maybe that by putting my hand on the
doorknob behind me, and turning it, I was admitting how much power
she had. She came to the door to close it, without covering herself.
Anybody could have seen. She didn’t care. She terrified me sometimes.

Sometimes 1 think what she wanted was for me to break her
heart.

Who knows what is in somebody else’s?

She wanted a kind of transcendence, maybe an impossible kind.
Maybe there is only the impossible kind. It seemed she would do
anything for that. But would I, that was the question. Would I give up a
way of life, would I give up honor, respect? Would I be willing to give
up Susannah? Maybe she would be willing to give me up, I couldn’t
tell. Maybe our marriage was not what it seemed, maybe it was not
marriage after all.

I think I understand better now what she wanted. For her it took
the form of desiring a lover. For me, now, not that form so much as the
desire for knowledge no one has. Now I think the same longing takes
multiple forms that look completely different but are not. I very much
doubt whether anyone can fulfill it. This explains why religions
continue to exist. Two possibilities: either people recognize the longing
and the emptiness as their own, or they don’t. I think the ones who don’t
are worse off, but maybe not. When do we tear off the disquise and start
to live? We don't. I feel that I can see all the way to the end of life and
know, not guess at, not fear, but know the inevitable limitations. To be
young was to hold an unspoken almost violent conviction that I would
transcend them. To have lost that conviction, to be convinced that
what 1 imagined will not happen and what’s worse, probably never
could have happened — is to be old or, at any rate, definitively not

young.

That was the last page of his writing. Oh my, I thought. Oh my oh fuck.
What the fuck now.
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I went in the pantry and found a bottle of wine I had been
keeping for visitors, opened it and poured what I knew was too much
for me.

I could see why Susannah felt it would have been wrong to
keep it from me, but I wished she had. It hurt too much. No. The
opposite. I wouldn’t have given up for anything the chance to be alone
with him one more time. Especially in that way, so close to him, a way
we never were in life.

This woman in his life — definitely another doctor, probably a
resident, like him at the time. And did he have an affair with her, or
not? I couldn’t tell. Maybe whether he slept with her didn’t matter. No
doubt this was bothering Susannah a lot. Taste of her own medicine, of
course.

So much fucking sadness in life. He was one of the luckiest men
I knew of, or so I thought, and look at this, even the troubles of lucky
people hurt. Well, I knew that. But not about him.

So goddamn old and useless, what could I do about this?
Nobody could do anything about it, but what the hell could I do with
such knowledge about him? And not just him but them. My son, my
daughter-in-law, the generation that succeeded me, the parents of my
beloved grandchildren...I already knew perfectly well that life was
messy and disappointing, there was nothing new here. Absolutely
untrue. Everything seemed altered at the root. If he had lost his hope,
so then, it seemed, years later in reading this I too had lost some hope I
didn’t even know I had.

I drank the wine, I went to bed, I had to get up to urinate of
course, then I couldn’t sleep. Pretty much standard procedure, except
for the wine. I sat staring out at the dark. It was a cloudy night and
there were not many lights visible, mostly just a faint glow reflecting
off the clouds from Dogpatch over the hill. I kept thinking about hopes,
my hope, investing hope in women through the medium of desire. Yes,
I definitely did that once upon a time. More than once. Did DNA mean
that David had to live some version of my experience? Surely not, but
what he wrote there sounded more than familiar. One plunged ahead,
or not. In retrospect, to plunge was the better choice, blindly made
though it was. Somehow recklessness was greater wisdom than
caution. Was that right? Maybe not. I couldn’t make life prove
anything that sounded like an answer. Regrets certainly were no
answer to anything. Continuing to live was not an idea, it was
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continuing to live. But since I would soon stop continuing...It still
didn’t mean that all this would add up to something. No pithy last
words. Disappointing those assembled to see me off, no doubt.

God damn it, I thought, why did David have to die before me?

I have lived too long.

One thing I knew I must never allow myself to do was to start
feeling sorry for myself. And I could see I had started. I couldn’t go
down that road, there was no end to it.

David was so David in that notebook. Trying to figure
everything out his way, even though anybody else would have known
it was stuff that wouldn’t figure. He had great confidence, but I
suppose at the time he didn’t know it. He always believed, deep down,
that he could understand everything if he tried hard enough, and God
knows he worked hard. Susannah teased him about being so rational,
but she loved that about him, too.

I kept trying to remember if David ever dropped any hints
about having such a hard time. If he did, they would have been about
two words long. It was exactly the kind of thing he didn’t like to talk
about. Still, I thought I remembered him bringing up something about
how his mother and I split up. When was that? It would have surprised
the hell out of me if he was thinking about getting a divorce. That
would have been the last thing he’d willingly do. And as for Susannah,
I knew how she felt when he died. She couldn’t have faked that. If they
were having trouble right around then, I had to believe that only made
it harder for her afterwards.

Strange to think of my son with this woman I never met, who
was not Susannah. Either falling in love with her, or almost falling, I
couldn’t tell. To think of him and Susannah both on the brink, how it
all could have come apart, and then there never would have been a
Tam or a Terry, maybe never children at all — that seemed impossible,
as though life could only have worked out the way it did. Not true,
there were real choices. Damn few left in my life. Maybe there were
never that many that really made a difference, but the ones that did
changed everything. David made his choice and Susannah hers, they
chose each other and everything followed from that. Everything
seeming so solid, like a granite curbstone, immovable except by heavy
equipment, or in this case, death. Solid followed from the most
ephemeral, certainty from the greatest doubt. Stability from the most
unstable. Why so upsetting, then, to remember where it came from?
Those were things we could not talk about. Maybe fear was still
lurking there, maybe resentment, anger. Fear without a doubt. No one

206

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TOM

likes to admit to fear, but I learned not to trust people who don’t have
any. When that woman scared David, it sounded like that was very
good judgment. But that was going in circles, back to caution and all
that didn’t work about it. The question was when to trust your fear and
when not, the question was always choice, staring you in the face and
no one to help you make it. No one could. If you did not choose, by
hesitating you chose the worst of all: too late. Those words I hated
more than any others.

I woke up stiff and aching and found that I had fallen asleep in
my chair. That, too, was typical. It was still dark. With considerable
difficulty I made my way to the bathroom and then back to bed.
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I knew David and I weren’t in a good place as a couple when he
died. It tormented me then and it tormented me again when I read
what he wrote. I didn't know how unfinished things really were
between us. But at least now I knew some of what was bothering him
was just life itself, and I couldn’t have done anything about that.
Contrary to what David thought, his notebook did no harm to me. It
didn’t forgive me, but it didn’t blame me either; it asked questions that
no one could answer. It hurt like hell, but after a while, I think reading
it helped me in a wayj, if anything could.

When I read the notebook, I fell in love all over again with
David’s devotion to finding things out, especially the hardest possible
things, the impossible things. When he tried to explain love and desire,
right there in front of me was his faith that he should be able to think
his way to the bottom of anything, or that someone must be able to
even if he couldn’t. That quality always made me want to take care of
him.

He always knew he couldn’t think his way to the center of me; if
he hadn’t known that, I wouldn’t have been able to love him.

One question he asked I could answer: did I love Will? Yes. And
he loved me. It was such an unfair deal that he got — no lover, no
daughter, and to top it off, divorce. One man got marriage the way it
should be, and one got it the way it shouldn’t. I was responsible for
that, in the end. Some things cannot be put to rights. Of course I didn’t
know that divorce would be the eventual outcome for Will, but
knowing him I might have guessed.
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What got David into a funk in the first place turned out to have
had nothing to do with me, and if I had known that, I might have kept
my mouth shut. Obviously I was pretty stupid to tell him about me
and Will. I just wanted him to know that there was absolutely nothing
hidden between us, I thought that would help him but it didn’t work.
It made him go back over whatever happened with that doctor — or
didn’t happen — and that only made him feel worse. Why didn’t he just
have her when she wanted him that much and was willing to go that
far to let him know it, why didn’t he have five-star sex with her and let
himself enjoy it? Because he was David and ashamed of how he felt.
Maybe if he had thought he deserved his doctor-lover...but David was
not born to think that way.

Even if he had let himself have her, the aloneness that made him
so unhappy would still have been there later on in life. He sounded as
if he suddenly noticed it, in his late forties, and it surprised him. As if
he had never felt it before, which is hard to understand, but maybe that
was just how single-minded and focused he was. He had us, he had his
work, and he didn’t need anything else, until one day he did.

Or did he sleep with her, was it symmetrical after all? It was
only my assumption that he really was too honorable and therefore he
didn’t. I couldn’t believe that he would have; if he had slept with her, it
would probably have meant he had decided we were going to
separate.

The truth was, I saw when I read the notebook, we were
separating. We came closer than I realized. Tam was what people call a
divorce baby, except the opposite because it worked and we stayed
together. She was our marriage baby. Mine and David’s — or she would
have been mine and Will’s. What a choice to have to make. I was
sleeping with two men, I was pregnant, this meant I would be married
to one of them, which would it be? I loved them both. Not the same
way, but it made no sense to compare.

I wanted them both and one cannot have a life like that, except,
in fact, I did. It was so definitely not what a woman should want, much
less have. Supposedly. But it felt exactly right for me, until I got
pregnant with Tam. I look so average now, mother of two, working,
going back to school, rushing from task to task, I am virtually the
average American woman of my class and age, even being with Will
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but not married to him is completely unexceptional these days. No one
would look at me and imagine that was how it once was.

When I was young I didn’t want anyone’s advice. I had no
intention of conforming to what others thought I should want, or
should be. Let them know nothing, let them think nothing, just let me
live, was that too much to ask? So I could only ask myself the hard
question: which one, Will or David, I was more willing to give up. Or if
not willing, able. And if not able, I still knew I had to. What was perfect
for me could never have worked for a child.

I could have chosen Will. It would have been harder, of course.
No, that’s not even true. If I had chosen Will the difficulties would
have been mine to go through; I chose David, so the mess was Will’s.
In all unfairness, he paid the price for my staying married to David.
After the choice was made it became the inevitable. For a long time it
seemed pointless to think about what if, but the notebook made me do
that again.

I knew Will, too, was still thinking about it, still digesting it. He
finally actually knew David, in an intimate way — knew things about
David that even I hadn’t known before. Now he understood better the
man I married. Will’s a romantic, not a scientist, but I knew he would
think about this every bit as long and determinedly as David did.

If David had lived, who knows — they might have become
friends. How incredibly peculiar that would have been.

I don’t feel as though I've done anything to deserve to have so
many choices in life. I have just had them. Tam probably thinks I'm
much too privileged, too damn entitled. Maybe Will does too. Most
people seem to feel life happens to them — Will certainly does — and
they live that way, they accept that they have to live that way. What
else did the notebook say but that life happened to David and he had
to accept it no matter how little he wanted to? I can only wonder if it
feels that way to Tam. It's been so long since we really communicated.

Of course, given how everything turned out, I had to ask myself
if I deserved Wil It didn’t seem like I could claim that either. There’s

no way I could ever be the woman he fell in love with, not anymore,
and he must know it. I wonder if he has always been a little
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disappointed, ever since he got me at last. Maybe he still sees me as I
was, under this. It's lucky for him if he does. It seems as though the
way he’s made is, he fell in love with me and then he was done falling
in love, that was it, there could never be any going back or moving on.
I would never have had the gall to ask for that from him. But that’s
who Will is.
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My mom and I more or less took turns on alternate weekends
going out to visit Tom. Half the times when I drove out, I wished he
hadn’t moved so far away, and the other half I was glad for the break
from the rest of my life. We both knew he probably needed more
taking care of than we were giving him, but we didn’t quite want to
talk about it, because that would have meant changing so many things.
Also we both knew he would never admit he needed it. As far as Tom
was concerned, asking for anything was an unacceptable sign of
weakness and his job was to take care of us, not the other way around.
Which seemed to let us off the hook to a certain extent.

Driving out to visit Tom was the opposite of being Girlfriend
Tam, especially on a Saturday when I had been her on Thursday and
Friday nights and knew I would be her most of Saturday night too. It
was the beginning of February. Yes, Girlfriend Tam had a date lined up
for Valentine’s Day, who was in fact Sean, the friend of Brian’s I had
slept with in the fall. He got credit for being persistent. It was surreal to
me, but people were starting to think of us as a couple and I was going
along with the program. My resistance was the invisible kind, inside.
The day was sunny and cold. There had been a thaw, the snow was all
gone except for what lingered in the ruts of harvested fields and
among stands of trees where sun could not melt it. Now everything
was frozen hard again and the air was so clear it almost gave me a
headache to look up at the sky.

I pulled up in Tom’s yard next to his pickup and his woodpile.
There was still a good amount of firewood, maybe enough to get
through the winter since he didn’t depend on it to heat the house.
Three black bags of trash in the back of his truck, a tangle of old
electrical wiring, what looked like motors, the bent skeleton of a lamp.
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A dead-looking toaster. I wondered if that meant he didn’t have one
anymore. Also maybe we should make a dump run.

I knocked on the kitchen door, heard nothing from inside,
opened it. Knocking was a formality anyway. Probably he was half-
asleep. I scoped out the kitchen quickly — yes, he still had his toaster,
which looked almost as old as the one in the truck. I knew my mom
believed he was living in squalor and was going to poison himself
sooner or later with spoiled meat, but in my opinion she exaggerated.
His kitchen looked pretty decent. There were a couple of dishes from
his lunch in the sink. I didn’t check the fridge, the way she would have
the second she walked in. That seemed rude to me, treating him like he
was incompetent.

He was in his usual chair and obviously I had waked him up.
“Grampa,” I said, “don’t you think it's kind of hot in here?”

“Nope.”

“Well, I do.” Actually it was incredibly stuffy. I threw my coat
on a chair. In the next room the TV was playing to itself. It had gotten
to the point where he never turned it off except to go to sleep or when
people came to see him. Even then, sometimes he didn’t seem to notice
that it was on. He must have seen me give it a look, because he said,
“Turn that damn thing off, okay?”

I did. I tried the remote first and it didn't work, which
happened regularly.

For some reason I never felt like sitting down when I first
arrived at Tom’s place. I wandered around his living room, idly
picking up familiar objects and looking at old New Yorkers that were
piled up all around. He always sat in the same chair next to his desk,
where he had his lamp and his magnifier and his stacks of one thing
and another — newspapers, bills, books. He was very organized. I
couldn’t figure out why my mother didn’t seem to notice that. His
mind was fine, it was other parts of him that weren’t.

“I just came out to see how you're doing,” I said.

“Kind of a long drive for that,” he said, which was his way of
saying he didn’t want to be reminded he needed help. “Your mom was
just here yesterday.”

“She was? What was she doing here?” It definitely wasn’t like
her to be driving out to Tom’s on a Friday.

“She wanted to bring me something.”

That didn’t make a lot of sense; I could have brought it out to
him, whatever it was. It seemed to me he was annoyed, or
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embarrassed. Maybe it was some medical thing. Bodily functions. Not
something I wanted to know about.

“You know, you really ought to go outside for a little. Get some
air. It’s beautiful out. There’s no snow on the ground, you're not going
to slip on anything.”

“Maybe you're not,” he said. “Besides, my knees are not so
beautiful today. There’s always the sunporch.”

“All right.” I tried not to watch too obviously as he painfully
hoisted himself out of his chair. He pushed himself up with a hand on
each arm and then transferred his grip to the edge of the table. I could
see how fiercely he was bracing himself as he straightened up all the
way. I always felt I should be close by in case the hand that was
stabilizing him might slip. But what about when he was alone, which
was virtually all the time? When he had his feet under him I said “I'm
thirsty, do you want anything?”

“No.”

“How about tea?”

“Okay.” If he had said no to that I would have brought him the
tea anyway. No was the ritual answer.

I filled the kettle and turned on the stove, but nothing
happened. Great, I thought, how long has this been going on? I tried
lighting it with a match, but I knew if gas were coming out I should be
able to hear it and I couldn’t. No luck. Tom had made his way to the
sunporch and sat down there. “So,” I said, coming out on the porch,
“when was the last time you cooked anything?”

“This morning. I had oatmeal.”

“Well, your stove won't light.”

“Try using a match.”

“Idid.”

“Damn. You smell any gas?”

“No. I think it’s out.”

“What would you think about calling up the company? Their
number is on that list next to the phone in there.”

I got them on the line and pointed out that my grandfather was
eighty-two and I didn’t want him out here by himself without a stove.
If they thought I meant there was no heat in the house, let them think
it. It got them to say they’d come and refill his tank. In fact he had oil
heat and it worked only too well, in my opinion. In his fridge I found
some cans of Diet Pepsi and took one.

“You drinking this stuff now?” I said, back on the porch.

“Your mom left those here a while ago.”
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“Pretty bad, isn't it?”

“You don’t have to drink it.”

I sat down on the creaking wicker loveseat. “What else doesn’t
work around here?”

“Well, there’s my eyesight, there’s my short-term memory — you
offering to fix them?”

“I'm really a pro at plugging in extension cords.”

“You could see if you can get the remote to work on the TV.”

“It’s the battery.”

“How do you know that?” His tone suggested that I was being
a smart-ass.

“It's always the battery.”

We sat for a bit and looked out at the brilliant afternoon. Red
leaves flashed in the sun from the sumac down by the creek. A jet trail
silently crossed the sky, heading west. Crows picked at something on
the ground among the stubble in the fields. “I saw the groundhog
again this morning,” Tom said. “I think he’s living under the back
porch. I heard a lot of scrabbling around down there.”

“Wait, you saw the groundhog on Groundhog Day?”

“Believe it or not.”

“Did you take out your .22 and try to shoot him?” He hadn’t
done that in years. It was a long-running battle which the groundhog
had won by attrition.

“Somebody confiscated my ammunition, otherwise I would
have.” He sounded grumpy but looked affectionate. He knew perfectly
well I was the somebody.

“Listen, how about a run to the dump? I noticed a lot of stuff in
the back of the truck.”

“It can wait.”

“Really, come on, let’s go before it gets to be too late. I'll drive if
you want. I just need to move around, it's my day off, you know? I
spend all week in the office.”

“Well, if you put it that way.”

We went to the dump and heaved our trash in various piles; I
was extra-aware of the unevenness of the ground, worried about Tom
keeping his balance. Of course on the way in and out we inspected the
usable stuff people had left by the gate. Old windows and doors, a
waffle iron, a supposedly working cheap black-and-white TV, one
chair out of a dinette set, a white metal kitchen cabinet. Nothing we
needed, but always fun to shop the dump.
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“You're lucky you live out here,” I told him on the way back.
“The rest of the world’s really getting fucked up.”

“I know. I get the same news everybody else does.”

“Yeah, but when you walk down your road you don’t look up
and see the Pru or the Hancock building and imagine a plane crashing
into it.”

Tom grunted and shook his head a little. “They showed that
thing too many times. It wasn’t good for morale. If this is a war,
somebody better start thinking about that.”

“Is this what wartime is supposed to feel like?” I said.

“I don’t know what the hell this is. How many troops has bin
Laden got? Three dozen? I don’t know why it takes the whole damn
U.S. military to catch the guy.”

“What, don’t you want them to?”

“Of course I do. And then I want them to lock him up for the
rest of his life and make him watch speeches by George W. Bush
twenty-four hours a day. Don’t execute him, that would just give him
what he wants. Make him suffer.”

“MTV. Endless Britney Spears videos forever.”

“Would he hate that as much as watching W.?”

“More.”

When we pulled into Tom’s yard the propane guy was there; he
had just finished filling the tank. I told him I'd light the pilot lights and
Tom told him I knew what I was doing, but he came in anyway. I had
forgotten that the water heater was gas, too. When he was done and
had left the bill, I put water on for tea. Tom and I sat at the kitchen
table. I always liked being surrounded by the old wainscoting in his
kitchen, and the glass-fronted cabinets full of dishes I'd been seeing all
my life. “I hate all this war talk all the time,” he said.

“Sorry.”

“Not you, sweetheart. The people running the show.”

“Is anybody really running it, do you think?”

“That is a damn good question,” Tom said, which Sean would
have agreed with. But I was not going to bring him out to meet Tom
and talk it over. Girlfriend Tam didn’t do things like that. “Some
people think they are, but they’re wrong. You know what they’re going
to accomplish? I do. Some of the people who go over to Afghanistan
will come back alive, and some of them will come back dead. And if
they come back alive, they’ll probably never like themselves for it.” I
knew he meant himself. “Nothing you can do about it,” he said.
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“At least what you did really meant something. That’s a lot
more than I can say.”

“Tammy, you mean more to the people who love you than you
could possibly imagine.” I knew he meant well, but there was
something truly depressing about having to be told that I mattered to
my family. Was I that bad off?

“You know, I feel completely pointless right now. Everything’s
going to hell and I'm not doing anybody any good, all I do is work to
pay the bills so I can work some more and pay the bills. I mean, who
cares? Really.”

Tom looked tired at that and I thought, too late, it wasn’t very
nice of me to ask him that question. He often complained of feeling
useless. “You might want to have a little patience with life. Everything
can’t happen right when you want it to.”

“I suck at having patience.”

Tom studied me for a while. The closer he looked, the worse 1
felt. “Is there something going on I don’t know about?” he said. I
didn’t want to say and it must have shown on my face. “Okay, don’t
tell me,” he said.

“I teel like I've made a mess of everything, you know?”

“Nope, I don’t. What's everything?”

“I just told you. Besides which I'm dating some guy I don’t even
care about.”

“What happened to the one who went overseas?”

“I broke up with him.”

“Hm.” Tom didn’t look surprised. “Well, you must have
wanted to.”

“Ididn’t.”

“He take up with somebody else?”

“No. I did.” I couldn’t look at him. “I met this...guy I was
attracted to, and when I tried to talk to Evan about it, we ended up
breaking up.”

“For Christ’s sake, Tammy, if he didn’t have the sense to come
home, it doesn’t matter anyway.”

“Oh, that’s easy for you to say.”

“So, is that all?”

“What do you mean, all?”

“You meet some guy and before you know it, it happens. Big
deal. You're young. It's human. What do you want to be, better than
the rest of us?” The honest answer would have been yes. Which was
really not something I wanted to know about myself. I said nothing.
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We seemed to be at an impasse, but it wasn't like either of us to give in.
“The first thing you ought to do is forgive yourself.”

“I don’t know how. And I don’t think I should.”

“Oh come on. Don’t get moralistic on me. Where’d that come
from, anyway?”

“Well, maybe you don’t think it matters, but I do. And if he ever
does come back from Turkey, now he won’t give a damn about me.”

“People get over these things.”

“Grampa, you don’t understand,” I said, knowing that sounded
childish. Poor me, I give up, feel sorry for me.

“I know, I probably don’t understand anything. Too damn old.”
He knew that would make me pull my act together. “You still love this
boy? The one in Turkey?” he said.

“Yes.”

He thought for a while, and I waited. I had not said that out
loud to anyone, even Emma, so I didn’t know what came next. Besides,
it hurt.

“Well, I don’t know why you do. I don’t know what’s so
wonderful about him. But if that’s the way you feel, you'd better call
him up. Tell him what you told me.”

I tried to imagine it and couldn’t. “You think it’s that simple?”

“I didn’t say that, sweetheart.”

“What if he tells me he hates my guts?”

“Maybe it would mean he gives a damn.”

I could come up with half a dozen crushing things Evan could
say to me, all of them justified. Or he could have a girlfriend. Or he
could not care if I lived or died. Or I could not have the courage to try
it, and then be even more disgusted with my cowardice. That I couldn’t
bear, either. Thoughts were suffocating me, I had to get out and
breathe.

“I don’t know, Grampa. Maybe. I think I'd better get home, it’s
getting late.”

“Well, before you leave, would you mind looking at something
for me? I got something from the oil company that’s printed in the
smallest damn type, I can’t read it. Take a look on my desk, it should
be right on top of the bills. You know where I mean?”

“Sure.” I went into the living room and looked there. Either this
thing wasn’t on the pile of bills, or I didn't know what I was after.
“What does it look like?” I called.

“It looks legal,” he said. “Manila envelope.”
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I scanned the desktop and didn’t see it, so I opened the desk
drawer in front of me. Old mechanical pencils with the names of
companies he had worked for. The stapler which he must have bought
before I was born. I opened a drawer to the side, where I knew he kept
his meticulous records of everything about money; still no manila
envelope from the oil company, but something else caught my eye. An
old notebook with the number “23” and my father’s name written in
the square on the cover. Idly I opened it. Medical school, maybe? Or
later on, maybe this was his research? “Hey, where did you get this?” I
said.

“What?” Tom called from the kitchen.

I didn’t answer, busy turning pages. I flipped to the back of the
notebook and there I read, won't bear careful examination. The hypothesis
collapses under its own weight.

That, in turn, suggests there is such a thing as love, over and
above, or different from, all other facts which may be true about human
psychology and physiology.

I am still no closer to saying what it is.

My father wrote this?

I don’t know what to make of any of this. Also, after this many
years I don’t know why it should matter. We were young, etc. It’s not as
though I never found anybody else attractive.

I must have said something aloud. “What?” Tom said from the kitchen. I
heard his chair scrape back, and him standing up.

People will do what they feel they have to do. Obviously she did.

Why did she tell me? She kept it a secret this long. Wanted to be
closer to me, she said. That may have been a mistake. Maybe when two
people contract to stay together for the rest of their lives there must be
unmentionables.

I could not understand what these words were referring to, or I did not
want to, and Tom’s slow steps were coming toward the living room,
making it harder to think.

She said she felt I was slipping away from her, but I didn’t notice that at

the time. Now I do.

Maybe love is irrelevant after a certain point in life. Or at least
overrated.

I didn’t need to know, as long as I didn’t know. Except it is the
truth. I've never turned down a piece of the truth.
Tom was in the doorway. “What have you got there?” he said.
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“I don’t know, exactly. It's something my dad wrote. Where did
you get this?” Grampa Tom stood and looked at me in the most somber
way and said nothing. “Have you had this all along?”

“Give that to me,” he said, in a voice that, about anything else, I
could hardly have disobeyed. “Now.”

“Why? What is it?”

“Your mother gave that to me. Not to you. It would be much
better if you would leave it alone.”

“Grampa, this came from my father. It’s his. I'm not going to just
forget I saw it.”

“I know.” His look said that was my problem.

“Have you read it?” He nodded. “Who’d he write it for?”

“No one. Himself. Definitely not you.”

“It's a journal?”

“It’s things that were on his mind.”

I looked down at the page, at the line I had last read. I didn’t need
to know, as long as I didn’t know. Except it is the truth. I've never turned down
a piece of the truth. “1 have to read this,” I said. I wouldn’t be his
daughter if I didn’t, now that I had started. “I'm going to take this
home. I'll bring it back to you later.”

“I'm asking you not to do that,” he said, looking me in the eye.

If it had been something of my mother’s I would have handed it
over. “I'm sorry, Grampa,” I said. “But it's as much mine as it is
yours.”

Tom winced a bit at that, and sat down heavily in his chair.
“Shit,” he said to himself, quietly but violently; then he looked up at
me. “Well, I guess you're an adult. I sure hope you are.”

That scared me a little. But I wasn’t going to change my mind
now.

“I'll see you soon,” I said. I leaned down to give him a peck on
the cheek the way I always did. He gripped my arm; his hold was still
strong. “I'm only asking you one thing in return,” he said. “Be kind.”
He let me go and looked away, pretending to ignore that I was leaving.
It was what he did; it never failed to make me feel the heartlessness of
leaving him there alone. Now compounded by this book in my hand
that said something he didn’t want me to know. He couldn’t stop me
but that didn’t make it okay.

It got dark on the way back. I didn’t turn on the radio; my
thoughts were plenty to keep me busy. What was sitting on the
passenger seat beside me was making my heart race. Sean and I were
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supposed to go out, have a couple of drinks, go to a movie or else to
Johnny D’s to hear music, eat somewhere, end up at his place for the
night. But that was the last thing I wanted to do. I wanted to stay home
with my father’s notebook and do whatever I had to do once I started
reading the words on the pages, which probably included crying. I
didn’t want to read it knowing that as soon as I closed it, I'd have to get
ready and then go out with Sean. And act like Girlfriend Tam. I couldn’t
be her for him, or watch myself do it. Especially after that conversation
about Evan.

I called up Sean and told him I was sorry but some stuff had
come up around my grandfather’s place that I had to deal with right
away, I couldn’t meet him for drinks and I wasn’t sure when I could
meet him later, and wouldn’t it be better maybe to just get together
tomorrow? He wasn’t happy with this. I could tell he knew he wasn’t
getting the whole truth.

I paced in the apartment after the phone call, trying to calm
down. Emma told me a new installment about the girl in her program
who had a painfully obvious crush on one of the professors —a woman —
how she had begun imitating the way the professor dressed and talking
in the same pet phrases. But I kept being distracted, knowing the
notebook was in my room. I was thinking of pouring myself half a glass
of wine and drinking it before I started to read, but then I went and
picked up the notebook without meaning to and opened it, and before I
even sat down, I was reading.

Grow old along with me, the best is yet to be. How much more
obvious can self-deception get? Whistling past the graveyard.

Maybe self-deception is the best approach. We're not going past
the graveyard, we’re going to it.

Can I really read this? I thought.

I seek more than simply a better accommodation to living with
disappointment.

Hope is the key. The gap in the horizon, the one degree out of
360 that is different. The hitherto undetected pathway. Possibly hope
comes from mystery, arises because some things cannot be known.

I'm painted into a corner. And when you are painted into a
corner, the only way to get out is to make a huge mess. Footprints all
across the nicely painted floor.
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The rest of that page was blank. I was able not to turn the page
and go on. There was more before and after that, but I wasn’t sure I
wanted to read any more, ever, or if I wanted to have read that much,
but it was too late and I could never un-read those words.

I closed my door and curled up on my bed, holding the closed
notebook with my finger still between the pages where I stopped
reading. What I had read was inside me. It was a bad feeling in my
stomach, a feeling that spread to my chest and made it hard to breathe.

He was there, I could feel his presence, my dad was with me
again and he was so unhappy. It hadn’t occurred to me that this could
happen. But why couldn’t it? He was a person like other people, wasn’t
he, no, he was my father and if I was going to be given one more time
with him why did it have to be this?

Grow up Tam, crying isn’t going to bring him back. All his
troubles have been over for a long time now.

That only made me cry harder.

When it passed I got up and blew my nose and splashed water
on my face and looked at myself in the mirror, miserable creature, if
Sean could have seen me he would have been glad he didn’t have to try
to deal with this. Not that I would have let him. Emma could see I didn’t
want to be asked anything; she pretended not to notice I had been
crying.

If my dad had a midlife crisis or something, what was so
surprising about that? But I couldn’t bear the thought that maybe when
he walked out past that parked truck, he didn’t look because he was
trying to think his way out of the corner he felt painted into, that maybe
he had died feeling that unhappy.

I always think of my dad’s soul hovering around the moment of
his death, not forever I hope to God like the image that orbits the black
hole, but for some time, watching, unable to alter what happened, seeing
his body that he had just left because it died, thinking so sadly about
everything and everyone he had to leave behind. Reading the notebook
gave me an awful thought: what if instead of sadness at having died, he
felt relief?

There are some things a person cannot think for more than a
second.

Momentarily I was blank; then I wasn’t. The notebook was still
on my desk, it was mine now, for the rest of my life I would know it
existed and sooner or later I would have to read it. To put off that
moment seemed absurd. All I could do was read on.
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I will never stop being Tam and Terry’s dad even when they
grow up and have their own lives, what’s between us is absolute,
nothing can change it. I wish I needed nothing else at this point. It
would be a favor to everyone if that were true. This is why I am tired of
being a self. I have to ask what good it is doing anyone for this self to
have unfulfilled expectations. What could be adaptive, helpful to the
organism, in possessing this attribute? Arguably, nothing. If true, what
follows? This anomalous trait — the capacity to expect of life, or of
others, what they cannot give — must be on evolution’s To Do list, yet to
be ironed out.

It’s ridiculous that I am complaining. I am better off than most
people on earth and most people who have ever lived.

Some things can’t be mentioned without humiliating yourself,
yet they need to be said.

As soon as I so faintly heard my dad’s voice saying those words,
I closed the notebook. I don’t want to know what they are, I thought. I
don’t want to and I don’t have to, ever. I shouldn’t have kept reading.
Except the sentence about me and Terry, I wouldn’t have missed that for
the world. There was no way out, I was going to have to read it. Tom
told me not to, maybe he had better reasons than I knew, but it was too
late.

For an instant I was almost ready to call up Sean and go have
several drinks and do anything he felt like, be Girlfriend Tam and put it
off for one more night, mention nothing, make it not have happened for
a few more hours. But then I knew I couldn’t call him. It wasn’t that I
thought I'd slip and tell him about the notebook. I knew I couldn’t tell
him, ever.

I needed to break up with him, didn’t I?

It was a relief to think that, instead of trying not to. The notebook,
waiting to be read, blotted out anything else I might have felt about that
abrupt and final decision.

I came out of my room; Emma was making a salad. “I thought
you were going out,” she said.

“Yeah, no. I begged off. Sean’s kind of pissed, but you know.
Too bad.”
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“Do you want some of this? It'd be easy to make it bigger. I was
just going to throw some feta cheese in it and maybe we still have some
leftover chicken.”

I searched the fridge. “Well, there’s one piece of chicken, that’s
about it. And there’s some beets.”

“Oh, that’s fine for me. You know Brian, we’ll be having a pizza
in a few hours no matter what.”

“How come you're not getting fat?”

“Iam.”

“Yeah, right. Here, let me do the rest.”

Emma took a turn looking in the fridge and found some olives.
She threw a bunch of them in, I put the salad on plates and we sat
down at the table.

After a few bites she said, “So are you okay?”

“Um -1 guess.”

“That good, huh?”

“I found this thing today at my grandfather’s, this notebook, it
belonged to my dad, and I haven't finished reading it but — there’s
some stuff in it that might be, like things I don’t want to know?”

“Oh.” We ate salad for a while.

“I could really use a glass of wine,” I said. “You want one?”

“Sure.”

Sometimes, for a joke, I would do my fine-dining act for Emma,
pour a little in her glass and make her taste it while I showed her the
label. She played along very well. Sometimes she sent the bottle back,
which showed good taste since we only bought cheap wine. I wasn’t in
the mood for that game tonight. “I was thinking of asking you to read
it for me,” I said. “Tell me which parts to skip. But I wouldn’t skip
them anyway.”

“How could you?” Emma said.

Brian came and got Emma and they went out. The apartment
was mine for the night. I turned off my phone. I washed our few dishes
and looked out various windows at the neighborhood, waiting for
something inside to tell me I was ready to read all of it. For a while I sat
at Emma’s desk as if there in her space I could get away from being
me. Her room was like mine, equally odd-shaped with sloping
trapezoidal walls. She had a slightly better closet, but otherwise there
was very little to choose between the two. She had put a poster of
Velazquez's Las Meninas above her bed and next to it, a tiny Japanese
wood block print, her favorite art object. Tacked to the bulletin board
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above her desk, among the notes and postcards, was a pen-and-ink
drawing she had made of her desk and her bulletin board with slightly
different clutter and her own hand drawing the drawing. It looked like a
sudden impulse that she dashed off without even noticing her own
ability. I admired it without the slightest envy; I knew I couldn’t even
begin to do that. Hanging on the back of her door was a Celtics T-shirt,
originally Brian’s, that she slept in sometimes; there was a short green
candle in a candle holder on her bedside table and I assumed it was
there for the purpose of romantic nights. They had been together how
long now? Ten months, more or less. She knew how. She would never
have to make my mistakes.

I closed the door to my room, as if someone might still interrupt
me, and sat down at my desk. All right. Find where it begins, and read.

I read the notebook all the way through, and then I had to go
back and read again, stopping at certain parts and hovering over them
as if I could make the words say more than they said. The problem was
not that I didn’t understand what my dad was saying; it was that I did.
My mother had an affair with some guy, early on in their marriage,
before I was born, and he did the same with a doctor he worked with.
Because of her? My mother went first, and when this other woman
came on to him, he was in no position to resist. She set betrayal in
motion, and he replied. How could she do that? I wanted to wash my
hands of her, walk away from her, be cold and distant and correct.
That was impossible. I couldn’t keep that up for five minutes. I
couldn’t remove myself from Terry, how would he feel, I didn’t want
him to know about this for fear it would make him an even more silent
kid. But I knew and I wanted more: what was she after? What could
she possibly have wanted, to make her cheat on my dad that way?

Tom was right, it would have been better if I hadn’t found this,
but once I did I had to read it. I didn’t want to know any of this. It was
reading ahead in the book of life before I was ready. Not just her, damn
her, but my father’s unhappiness, his disillusionment that sat on my
heart and wouldn’t budge. Would I have to live under it from now on?
If he was right, then in the end what did it matter if anybody loved
anybody, or thought they did, in that way, because it came to the same
thing regardless...just have children, that was what mattered and
lasted. Not love, so-called, between equals. Have children, have work
you care about, the rest is disappointment. I was in a kind of fury,
hating the words I had read, his declaration, of what? Adulthood.
Futility. I was the child, was this what I was born for?
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I wasn’t given a choice. Nobody was. Grow up, deal with it. The
alternative was, don’t grow up. Some people did choose that. I was not
cut out to be one of them. Maybe I could pull it off: I could be
Girlfriend Tam. For how much longer? Girlfriend Tam could only be
young or she would become grotesque. Maybe five years, then it
would be over anyway. I did not want to think like this, did not want
to have the power that my dad’s notebook seemed to have given me, to
look back on my own life before I even lived it. It was squeezing the
life out of my life, I could no longer even make my own mistakes,
much as I hated them, because even the mistakes weren’t mine but
everyone’s. Or my mother’s, which I really hated. How different was I
from her, I as much as cheated on Evan didn’t I, all I did differently
was break up with him before it actually happened. It was all me, he
didn’t quit on us. So I was her? My dad would not have done it first, I
knew that, or else the worse truth was I wanted to believe that. If he,
too, was not what I thought, then where was I but in a kind of limbo. If
they were unknowns, unknowables, I could be anyone. We all could be
anyone. This kind of freedom was a form of horror. Suddenly I
understood Evan: he wanted this, he was this already, before I had a
clue what it meant. He wanted a completely new beginning, didn’t he,
to cut loose from whoever the past made him and become...anything,
himself, what did that mean, himself. Was there a self to become? Or
only endless shifting, floating, falling? He wanted this. I could not get
my mind around that. He wanted this horrifying state of being. So then,
when he said he loved me, when I thought I loved him, did I even have
any idea who he was, or was that, too, an illusion, as my dad all but
said? When I did such a lousy job of dealing with his absence and
caved in to my own loneliness, was I missing anything but my dream
of who he was, was there even an Evan to miss or was that name just a
label? Just because his name stayed the same it didn’t mean there was
the same self behind it. He could have become anyone, in Turkey. A
person could become anyone without going anywhere, living on the
other side of the same block, or in the next room, or right next to you in
the same bed. So when I told Tom I loved Evan, Tom who had lived
through all this and more than I could imagine, what could he have
thought? That I didn’t love Evan, I loved his absence. And why not? I
am absence’s daughter. Why not absence’s lover as well? If girls grow
up to want someone like their dad. I always thought that formula was
too simple but now it looked like it might be true.

But Tom said call him up. First he asked me if I loved Evan and
when I said yes he said call him up. As if my saying that meant
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something. Or was he only indulging me. Maybe it was the same as
saying Look, you're too young to understand it any other way, so go
ahead and act on what you think is real, even if it’s really not, you have
no other choice. Ever practical, my Grampa Tom. So why wouldn’t he
be practical about despair?

I felt robbed of everything that mattered. It was all in shreds, I
had nothing to stand on and no one beside me. Things were worse for
many people on earth, and just like my dad I knew that was so, but
being aware of my own selfishness only dug my hole deeper.

Eventually, somehow, I fell asleep.

When I woke up I wished I hadn't.

I dragged myself through Sunday, talking to no one except
Emma, a little. She knew I was having a bad time but I couldn’t tell her
much of it. The part about Evan I could find words for, how he wanted
this terrifying kind of freedom and I could not stand it. She was
smarter than to tell me I was wrong, but I knew she wanted to because
she still wanted it to work out for us, and her believing in that
possibility comforted me a tiny bit.

Monday came. I got up, I got ready for work, I walked to the
subway, routine secretly exerted its sustaining force. I caught myself
thinking: now what? In the background of the day’s work this thought
continued to unfold, ever so gradually. Life continued, under new
conditions: now what?

That night I studied my dad’s notebook until I had certain
passages involuntarily memorized, not that I wanted to remember
them at all: Mother and father, projection, neurosis, needs rooted in one’s
history, the very thing I didn’t want to think, that I would be forever
determined by the two of them, knowing what I knew now. I had read
my Freud when they assigned it and I wished I could un-read some of
it, but you can’t do that, attaching themselves to an available object with the
right, let’s call them, receptors. Was that what Evan was, the available
object with the right receptors? Then all this drama didn’t matter. None
of it did. We drew our cards and were forced to play them. Or we were
the cards, only imagining ourselves the players scheming to win the
game, all of the story we told ourselves about ourselves a mere by-
product, an epiphenomenon as some depressing theorist called it. The
fantasy cancels itself out before anything happens. I know too much now about
what comes later. Maybe when two people contract to stay together for the rest
of their lives — was that all it was, a contract? nothing more sickening than
a prenuptial agreement, divorce in advance why did anyone bother to
get married after that? there must be unmentionables. So much for truth,
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then. Wanted to be closer to me, she said but how could anyone be close to
anyone if all this was true. Except to their receptors. Let’s call them
receptors. Oh yes, let’s. Where was the receptor for the soul? For the
truth of oneself? The human condition is one of aloneness. I don’t know why it
is slightly comforting to put these words on paper. Believe me, dad, it isn’t
comforting to read them there must be unmentionables and he knew these
were some of them, it was my own, I was going to say choice, to read
them, but really not. It was no one’s choice, no one intended it, it was the
order of things. WATCH FOR FALLING ROCK. How many times, when
we were driving on a highway, did he point out the absurdity of that
warning, our velocity being what it was, and that of the hypothetical
falling rock constantly accelerating, how vanishing an instant there
would be to notice and turn the wheel, by the time you read the sign it
would be too late. Should that rock be falling, whether it would hit you
or not was in all likelihood predetermined That requires positing some sort
of invisible controlling force, we would not have agreed about that if we
had ever talked about it we can’t stop needing what we need, we can’t stop
trying to get it. We know it probably isn’t possible We know: certainty; it
probably: uncertainty. Uncertainty trumps certainty, therefore we do not
know that it is impossible, I am incapable of letting it go. Possibly hope comes
from mystery, arises because some things cannot be known. The hitherto
undetected pathway must lead to something more than a receptor or there
is no hope in it at all: I'm not taken. Are you?

That stopped me every time. Was I taken? Yes or no, check one.
Yes, by Evan, forever I know too much now about what comes later so then
to check no was the one choice I still did have since he, so clearly, was
not taken by me whatever I may once have thought I am incapable of
letting it go. I must know if there is anything to this idea or not before I do that.
Some men invest their deepest hopes in women through the medium of desire.
Was that what Evan did with me? And did I rob him of those hopes?
Then what an asshole I was. I would like to think some women still do the
same toward men apparently I did, without knowing it, but that was a
basic mistake — unless uncertainty trumps certainty — and if I still could,
what then, not about “men,” not about a category, this isn’t science,
what about one person, Evan, unique I am incapable of letting it go. did I
think I could? Was I taken? Yes. No. I could not spend my life on an
absence. I had no choice, my father was an absence I am incapable of
letting it go. Mother and father, projection, neurosis, needs rooted in one’s
history, attaching themselves to an available object with the right, let’s call
them, receptors.

Is that an accurate picture?
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So much for hope if it was.

Sometimes I think what she wanted was for me to break her heart. 1
would like to have back the hopes Did I do that to Evan? Or to myself
Who knows what is in somebody else’s? Could he have wanted me to, it
didn’t sound as though “that one” had much of a heart for my father to
break but I knew Evan did and no one could really want that if they
were capable of feeling it. Did I do that to him? People are not here to make
other people happier That is a distressing fact, only to make them unhappier
then? where was the logic in that? maybe the truth was that nobody
“made” anybody anything, we were just here interacting within a plan
we would never understand, and what we each made of these
interactions was entirely up to us The aloneness is a powerful fact Who
knows what is in somebody else’s? otherwise known as adulthood. the same
longing takes multiple forms This explains why religions continue to exist.

But I didn’t have one. Except this, maybe: Primum non nocere. 1
didn’t know Latin, but I knew that. “First do no harm.” If that was my
one scrap of religion I had failed. I had done harm, hadn’t I? There was
no denying. And here was another: You're too honorable not to tell, aren’t
you? I couldn’t be certain whether my father turned out to be that or not,
but I was not too honorable, that was a demonstrated fact. What became
of my loyalty to the truth? let’s call them receptors. To be young was to hold
an unspoken almost violent conviction that I would transcend them. My dad
was right, but was I still young? WATCH FOR FALLING ROCK.

But I was incapable of letting it go suggests there is such a thing as
love, over and above, or different from, all other facts We know it probably isn't
possible if I was still young, the crucial word was “probably” The gap in
the horizon, the one degree out of 360 that is different. Or even one 360% of
that one degree out of 360. Even one vanishingly small sliver would be
enough, if the possibility remained of slipping through that infinitely
improbable gap. The whole difference between hope and despair
teetered on that “if.” The balance shifted from minute to minute. I was
exhausted and there was no real rest.

I took the notebook to work with me and copied all the personal
part. I wasn’t taking any chances of letting this get away from me, too.
Also, I had told Tom I would give it back. I wasn’t sure if I could part
with it, but maybe to him I had to. It would come back to me in the
end. Not a happy thought, but Tom would die one day and nobody
else was getting the notebook, I would make sure of that somehow.
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Maybe there was, in fact, no choice. Maybe where my dad was
when he wrote the notebook was where we were all heading. In which
case, what? I could try to pretend I didn’t know that and make the
most of the time in between, except that pretending was against my
principles, if I still had any that I had not violated. Girlfriend Tam, case
closed, nothing was stopping me from being a total fake. To give up
would be the worst of all and Girlfriend Tam was just a different form of
giving up either people recognize the longing and the emptiness as their own,
or they don’t. Fine, great, I own it. It’s all mine.

I came out of my room and there were Emma and Brian sitting
on the couch in old gray sweats watching a movie and eating take-out
pizza. It was as though they had been a couple forever and always
would be. They reminded me of me and Jeff; I had given up exactly that,
for an illusion if my dad was right but there was also no going back to it
without a different kind of pretending. Were she and Brian pretending,
then? No. In my selfishness I had been thinking of asking Emma to read
the notebook, so we could talk about it, and I saw that slipping those
poisonous thoughts into her heart would be the worst betrayal. This, at
least, I would manage not to get wrong. When do we tear off the disguise
and start to live?

About ten the next evening Emma stuck her head into my room.
“Hey,” I said.

She was holding a book. “Listen, you took theory.. Would you
tell me if you can understand this?”

“Okay.”

“The real of art is ideal impurity conceived through the
immanent process of its purification. In other words, the raw material
of art is determined by the contingent inception of a form. Art is the
secondary formalization of the advent of a hitherto formless form.””

“No. Are you kidding? What is that, anyway?”

“It’s by this guy Alain Badiou, he wrote this thing called ‘Fifteen
Theses on Contemporary Art.” I'm supposed to give a presentation on
it the day after tomorrow.”

“Good luck.”

“Do me a favor? Tell me I don’t have to pretend I get it.”

“I'll write a note to your professor.”

“What happened with that thing you found, of your dad’s?” she
said.
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It was a good thing I realized she shouldn’t read it before she
said that. “It isn’t happy stuff. It's about how my mom had an affair
when they were first married, and he did too, and how incredibly
disappointed he was, it must have been not that long before he died, and
how people can never really...” Don’t go there. “He was having a very
hard time.”

“Must be tough for you to read that,” she said.

“It is.” But saying it like it was his problem and not everyone’s
helped a little. “There’s so much I didn’t know, he never talked about
anything like that. I mean, nobody would, to their kids, but it’s just so
weird to read it now and think — I didn’t really know him as well as I
thought. I always thought he had the most methodical life, he knew
exactly what he was going to do and every day he did it. He was that
kind of a dad. Organized. Well, maybe my mom was the organizer, but
he was like the last word. Everything seemed so...you know, stable.”

“Maybe that’s just what parents have to do. Make it seem that
way. It must be hard sometimes, keeping up a front.”

“So is that what it means to be a family, everybody has to
pretend all the time? You have to hide everything real?”

“I sure hope not. Not all the time. I'm not signing up for that.”

“Does Brian know how lucky he is to have you?”

“Tam. I can be such a pain.”

“Funny I never see that. Living with you and all.”

“Do you think about your dad a lot?” Emma said. “I mean,
usually? Before this thing showed up?”

“Do you?”

She looked flustered. “I'm sorry, maybe I shouldn’t have said
that.”

“No, I mean it. Do you think about yours?”

“I don’t know if I think about him that much, I just have him.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Me too. I just have him. Only he isn’t living
anymore.”

“What is that like, though?”

“In my family we have a million little stories about him, stuff he
said, all his weird mannerisms. That's what my dad is now, mostly,
those stories. There’ll never be a new story about him. Except for this.”

“Not one you wanted to hear,” she said.

“No. Also I probably think about death more than other people.
Where the soul goes after you die. I wish I knew things like that.”

“Boy, so don’t I,” Emma said.
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“You know, I go by the place where it happened all the time. It’s
not that far from our house. It's the strangest thing, Em, I can’t explain
what it’s like. You know how people name intersections in memory of
so-and-so, like every street corner has to be Somebody Somebody
Square, and they put plastic flowers on the pole by the sign, and the
plastic flowers get all gritty and faded and look kind of stupid and sad,
and pointless? We could have done that, at least I think we could, at
the corner of Walden St. and Mass. Ave. Which would have made it
even weirder to go by there. Now nobody knows but us. It's so
ordinary, there’s a KFC on the corner, I mean you would never think
there was anything interesting about that corner. It's about seven
blocks from my house. And that’s the exact spot where my dad died.
For no reason. Or was there one. Are there reasons, or not? And is like
one percent of his awareness still hanging around there, maybe
knowing that I'm driving by, those are the kinds of things I have to
think about.”

“Yow,” Emma said quietly. She thought for a while, leaning in
the doorway of my room. “Do you think it is? Still there?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I just want to. Or maybe I don’t want to.
Who'd want to hang around that intersection forever? It's boring.
There must be better things to do with the afterlife than that. Watching
traffic go by.”

“You're a trip,” Emma said.

“Death is a trip.”

On Friday I broke up with Sean. I thought surely our phone
conversations and e-mails during the week must have made him see it
coming. I drove to his block and sat in my car, replaying in my mind
many things but mostly the past year and a little more, since Evan had
left for Turkey, and how badly I had handled most of it. Sean was
expecting me, but he didn’t know what I had made up my mind to say,
and it was two hours before the time I said I'd come over. He might be
in, he might not. If he was, he was. Just do it. I rang his bell.

The door buzzed and I pushed it open. Up the stone steps, into
his hallway. I knocked on his door and he opened it, looked quizzically
pleased to see me. “Tam. Cool. What's up?” He went to kiss me and I
sidestepped it. “Wait,” I said.

I was just inside the door. If I didn’t go any farther I would be
able to make a clean getaway. “Listen, Sean,” I said.

“What, what's up, come in and close the door.”
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“I can’t right now.”

“Something wrong?”

“I was hoping I'd catch you.”

“Um...aren’t we going out later?”

“No.”

“We're not?”

“Look,” I said. “I know this is kind of...all I can do is say it. I
don’t think we should see each other anymore.”

Sean lowered his head and stared at me from under his eyebrows
as if he were looking at something dangerous. “What? Why not? Tam...”
He kind of bleated my name. “What happened?”

“I, um, this, I mean...Jook, this doesn’t work for me. It has
nothing to do with you, it’s not your fault, Sean. You can’t do anything
about it, it just doesn’t work.” He had no idea there was such a person as
Evan and I wasn’t about to tell him now.

“Wait a minute, didn’t I just see you a week ago? In fact, unless
I'm really severely mistaken, didn’t you sleep here? What happened?”

“Please,” I said. “Just do me one favor, please. Say anything you
want, but please don’t tell me you love me.”

“Why not?” he said, but I thought I could see in his eyes that he
didn’t really need to ask.

“Because you don’t.”

“Shit, Tam...”

We looked at each other. He didn’t contradict me and he could
see I didn’t want him to. “Yep,” I said.

“You're wrong,” he said, too little and too late.

“You still have the spare key to my car.”

He looked pissed all of a sudden in an everyday way, as if I had
interrupted him while he was grading exams and now I was wasting his
precious time. “It's on my dresser,” he said. “I'm sure you can find it.”

Did he want me to have to remember when Girlfriend Tam first
went into his bedroom, with him, the two of them stopping to kiss
halfway between the living room and there? I did, but I didn’t let the
memory slow me down; I picked my car key out of his pile of keys and
change, and came back out without looking at anything else. I knew
there were a couple of things of mine in the bathroom he would have to
throw away, but I wasn’t about to stop to find them too. I hadn’t meant
to come all the way inside if I could help it.

He was blocking the way to the door, and he put his hands on
my shoulders in a now-now-little-girl way that I hate. “Does it really
have to be this way?” he said.
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“It really has to,” I said. “I have to go now, okay?”

He dropped his arms, disgusted. “I hope this makes you happy,”
he said.

“Happy...no. It just is.”

“Why?”

“Sean. You know why. I told you why. Do you want me to say it
again?” He couldn’t look at me. “I have to go,” I said, opening the door.
“Okay? So.” I took a breath. “Goodbye.”

He shook his head, still not looking up. “Bye,” he muttered. I had
to turn away and get out of there quick, I was beginning to feel bad for
him. Had to get out of his building, out under the impersonal sky, down
the block to my car, close door, drive off, the sensation of relief would
come soon, wouldn’t it? Congratulations, I thought to myself, you were
a complete bitch. Cold and horrible. You totally blind-sided the poor
guy, and what the hell did he ever do to deserve that? He took me out,
he introduced me to his friends, he acted like he thought I had a brain in
my head, he wanted me..what does he get for all this? Not good
enough, screw you.

I tried to think my way off the hook. Of course what happened
between us wasn’t enough and I knew it, even if he didn’t. Now he can
go meet somebody who thinks he’s the answer. Then he’ll thank me
after all. It didn’t really hurt him half as much as he thinks. By next week
he’ll figure that out and he’ll be fine. Maybe even glad I saved him the
trouble of being the one to break it off. I had to do it, I didn’t have a
choice, I felt like I couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t even a thought, it was
physical.

Try as I might, I still felt like an awful person. I should come with
a warning label. Date At Your Own Risk. If anybody was ever going to
want to again.

And now I had to figure out what I was going to do about Evan.

The day after I broke up with Sean I brought the notebook out
to Tom. When I handed it to him, he took it and held it in his lap,
looking up at me and saying nothing. I sat down, not knowing where
to begin, feeling strangely awkward as if Tom were not my own
grandfather.
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“You don’t have to tell me anything about this, but I wish you
would,” he said.

“It's so hard to talk about,” I said.

“I know. We never have. Well, your mom did tell me a little,
quite a while ago, when she and Will first got back together.”

I sat there and it was like those words didn’t make sense as a
sentence. What did Will have to do with it? Then I saw what Will had
to do with it.

“Oh, shit.”

I stared at Tom, and he at me.

“You didn’t know,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“No.”

“God damn it, I didn’t think I could make it any worse and now
I've gone and done it.”

But I didn’t want him to talk, I didn’t care about how he felt or
who did what except for one simple thing: it was Will my mother had
the affair with in the first place. And this same Will was the next thing
to my stepfather, the man in a father’s place in my family, my father’s
family, she did this knowing exactly what she was doing, after he died.
“Oh shit,” I said again.

“I thought you must have figured that out. Your mother is
going to kill me. And frankly, I wish she would. She only gave me that
notebook because it was his, she never meant for you to know any of
this.”

“Okay, so...so nothing about my family is what I thought it was,
it’s all just a bunch of lies?” That last word made me start to cry. “What
am I supposed to do now?” Tom got up from his chair and came over
to me, patted me on the back as I sat there, bent over crying and trying
to stop.

“I'm sorry, Tammy.”

“It’s not your fault, Grampa, it’s all her fault, I can’t stand her,
how could she just do this?”

“Ssh,” Tom said. “It'll be okay.”

“It won’t, how can it?” I sat there sniffling for a while and he
kept patting me. “I don’t know how I'm ever going to look her in the
eye again.” I got up and went in the kitchen, blew my nose on some
paper towels, wiped my face, looked out the window and tried to
breathe. Some crows who were out in the yard flew up as a group,
cawing, made a sweeping turn and then came down in the field. One
stayed behind, then flew after them in a hurry as if it were saying Wait
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for me. “God damn it all,” I said to the frozen landscape, my breath
fogging the pane. “All. Every bit of it.”

“Sweetheart?” Tom called. “Come back here.”

“I'm coming.”

I sat down with him again, but didn’t look at him. “How did
she let herself get away with this?” I said.

“The first time, or the second?”

“What's the difference?”

“Oh, there’s plenty of difference.”

“I can’t stand any of it. Who 1is she, anyway?”

“She was just trying to make it. The second time, I mean. Just
get through life, you know? There would have been somebody else if it
wasn’t Will.”

I didn’t want him to say Will’s name. “Then it should’ve been
somebody else.”

“It was familiar. He was. I'm sure that helped.”

“Too familiar,” I said.

“Honestly, I think she’s done about the best she could.”

“Why are you forgiving her? She cheated on my dad, don’t you
care about that? Wasn’t he important to you?” As soon as I said that, I
knew I shouldn’t have. “I'm sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean that.”

“It's a damn good thing you didn’t,” he said angrily. “You are
in no position to say that to me.”

We both tried to get a grip on ourselves, not looking at each
other.

He said, “What’s important to remember is they had a good
marriage.”

“She must not have thought so.”

“Marriage isn’t the easiest thing in the world, you know. Wait
till you try it. Maybe they both had a hard time getting used to it at
first. Most people do. I'm talking about later on.”

“I'm surprised there was a later on.”

“People are tougher than you think, Tammy. They have to be.
People get over things.”

“Or they don’t.” It seemed to me there were things no one
should get over.

“Would you rather they got a divorce? You'd never have been
born.”

“So what? What does that prove? It doesn’t mean they had a
good marriage, just because they had me.”
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Tom looked me over in a disagreeing way that turned into
straight-up disapproval. “Tammy, you're not going to like this, but
you're very young and there are still a few things you don’t know.
Also you can’t see yourself right now. A certain amount of humility
never killed anybody.”

That hit me exactly where I lived and I felt like the lowest piece
of crap on earth for a second. Such the fucking ungrateful child.
“Sorry,” I muttered, but it was grudging and he knew it. What the hell
could he expect? This wasn’t something I could get over in ten
minutes.

He nodded a few times and sucked his teeth. “Okay.” He still
looked pretty unhappy with me. I began to wonder how I was going to
walk into my mom’s house after this, how I was ever going to be in the
same room with Will. Tom said, “Do me a favor.”

I knew I didn’t have a choice. “Okay.”

“Don’t talk to your mother about this right away. Let it settle in
for a while.”

“Did you tell her I read it?”

“No, I didn’t have the nerve.” We shared an ironic half-smile.
Wasn’t that exactly backwards? She should have been the one who got
scared, not the one who did the scaring. It made no sense, but to us it
did.

“Grampa, I don’t want to get you all mad at me again, but if
they had such a good marriage, why was he so unhappy when he
wrote that?”

I could see him trying to think what he could and couldn’t tell
me. The next words would be “let me put it in this way.”

“I've read it again and again,” I said. “The damage is done. Just
tell me. Please.”

“Some parts of life can be very difficult,” he said. “No matter
what.”

“I'm so not looking forward to this.”

“This particular thing, what he’s writing about, it might be
something men have to get through more than women.”

“So it’s real. It’s not just him.”

“It’s real for a while.”

We sat there absorbed in our separate thoughts.

“Life is no pushover,” I said. Tom looked up at me and his look
made me feel about twelve years old.
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I spent all of Sunday afternoon getting up my courage to call
Evan. Trying to think how I was going to tell him I was sorry for so
many different things and how I was not going to try to justify myself
and I was not going to fight with him and I was going to do everything
in my power not to get defensive when he told me how I fucked up, I
was going to take it and get past it, I had to or we would never be able
to talk. Some things can’t be said without humiliating yourself, yet they need to
be said.

But when I punched in his number, and kept trying it in case I
put it in wrong, nothing happened except I got some unintelligible
message which I decided meant it was not in service anymore.

February 11
Dear Evan,

Two words and I already got stuck. I could hear him saying
What the fuck are you doing calling me Dear Evan, you dumped me,
so much for Dear Evan. And Dear Evan meant I thought various
crucial things were the same as they had been, that I was the same, that
the word “dear” was the same, that he was who I had thought he was,
none of which was necessarily true.

Hi Evan -

No way. Hi Evan was every e-mail I got at work telling me to
till out this spreadsheet and send it back in twenty-four hours.

Evan,

Who the hell was I to start in that abruptly, just Evan point-
blank as if I were calling him on the carpet, when if anybody was in the
wrong here it was me? It was going to have to be Dear Evan and if it

made him think Fuck off so be it, maybe some part of him would like
hearing it regardless.
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Dear Evan,
I really need to talk to you

But what did he need, or want, maybe nothing from me anymore. He
could tell me to go to hell, then. That was part of the deal. Or never
answer, which would be worse.

Dear Evan,

I don’t know if you have a new phone number or what, but I
really need to talk to you, so if you have one, could you tell it to
me? Please.

Or if you're willing to call me could you call me?

I can’t stand to have things end like this between us

I couldn’t even stand to see the word “end” in that sentence.
I can’t stand to have things be like this between us.
You know you're going to have to say it. Just fucking write it.

I want to apologize. If you'll let me. And I have so much I need
to talk to you about. But I can’t do it this way.

love, Tam? Would I put that word before my name, as if the word
“love” were still one I knew how to use?

As if I thought I could wish us into an alternate universe where that
was what I had always written at the end of every message, the way he
did? As if I could make everything okay by typing a word?

That was ridiculous.

If Sean could see this it would blow his mind. Girlfriend Tam grovels.
Screw Sean and Girlfriend Tam too.

This was not the place to say the struggle I was having with that word.

Tam.
I clicked “Send.”
He would tell me his phone number and I would call him.

He would write back that he wasn’t interested in talking to me
ever again.
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He would say, Whatever you have to say, just put it in an e-
mail.

He would have a girlfriend.

He would have a wife.

He would have an official work permit, he would be planning
to stay indefinitely, he would have decided to move on to India,
Thailand, Vietham, he would have become a Buddhist monk.

Valentine’s Day came and went; Evan didn’t answer. Girlfriend
Tam didn’t go out on Valentine’s Day, but some of the prospective
boyfriends hadn’t forgotten they were interested in her. They kept
calling from time to time. I put them off. I didn’t tell them, but I had a
feeling she was never going to be available anymore.

I put off talking to my mother, too. It was the route of least
resistance. It was what Tom wanted me to do, I didn’t know what to
say to her, I was afraid of what I might say. She was busy. I found
ways to be busy as well.

I had one of those fleeting glimpses of Evan on the street, the
back of his head far down the block, like I hadn’t had since right after
he went away. I didn’t need that to tell me he was on my mind. The
notebook had pulled me back into the part of my life when we met, the
part that began the day my dad died. I remembered telling Evan that
what happened to my father never ended, and not being able to
explain it to him. I didn’t even know how true it was when I said it. I
kept working on imagining the final moments of his life, as he stood
there on the corner waiting for the walk light. I wanted him to have
been thinking about me or Terry or his work, the things that made him
happiest according to what he wrote, not about my mom and their
trouble or whether the longing could ever be fulfilled. What would he
have been thinking about me? Some mundane thing, something
everyday. He didn’t know, after all, that it was all about to end for him;
it was a day like every other. More likely, because he was on his way to
work, he was thinking about that, something I'd never really get
because I would never have his kind of an education and understand it
at his level, but something absorbing and worthy of his attention. I
liked to tell it to myself that way best: he was lost in thought about his
favorite problem and then like that, from one moment to the next,
without warning, it was over. Then his soul floated up out of his body
(which I did not want to imagine lying on the street) and he looked
down at himself and realized he had died. How could that have felt? It
had to be a hell of a shock when there was no expecting it. Or could it
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be that a part of someone actually did know when death was on its
way, even under the most unexpected circumstances? Then he floated
up and up, so I pictured it, higher and higher like my little vision in the
third grade, and from there he could see where everyone who mattered
to him was at that moment — like Superman with x-ray eyes — me at the
high school, Terry in his second grade classroom, my mom on her way
to the studio where she taught dance. He could see Grampa Tom at his
place way out in the country. He could see our house, and his lab, and
every place he cared about, and then...my imagination reached a point
where it had to stop. But I felt sure he hovered around and saw what it
was like for us to get the news, and wished he could say something to
us, I never knew what. But not what was in the notebook. And perhaps
for a while longer. But that hovering could not go on forever. I
remembered when I felt he was really gone from our house, when even
his absence left. There had to come a time when his soul turned its back
on us, and went on with something that we could never imagine. But
there could never come a time when mine turned its back on him.
Which was strange, really. I was still facing him, but he was never
facing me. Actually it wasn’t right, what I told Emma. I didn’t have
him, he had me. I was following him — a silhouette of him — into a
blank, an emptiness either black or white but without features. I was
incapable of letting him go. Perhaps if I could see, for once, where he
was going, I could let him go there; perhaps I was even holding him
back; or perhaps he had made his final escape long ago and I was
following a part of myself to a place within myself.

No one knew these things about me, except I thought Evan did.
At one time. Didn’t I tell him exactly how it was? I was sure I must
have, at some point I must have told him nearly everything. Or did I
just think he knew me that well? Tom’s words stayed with me: it’s real
for a while. Wasn’t everything that? Real for one night like the time I
told my life story, while being stoned, to a guy at a party, or for a
weekend like the last time Evan and I were together, or a year, or a
lifetime — but real forever, objectively and for all eternity? The last
jump was the impossible one. It went beyond my imagination, so far
outside my mind’s reach that I didn’t even care that I could never
know it. That was what my dad wanted. Or he wanted to get closer
and closer to that unknowable, to be in its presence, like being breathed
on by God. Maybe his soul did know those things after it left the body,
maybe he got his wish.
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On the first Sunday in March, the phone rang at seven in the
morning and I picked it up and it was my mom. “I'm sorry to wake
you up,” she said.

“You didn’t,” I said automatically, though she did. I couldn’t let
her get the upper hand. I especially didn’t want to talk to her half-
asleep. She was not stopping for me to say anything.

“But it’s important. It's your grandfather.” I knew she meant
Tom, not Walt who is married to her mother, out in Milwaukee. “We
had to get him to the hospital last night.”

“Why?” I felt too groggy to hear this and I had a bad taste in my
mouth. I reached out for the glass of water beside the bed.

“We were trying to call him all yesterday and we couldn’t get
him, so finally we got worried and drove out there. We found him
lying on the floor in the sunporch. I think he’d been there all day. He
wasn’t really very clear about it. He pulled down all sorts of things
onto the floor and knocked over the chairs trying to get up. It was so
awful seeing him there, I hate to think about what it must have been
like for him lying there and struggling. The last we heard, either his
ankle is really badly sprained or it’s broken. You know what that
means,” she said, as if I'd been through this before.

“What?” I felt guilty not knowing what she meant. But she had
put in a lot of time in hospitals, and I had not.

“A long time in rehab.”

“Oh.”

“He’s eighty-two, it’s not going to be easy.”

“I know.”

“I tried to call you but you were out.” Did she want me to feel
guilty about that? “He’s kind of...not himself, Tam.”

“What do you mean?” But her voice already told me this was
the bad part.

“It did something to him. Maybe he hit his head. Or maybe he
had a stroke and that’s why he fell. He’s not really thinking straight.
He couldn’t even sit up with us helping him. And his ankle was all
swollen up like a grapefruit, it was obvious he wasn’t going to be able
to walk. How was he going to go to the bathroom?”

“Oh,” I said. I so much did not want to picture this.

“But he didn’t seem to know any of that.”

“Oh crap,” I said.

“Crap is right,” said my mom. “This is really it, you know.”

“What do you mean?” Was there something even worse?

“He can’t live there anymore.”
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“Wait, I thought you just said rehab...”

“Yes, but think about it,” she said in a tired-out voice. I realized
she probably got almost no sleep. “He can’t go back out there by
himself. What’s going to happen the next time he falls? And you know
how it looks. The place is slowly decaying. It’s turning into the House
of Usher.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“It's bad enough,” she said. “You didn’t see what his bathroom
looked like this time.”

For quite a while, I had been in the habit of avoiding that
experience by using the bathroom on the second floor that he never
used anymore. I knew to carry a roll of toilet paper up there when I
came. I didn’t want to imagine his on the first floor, but I could. From
the smell sometimes, you could tell he must have peed on the floor
without meaning to. I knew he’d rather die than ask me to clean it up,
and I couldn’t bring myself to volunteer.

“This is so awful,” I said lamely.

“They wanted to admit him out there, of course, after we took
him to the ER, but I talked them into referring him to Beth Israel. It
wouldn’t make any sense to have him clear out there and drive back
and forth all that way.”

I knew the medical area because of my dad, and somehow
knowing the hospital he was in made it real. I could picture the route
from my apartment to there, all but the last bit, the corridors, his room,
and Tom himself. I dreaded seeing him like this and I realized,
belatedly, that I would be making that trip soon. “When can we visit
him?” I said.

“Oh,” she sighed tiredly, “they don’t know, they have to run a
bunch of tests and decide what they’re going to do about his ankle and
then maybe later, but he’ll probably be all doped up on painkillers. He
already is. I mean we can go see him, but he won’t be very responsive.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“I'm sorry to start your day with such bad news,” she said.

“It's not your fault, mom.”

“When I hear anything, I'll call you.”

“Or if you're going to go visit him,” I said.

“Okay. Bye, hon.”

“Bye.” I lay back down and stared at the ceiling. “Oh shit,” 1
said to no one. The first birds of the morning were chirping outside,
insistently announcing their life. Tom in the hospital, Tom no longer
Tom, it was too horrible to contemplate. Why hadn’t I gone out to visit
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him the day before, while he was still himself? I could have made the
effort. Maybe he wouldn’t have fallen if someone had been there. What
was he trying to do when he fell? I knew how much he couldn’t do for
himself, but I always thought somehow he would make it. How could
he not? He was my grandfather who always knew how things worked.
As if that were a guarantee.

We don’t do religion in my family, but like Evan not ruling out
reincarnation, I don’t rule out God. What I wanted to do was to say a
prayer, but I didn’t know anything about how to do it, only the old
formulas everybody half-knows, Our father who art in heaven and so
forth, and a few hazy memories of World Religions. To mumble words
I didn’t believe in would be worse than nothing. If God was paying
attention then It would know I was being insincere; I had to mean it. I
remembered a girl in that class saying to me, “I don’t believe the
universe takes requests.” That felt right to me. I had never tried to pray
for anything, but maybe I had never needed the help as much, either.

I had to do something. I sat up, and then stood up. Helplessly I
turned my palms to the ceiling and bowed my head, as if hoping that
something might fall from heaven that would help now because
nothing else could. Listen, I thought. Please listen. I thought I should
say it out loud. “I don’t know how to do this. I really don’t. Please just
accept it, it's the best I can do. I'm not saying I deserve special
treatment or anything like that. It’s just we really need my grandfather,
Tom, I really need him, please let him be okay.”

I thought for a while. I remembered that in Native American
religions it was often said you should pray for others, not for yourself.
What I had said was all self-centered, as though the reason Tom should
get well was for my sake, not for his. “Please help him. That’s all. I'm
sorry I stuck myself into it. Please help him. He’s such a good person,
he’s done everything for us that he could.”

I stood there for a while longer with my eyes still closed until I
began to feel foolish. I meant it, though. My helplessness was 100%
real. And if God noticed how humans feel, then maybe It would notice
how much I loved Tom. The invisible harmony as I had perceived it
was neutral towards life and death — they were equally a part of its
work — but maybe one person’s love for another was part of the order
as well, a third term that weighed as much as the other two. That was
my faintest of hopes.
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I couldn’t go back to sleep after my mother called. I hadn’t
gotten enough sleep and I lay there tired and grim for a while,
imagining things I didn’t want to — Tom on the floor trying to get up,
grabbing onto the furniture legs and struggling but never succeeding. I
could picture him trying to use the wicker chairs to right himself and
how they were too light to give him any leverage and of course they
fell over. Could picture him trying to plan out his next move after the
first attempt failed. Or maybe, worse, he was no longer able to think
out a practical problem the way I was used to seeing him do. If he lay
there all day he must have peed in his pants. And then to be found that
way, in utter humiliation. It was one thing for theorists to theorize
about the abject, to read about it as an idea, something else to
helplessly be it. A thought I did not like having, but couldn’t help, was
that at least my father never had to go through this.

To stop imagining these things I got up and started the day but
the emptiness of Sunday morning was no better. The weather was pure
March, gray and uninviting. There was some snow on the ground, the
routine snow of late winter that is no longer of any interest once it has
fallen. I went out and got a Sunday New York Times, thinking to
distract myself with it, and read it and drank coffee until I couldn’t
stand any more of either one. The news, as always, was that the world
was continuing to fall apart. Likewise the analysis of the news and the
opinions about the news: we were screwed and getting moreso. Same
as last week. Emma and Brian got up, I told them about Tom, they said
they were sorry to hear it. No, I really didn’t want any more coffee, no,
I already ate, thank you. Emma put on a Nina Simone CD that I
normally liked but her voice hit too close to home in my downhearted
state.

My mother called again. She was back at the hospital, she
wanted to keep track of what was happening to him. Tom’s ankle was
broken; they had it in a temporary cast. He was too sedated to talk. He
had a bruise on his head and that might be a good thing — a knock on
the head could be much less serious than a stroke — but it proved
nothing and we wouldn’t know anything until they did more tests and
some of the drugs wore off. She was going to go home. I retreated to
my room and stared at my books looking for something to lose myself
in. Guns, Germs, & Steel. No. Deepak Chopra, Gail Sheehy, Towards a
New Psychology of Women, Women’s Ways of Knowing, Writing a Woman'’s
Life. No. Willa Cather, Stephen King, Hawthorne, Emerson, Toni
Morrison, Edith Wharton, Invisible Man. I tried reading Death Comes for
the Archbishop for a while, but it didn’t work even though it was one of
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my favorite books ever. I would be completely out of luck if I lost Tom,
no father, no grandfather, just my mother and Will whom I did not
want to deal with and would have to, very soon, because going to see
Tom would mean seeing them for certain. How was Terry taking it? I
picked up my phone and called him.

“Hey,” he said. He sounded as glum as I felt.

“Hey. How ya doin’?”

“Mom told you, right?”

“Yeah. How are things going over there?”

“This sucks big time.”

“I know. You okay?”

“Yeah, just great,” he said, and I realized it was hitting him as
hard as it was me.

“Anybody talking about going to visit him?”

“No, they’re just kind of moping around. Mom was pretty
much up all night. Will, too. They look beat. They were at the ER
forever, I don’t know when they came in.”

“She told me he hit his head, he’s not really thinking straight.”

“I know.”

We were both silent for a bit.

“Shit,” I said.

“I know.”

“I don’t know what to do with myself,” I said.

“l gotta get out of here. I think I'm gonna go hang out at
Jason’s.” Jason was Terry’s best friend; they could play Sim City for
hours.

“l guess we'll go visit him, like, tomorrow, right?” It wasn’t
really a question. Terry was never the planner of anything, he was the
one who needed to be reminded, rounded up, prodded into motion.

“I guess,” he said.

“See ya.”

“Okay.” He hung up.

I couldn’t stand being in the apartment any longer, and I didn’t
have a game I could go play. I didn’t want to see anyone. Except Tom.
Just go, I thought. Even if he was too out of it to notice me, I realized he
was the only person whose presence I wanted to be in. Maybe mine
would do him some good, or maybe it wouldn’t, but it wouldn’t do
harm.

It was a relief to walk out of the house and have somewhere to
go. I drove my car because it was Sunday and I knew the T would be
too slow. Beth Israel had its own parking garage, too expensive of
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course but this was no time to worry about that, I took the ticket and
drove in. It was close to full, but why wouldn’t it be, it was Sunday
afternoon and people didn’t stop being sick on weekends and their
families could come visit them. Either Tom would be somewhere that I
could see him, sit with him, or he wouldn’t, but trying to see him was
the one thing that I could do and I needed to. I waited my turn to ask at
the desk in the lobby, breathing hospital air that was somehow
different from any other kind. This was my dad’s world and I felt a
kind of secondhand citizenship in it, but I couldn’t visualize what
might be happening to Tom at that moment. Announcements in words
that meant little to me spoke themselves softly from the ceiling. There
hadn’t been any serious illness in our immediate family, nothing more
major than stitches or a broken arm. When my grandmother was in the
hospital, the last time before she died, I was twelve and I only visited
once, maybe they thought it would be too hard for me to go back.
Anyway they didn’t take me with them again. The hospital was the
place my dad went to and came home from, and after a while he didn’t
see patients that much himself. Maybe Tom would be fine, they would
set his ankle, he’d be in for a couple of days, then rehab...I didn’t know
how to picture that. Vague image of him walking gingerly while
holding onto metal rails, being coached by a physical therapist. It was
finally my turn to speak to the person behind the desk, to wait some
more for her to call someone and be on hold herself. She sent me to the
seventh floor. Big elevators, very quiet, muffled dings, signs reminding
everyone to respect patients’ confidentiality, please do not discuss
cases in a public space. The elevator doors opened on people sitting on
a bench, waiting. I found another desk, a nurse. His name is Tom Aller,
I am his granddaughter, he came in last night. Could I find out how he
was doing? Apparently, no. If I were there when the doctor made his
rounds...where? That was not clear. Did he have a room number? More
waiting, more telephoning. He was not actually in a room yet, he was
elsewhere, having a procedure, an x-ray, an EKG, an MRI was called
for but did not seem to be scheduled yet...would he be on this floor
when he got assigned to a room? Yes. Or else they would know where.
Could I wait? Yes.

Maybe it was the waiting that gave the air its flavor, especially
the waiting of the patients, to be admitted, to be discharged, to be seen
for the next procedure, to receive the doctor’s verdict, waiting for the
pain to lessen, waiting to die...Maybe it was a mistake to come here
and think these thoughts. But then it would be worse to be anywhere
else and I felt myself in a kind of trance. There was a clock within sight,
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and at the end of each minute the minute hand clicked forward one
notch on the dial, dragging reluctant time ahead. I was accomplishing
nothing but I was unable to leave. Or even to want to.

I looked up and realized it was Tom being wheeled by me on a
gurney. I stood up. “Grampa,” I said, or maybe only thought I said,
maybe my voice didn’'t work. His eyes were closed, he looked a
hundred years old, his face sunken and white. His leg from the
scrawny shin down protruded from the thin covering over the rest of
him. It was being squeezed by an inflated blue plastic contraption. An
LV. bottle was hanging from a pole on the gurney. My mind wanted to
refuse the sight of him that way and I did not move after him as they
went by, I stood where I was and watched. The orderlies wheeling him
stopped, read something. They went on down the corridor, stopped,
turned, fitted the gurney into the doorway of a room. The door closed.

I sat down again and in my head was my mom’s voice saying,
“This is really it, you know.” I knew she didn’t mean it the way it
sounded at first, but then maybe she really did, or maybe it was worse
than anyone realized.

I continued to sit where I had been waiting, furtively watching
the door down the hall. A nurse went in. After a while it opened and
the orderlies came out with the gurney, empty. A minute or two later
the nurse followed. I took a deep breath and went to the nurses’
station.

“I noticed my grandfather got brought to his room. Tom Aller?
Would it be okay if I go and sit with him?”

The one behind the desk consulted a file. I almost wanted her to
say no, you need to come back tomorrow.

“He’s in 717. You can go in if you like.”

I did not like any of this, but I steered myself to 717, past
various laundry carts (I remembered my father’s dream) and red
containers saying “Sharps” and wall-mounted telephones. The door
was open and I entered as silently as I could. The first thing I saw was
a partly drawn curtain around a bed. High up on the wall a TV was
playing quietly. The man in the first bed was not Tom and he looked at
me incuriously and then back to the TV. He seemed strangely ordinary,
hardly sick-looking at all, just elderly. I passed the curtain that
separated the two beds and there was Tom in the second one. He was
asleep, or at any rate his eyes were closed. I didn’t know what he was. I
stood at the foot of the bed dreading what I would see. His face looked
as if it was made of wax, his mouth slightly open, his lips pale and dry.
He was breathing, but not in a comfortable way, more like a little gasp
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in, then hold it for a while, then let it out. Watching him breathe made
me feel I was suffocating. He was hooked up to what I decided was a
heart monitor. His hands were on the coverlet and there was an LV.
line in the back of one of them, which I thought must have hurt, but
probably his ankle hurt a lot worse. Or it didn’t, because they were
giving him painkillers and that was what knocked him out like this.
Maybe when they wore off he’d get some of his color back and look
more like himself. There was a chair near the foot of the bed and I sat
down on it. It was too far away from him. Or was it? Maybe I shouldn’t
disturb him. What was the point of my being here if I didn’t at least try
to let him know I was? I cautiously pulled the chair over closer to the
head of the bed, trying not to make any noise, and sat down where I
could reach his hand that didn’t have the I.V. in it. I slid my fingers
under his, watching his face; he didn’t respond. Lightly I grasped his
hand - it felt cold — and in a low voice I said “Grampa, it's Tammy.”
His eyes were not entirely closed and I thought I saw a flicker of
movement in them.

I sat there holding his hand and watching him breathe until my
back got tired from leaning forward. There was no response in his
fingers to mine, and when I let go he didn’t react. I sat back, looked
around. Everything in the room was smooth and clean and inorganic,
except for the human beings. I should bring flowers. I remembered
noticing a florist nearby. Of course — how could there be a better place
for one than next to half the hospitals in Boston? I got up and looked
out the window at an incomprehensible jumble of roofs and massive
buildings wedged into one another as if there were no streets between
them, cranes sticking up constructing more of them, more city beyond
— Roxbury, Fort Hill, gray sky. With a muffled roaring, a helicopter
landed on the roof of another hospital. Something serious if they went
to that length to rush the person there. Personal catastrophes of one
kind and another happening constantly, unnoticed. A small, persistent
dinging came from somewhere, announcing something, making me
look around at Tom. Not something about him, he hadn’t changed.

I sat down on the window seat with my back to the sky and the
confusion of city, and watched Tom breathe.

He seemed to have aged twenty years since the last time I saw
him. For the first time, he was a decrepit old man. But I had never seen
him asleep in bed and maybe he looked like this then? Wishful
thinking. Something was all wrong. What would I do if he died? Cry a
lot. Stop thinking about yourself. I couldn’t. Who would I talk to the
way I talked to him? No one, and no one would talk to me like that,
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bluntly and with that much love. My heart was weighed down with
the bleakness of this prospect and it was inevitable. He was eighty-two.
If he got better from this, he would die at some time not all that far off.
He would have to leave his house, which he loved, and his view which
he loved more, God knows where he would end up but someplace
nearer to us, what kind of place was the question, would he always be
in a place like this the rest of his life? He would hate every minute of
that, I knew exactly how much, and he wouldn’t have a choice.

A nurse, or a nurse’s aide, I couldn’t tell which, came in and
said, “I'm just going to take his vital signs.” After that she paid no
attention to me. She told him the same thing, addressing him by name,
although he was obviously not aware of it. He groaned a little in
protest when she moved his arm, but he didn’t wake up. She had no
visible reaction to whatever she learned about him, just wrote it down
and left. I felt the uselessness of my sitting there. If I had made it
through pre-med, I might have been in med school. Possibly good for
more than just taking up space. At least I might know what questions
to ask.

I stood up and approached him again, stood over him watching
his face. He didn’t look quite as clean-shaven as I was used to seeing
him. His forehead was dry and cool to my touch. I took his limp hand,
bent down and kissed him on the cheek — I could smell his familiar
smell — “I'm going now, Grampa,” I said. He didn’t react.

Again, as I left his half of the room, that feeling of guilt for
leaving him there. There was something hard-hearted about health that
prevented the healthy from even imagining what it was like to be
another way, and as I walked out I became one of the hard-hearted. I
could turn my back on 717, I could pass down the hall ignoring the
struggles going on in all the rooms, take the elevator down, walk
through the lobby and the revolving doors and out onto the street. I
could see the sky, not through a window. I could breathe outside air
and drive away. I could do whatever I chose and my body would work
so well that I wouldn’t even have to think about it, and Tom would
remain there unable to help himself.

I thought, not for the first time, that perhaps I should have
become a nurse. But I would have had to pass organic chemistry to do
that, too. And on a more fundamental level I doubted I had the courage
for the job.
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I went to work on edge, waiting for news. Around noon my
mother called. “They’ve put on a permanent cast,” she said. “And
they’re not finished doing tests.”

“How is he? Did you see him today?”

“No, I finally got a doctor on the phone.”

“He looks terrible,” I said.

“You saw him already?”

“Yes. Yesterday. I went in in the afternoon.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were going?”

I didn’t owe her a bulletin on every move I made. “You already
spent forever in there, why would you want to go back?”

There was a tiny pause which I interpreted as It's not worth
fighting over. “He does look bad,” she said.

“He looks about a hundred years old. His face seems kind of —
caved in. You know what I mean?”

“I hate to say it, but I do,” she said.

“What's really wrong with him? It's more than his ankle, right?”

She sighed. “I think it is, hon.”

“I'so don’t want to believe that.”

“We're going to have to get used to it. The reason they admitted
him, besides his ankle, was because they suspected he had a stroke.”

“Oh.” T wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, old people with
one side of their face that didn’t work, his didn’t look that way.

“If it was just his ankle, they’d have him out of there and into
rehab, like tomorrow. Today. As soon as they could. But it isn’t.”

“Oh.” So this was only the beginning.

“We told them he wasn’t the same. But I don’t think they
needed us to tell them.”

She waited for me to say something. “So that's why all the
tests?”

“Yes. Oh, and I brought his medications in? That’s what they
want you to do. He hasn’t been taking them. Unless he’s been putting
new pills in old bottles. But I don’t believe that.”

“Oh great.”

“You know how he hates to go to the doctor.” I wanted to say,
Is this as bad as I think it is? But I was afraid she’d say yes. “I'm going
to go in later, maybe you could meet us there after work.”

Meet us. Just what I did not want to do. “Okay.”

“Try not to dwell on it too much. It doesn’t do any good.”

“T know,” I said.
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It took about twenty minutes to walk from work to Beth Israel
and the whole way there I was dreading seeing my mother and Will.
Terry would be there, nothing too horrible could happen. I wasn’t
going to bring it up in front of him.

I knew which way to go this time; I bypassed a couple of layers
of waiting with a grim feeling of now belonging. I was Family of the
Patient. Walking toward his room I felt part of me wanting to turn and
go back, but there was no such option and I entered to find my mom
and Will and Terry all standing there over Tom. I could see them
before I could see him: first Will, then Terry who was not looking at
Tom'’s face, then my mom bending over him. Will and Terry glanced at
me and grunted “Hi.” No one cared that I didn’t reply. My mom was
focusing on Tom, holding his hand. “Everybody’s here now, Tam just
came in.” He had his eyes open and was looking around at us, surely
he could see me for himself. His eyes lighted on me briefly but moved
away. His face still looked drawn and gaunt. My mother said to me in
a low voice, “Talk really plainly, okay? You don’t have to yell at him,
but don’t mumble.” Then she made room for me to bend over him the
way she had been doing.

“Hi, Grampa,” I said, feeling everything at once, sadness, dread,
awkwardness at not knowing how to be any use. I took his hand and I
thought he squeezed it a little. Again he looked at me for a moment
and then away. He was hooked up to a new monitor, more
complicated.

“Nothing,” he said.

I looked at my mother. She made a little rolling hand gesture
that meant Keep talking.

“l came yesterday to see you, but you didn’t notice. You were
asleep. I guess they gave you something for the pain? Are you feeling
any better today?” Weakly he pushed at my hand, as if it was in the
way and he wanted it off the bed. Was it hurting him? I took my hand
away. “Was that bothering you? Sorry,” I said.

“All a thing!” he said in a weakly angry voice. “All, nothing,
all!”

I looked at my mom again. She sighed heavily and gestured
with her head toward the corridor; I followed her there. “God
almighty,” I said, when we were in the hall. “What? What is it?”

“He’s had a stroke.”

“Was he like this when you found him?”

“He’s gotten worse.”

“Is he — does he know what’s going on?”
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“I don’t know how much he understands. It could be he
understands everything we’re saying. But you see what happens when
he tries to talk.”

“He knows who we are?” We were talking in murmurs as if he
might overhear.

“I think so. I hope so. I don’t know. I think he does. I want him
to. If he doesn’t know who we are, we can’t do much for him.”

“Even if he does,” I said.

“I know.”

“God, this is awful. I can’t believe that’s him.”

“But we have to. That's the thing. If he’s still himself, inside, we
have to keep treating him like who he is.”

“T had no idea,” I said.

“You know how much you mean to him. So maybe it will help a
little that you're here. You don’t really have to do anything except let
him know you're there. And you could talk to him, the way you
normally do. I know it’s hard.”

I thought of when I brought the notebook back and how absurd
it would be even to mention my problems to him now. “What do I talk
about?”

My mom looked worn out. “I wish I knew.”

We went back into the room. Terry was sitting on the window
seat leaning forward resting his chin on his hands, his usual taciturn
self but now it seemed completely fitting. Will was in a chair against
the wall, staring heavily ahead but not at Tom. Both of them waiting,
for what? It didn’t seem as though anything was coming. Tom wasn’t
looking at either of them. His eyes flickered over us when we came in
but didn’t stay with us. I pulled up another chair next to the bed, too
aware of the rest of my family watching my every move. “It's me
again,” I said.

Tom’s eyebrows went up and he made a face that looked like
skepticism, or disdain. If he was still himself inside, then that face
should still mean what it would have meant, and that was what? He
was not putting up with this crap. Well, of course not. No one could.

“This really stinks, doesn’t it?” I said.

“On, over onner station, standing through.”

“What? I didn’t understand.”

“Wearing,” he said in a voice that suggested that should clear it

up.
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“Oh.” Maybe I should play along? Pretend I got it? Or would
that only make things more confusing for him? Just say something. “I
was worrying about you all day at work.”

He made a face as if I had fed him something bitter, repulsive.
Was that the wrong thing to say?

“Orange, stable, aphid re. Blue.”

I felt as though what he was speaking was a language, just not
one I knew. Divorce the sounds from meanings I expected, from
English, what was left, the sound alone, the tone of his voice, muffled
as it was by drugs or what was wrong with his brain. Sounded what?
Angry, before, then insisting, trailing off. Trying to break through and
failing? I would be angry if I were in his situation, if I were still me to
know it.

“Yeah, it's awful. I hate it, too.”

He looked me in the eye for a moment as if we had
communicated, then made the face again of something tasting bad.
Was his face like his words now, unable to say what he meant?

All T could do was sit there with him and hold his hand. I
looked around at my mother, who subtly shrugged her shoulders to
say she didn’t know any better than I did. Then I just sat and watched
his face, his eyes darting about the upper part of the room as if he were
turiously thinking, then closing. Would he fall asleep? He opened his
eyes, looked over at me and seemed to notice me in a perfectly lucid
way. His hand pushed at mine, pushing it aside, the message clear: go
away.

I took my hand off the bed and sat looking down at the
complicated mechanized bed frame with mysterious writing on it.
What was “Trendelenburg”? My feelings were hurt by his pushing me
away and yet I thought I could understand, knowing Tom and how
much he hated to ask for help, or even to be helped, this must be about
as bad as that could get, to have his whole family sitting here feeling
sorry for him. But it would be even worse if no one cared. I had seen
him, what? Barely over a week ago. He had been himself and now that
was the last time, ever, that I would see the Tom I knew. We had talked
about — nothing really — ordinary things, stuff about the house and how
his truck needed to get fixed, that would be our last conversation ever.
“God damn,” I said softly, without meaning to.

“Only,” Tom said. He seemed to be agreeing. I looked up but he
didn’t meet my eye.

For quite a while, then, the four of us sat and Tom lay there, and
no one said anything or made eye contact. We experienced time
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passing, or not, the distinction was impossible to make. I realized that
in his room there was no feeling of time, it must be this way in every
room and that was why there was a clock on the wall wherever you
went, because otherwise it would be impossible to keep track or even
to believe time was moving at all, if it was dark out you would accept
dark and if it was light you would accept light and you wouldn’t even
expect one to change to the other. It was dark now. “Mom?” Terry said,
startling me a little. “I'm gonna go, okay.”

“You don’t want a ride with us? We’re not going to stay that
late.”

“I'll take the T.” His face said, I know I'm no use here, you
know that, don’t we all know that?

“There’s leftovers in the fridge.”

“I know. See ya, Tam.”

“Yeah, see ya.”

Terry’s big, but he walks quietly and he has a way of seeming to
vanish, as soon as he’s out of sight you feel he’s miles away, or maybe
he wasn’t ever there.

An aide came in with Tom’s dinner. She sat him up straighter,
put the dinner on a tray in front of him and talked to him about it. Of
course she got no response. If he had been his normal self, he still
might not have responded, or he might have snapped at her to take it
away. I knew perfectly well how little he liked a stranger bringing him
a stranger’s food. My mom said, “I'll help him with it.”

“I think the nurse might need to, I'll tell them at the desk.”

The aide left. “Need to what?” my mom said irritably. She sat
down in the chair by the bed and said, “Tom. They brought you some
dinner and I think that means you need to eat it. Do you want some
help?”

He said nothing. We all knew how stubborn he could be.
“Really. I'm serious. You need to eat something.”

My mom offered him a spoon. He looked at her, undoubtedly
angry, but she didn’t stop offering it to him. There was a standoff for a
few moments and then he took the spoon from her and dropped it over
the side of the bed, where it clattered on the floor. My mother sighed
and looked at Will. “I don’t know what else you can do,” he said.
“Maybe the nurse is a good idea.”

My mother rang the call button and I thought that if I had to see
a nurse come and feed Tom like an uncooperative baby, it would be
more than I could bear. “Mom. I'm going out for a bit, okay?”

“Where are you going?”
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“Downstairs. To the cafeteria, I guess. I just...need to.”

“You're coming back, right?”

“Yes.”

As I turned to go Will said, “Do you think you could get some
coffee?”

The last thing I wanted to do was wait on him. My mom said,
“Yeah, that would be great, Tam, if you could.”

“What do you want?” I said, facing the door.

“Anything you can get that’s coffee,” Will said.

I didn’t answer; I left the room as the nurse was coming in. I
wandered for a while in search of the cafeteria, ran across a coffee
stand, didn’'t want to go back up. Aimlessly I explored the maze of
passages, stared indifferently at the gift shop, read notices on bulletin
boards, anything to keep reminding myself that the door to the world
had not closed on me the way it was closing on Tom. Or already had.
Impossible to take in. From that to this in how long? A day, a minute?
One moment he was himself — old, yes, but still making it, still entitled
to the rights and privileges of being a person — and the next...

I did not have a choice; I got coffee and made my way back up.
When I got to Tom’s room Will and my mother were standing
watching a nurse who had Tom sitting up in bed; she was listening at
his back with a stethoscope and Tom was coughing, hard. “What's
going on?” I said.

“Something didn’t go down right,” Will said. I didn’t want to
hear it from him.

“Apparently he’s having a hard time swallowing,” my mom
said. “I think he aspirated something. Something went down his
windpipe.”

The nurse straightened up, tried to make Tom comfortable
which was clearly impossible. “He needs to sit up,” she said, wedging
him in with a pillow. “If you could make sure he doesn’t slip to one
side, he’s weaker on the left.”

“How do his lungs sound?” my mom said.

“Adequate,” the nurse said, but from the way she looked at
him, adequate was a long way from good. “He needs to be very careful
when he eats, he’s going to have to learn how. We'll develop a care
plan before he’s discharged.”

“When do you think I could talk to his doctor?”

“Rounds are first thing in the morning, that’s your best bet.”

The nurse left us standing there. Tom continued to cough
weakly. I was still holding three coffees in a cardboard carrier; I put
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them down on the rolling tray that had held his dinner. My mom tried
to arrange the pillows a little better for Tom. Will sat down and rubbed
the back of his neck. “This isn’t good,” he said.

“You're telling me,” my mom said.

“What happens when they discharge him?” I said.

“He’ll go to a rehab hospital. Like Faulkner, or maybe Youville.
It’s closer to us.”

“But - I was about to say, He'll never get out, will he, he’ll end
up in a nursing home, but my mother stopped me with a look. I
realized what she meant: don’t say any more, he understands. She sat
down on the window seat; I was the only one standing. Uselessly
hesitating. There was nothing any of us could do. “I think I'll go,” I
said.

“We could run you home,” my mom said.

“It’s okay.” I didn’t want to be in the car with them, in the back
seat, the old configuration. “I'll take the T.”

“That’s silly,” she said. “It takes twice as long, doesn’t it?
Especially now, the traffic’s died down some. We'll take you.”

I wanted to refuse, but I didn’t have the strength. I knew it
would be a sign of hostility in the making, or of Tam being a pill, or
something, and I couldn’t get into it. “Okay. Thanks.”

I put on my coat and bent over Tom. I couldn’t really hug him
but I put my face next to his and patted his thin shoulders. In his ear I
said, “Goodnight, I hope you have a better night and feel better in the
morning.” I could smell him, the personal smell that was his alone. I
did not want to miss my chance at that. His hand came up and touched
my arm, surprising me; I held it for a bit, trying not to get teary
because that wouldn’t help him, would it? “I'm sorry I have to go,
Grampa.” He turned his head away and shut his eyes. I let go of his
hand, left the room with my head down. Out in the hall I wiped at my
eyes and waited for them to come out. We were all upset. There was no
need for anybody to say anything. Or at least it would be
understandable if I didn’t.

My mom and Will came out, carrying the coffee. “You forgot
yours,” my mom said.

“I don’t want it.”

We passed down the hall in silence except for my mother
sighing once. Will put his arm around my shoulders and I said “Don’t”
and shrugged it off. “It’s tough,” he said. No one responded. I pushed
the elevator button.
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“Do we have enough of that shrimp stuff for Tam?” my mom
said to Will.

“It’s okay, I need to go home.”

“It's easy to extend it,” Will said. “You might as well eat with
us.”

“No thanks.” I didn’t look at either of them. We rode down with
a patient being pushed in a wheelchair by, it looked like, his son. He
had one leg propped out in front of him and he appeared impatient to
get home. I wished Tom could look like that.

On the way to the garage my mom and Will talked about
logistics. She would have to leave early to make sure she got to the
hospital in time for rounds, Will could drop Terry off at the high school
on his way to work...Will drove, I got in the back seat and sat behind
him so he couldn’t see me in the mirror. My mother looked me over
once. “You okay?” she said.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I'm not worrying. I want to know.”

“I'm okay.”

She turned to face forward with her neck at a certain angle that
meant, All right, be that way. The drive to my place was quiet; after a
while Will turned on the radio and jazz came out. It helped a little. At
my house I said “Thanks” and opened the door as soon as we came to
a stop. My mother said, “I'll call you after I talk to the doctor.”

“Okay. Thanks for the ride.”

“Goodnight,” Will said. I couldn’t be quite so rude as not to
answer.

“It's not so good,” my mother said. I was sitting at my desk
going through my e-mails when she called. “His blood pressure is
elevated, his heart rate is up, he’s having episodes of atrial fibrillation.”

“What's that?”

“His heart. It's weakened, it isn’t pumping blood well. If he
hadn’t quit taking his blood pressure medication this might not have
happened. But it might have anyway. No one knows.”

“Well, can they do something about it now?”

“Not really. They can’t cure it, if that's what you mean. Just try
to control it.”

“Every time I hear what’'s wrong with him, it gets worse.”

“I know. It is worse, sweetie. That’s just how it is.”
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I didn’t know what to say.

“His lungs don’t sound good, either,” she said.

“God, stop.”

“I want you to know. You need to know.”

Was she telling me he was dying? “Should I come over to the
hospital?”

“Not right now, there’s really no point. Just come after work.
We'll be there.”

“Okay.”

“And Tam?”

“What?”

“We've all got to get through this together.”

Then began a period of time outside of time. I believe I
continued to go to work, but if I did, I wasn’t exactly conscious of what
I did there. Those were the breaks, during which my mind turned off
by doing what came automatically in that setting. Reality was inside
the hospital, in room 717. Yet most of the time nothing happened there.
There were interruptions in the nothing, frequently, but most of them
were forgotten as soon as they were over. Nurses or aides would come
and take vital signs, restart the .V. pump when it began dinging to
signal that it was blocked, hang a new bottle of whatever was slowly
dripping into him, try to feed him. Three would come at once and shoo
us out so they could change his bed. They had put a catheter in him
which I did not like to think about that drained urine into a bag
hanging at one side of the bed, and from time to time someone would
unhook this bag and replace it with an empty one. They would check
his cast. They would talk to him about whatever they were going to do
and he would not reply, or not understandably.

What was not forgotten were the infrequent appearances of Dr.
Park, who was Korean-American, young-looking and round-faced, and
did not seem to remember that average civilians didn’t necessarily
understand medical terminology. She looked tired and sure of herself
and in control. My mother and Will understood her better than I did,
and knew more about what to ask. But there was no need to ask
whether Tom was improving; he wasn’t. Our job was to sit with him,
but he seldom paid attention to us. Our job was mere presence in his
room, where something was happening and we weren’t sure what,
except it wasn’t good. There were visiting hours but no one seemed to
care if we overstayed them. At night it was necessary to inform the
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guard at the front desk before going up in the elevator. Tom’s
condition was not stabilized enough to discharge him to rehab. He had
aspirated some particles into his lungs. His kidney function
was...something. Not what it should be, apparently. I couldn’t hear his
breathing slowly become more labored as I sat with him, but when I
went away and then came back again, I could tell the difference. Every
time I came back I braced myself for seeing his face again. I could not
get used to the shock of seeing him ancient and, say it, appearing to be
on the verge of death. But he wasn’t, they said. If they could get his
lungs to clear a little he would be able to be moved to a different
situation. The sooner the better. He needed to get out of bed, to start
moving again, he was losing his muscle tone, what there was of it to
lose.

“Grampa, it's Tammy.”

“Tammy,” he echoed, without recognition, in a flat voice that
seemed to come from within a cave or burrow, as if he had crawled
deep inside himself. Did he know that word was my name, or did he
just imitate it?

Please understand, I thought. “I'm Tammy,” I repeated.

“Tammy, what say.”

“Your granddaughter.”

“Grand, grand, grand, grand.”

“David’s daughter.”

“David, no.”

I had no idea what he meant or if he meant anything. “No,
Grampa, I'm not David.”

“Pickle,” he said.

I thought, grasping at anything. “Yes, we’re really in a pickle.”

“God damn.”

“Exactly. God damn.”

There was nothing but waiting, without limit. There was all the
time in the world to think, but I could not seem to think sequential
thoughts. I felt as if I were ill myself and having one of those
interminable days of illness when the mind circles over the same
nonsense phrase for hours at a time. Mine went over the people in my
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life: my dad (dead), Tom (possibly dying), my mom, Will, Terry, Evan,
Emma, Tam. When I came to myself on the list I hardly felt that Tam
was closer to me than the others.

One late evening when I was the only one in the family in the
room with Tom, Dr. Park came in. Hurrying past the room, toward
somewhere else, and at the last moment she decided to duck in and
glance at her patient. She didn’t notice me in the corner. She came
around the curtain and saw him and for an instant the resilience went
out of her body, her jaw tightened and her lips compressed. It was as
clear as if she had spoken: she knew he was going to die. It pissed her
off as a doctor that her work hadn’t worked. Then in the next moment
she was already resigned to it, she conceded defeat. She looked away
from Tom and realized I was there; her professional face returned, and
she spoke to me but I don’t know what she said. I answered somehow
but all I was doing was waiting for her to leave so I could cry.

I had stopped crying by the time my mother and Will came in
carrying cups of coffee. They didn’t pay much attention to me. We each
had an appointed spot in the room by now. They sat and talked about
logistics, grocery shopping, the car that needed servicing, the
dehumidifier in the basement...fury went to my head listening to that
and knowing what I knew. I wanted to scream at her He’s going to die,
his death matters, don’t you even give a damn —

Unconsciously, Will unhooked the metal band of his heavy-
looking watch and dangled the watch from his fingertips, twirling it
and catching it, fiddling the band around and around as I had seen him
do a thousand times. His hands were large and plump, with some
brown spots on the backs. His fingernails were cut as short as possible.
He didn’t wear any rings. He was not her husband, not my stepfather,
not anything to me, why was this man sitting in this room with us
when my grandfather, who was no relation of his, was about to die?

I couldn’t sit there with them another second or I would say
something terrible, something that couldn’t be taken back; I felt their
eyes on me as I left the room, felt them thinking Now what? What's
wrong with her?

The hallway was dim and quiet except for subdued voices from
the ceiling and the soft dinging of monitors and I.V. pumps. Rooms
occupied, rooms empty, some patients would leave the hospital, Tom
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would die. It was like I was on a cord attached to him and the farther
away I got the more it stretched, pulling me back toward his room. I
could only go so far. The more uncomfortable the pull of the cord
became, the harder it was to breathe, but I could not breathe in the
same room with them either. The sunroom at the end of the hall was
empty. I sat down on a bench with my back to a window from which,
in the daytime, I could see Cambridge in the distance. Elbows on my
knees, hands holding up my head.

Feet came into my field of view. My mother’s. She sat down on
a chair at right angles to me and a few feet away. “Are you all right?”

“No.”

“I know it’s hard.”

“He’s going to die.”

“We don’t know yet,” she said.

“I saw the doctor.”

“She told you something? When?”

“No, I saw. Her. Her face. She looked at him and she knew. And
then you came in and started talking about the fucking dehumidifier.”

“Tam, really, I'm —“

“Why is Will here?”

“What do you mean, why? Where else would he be when this is
happening?”

“Why?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Are you going to tell me the truth? Are you planning to, ever?”

My mother’s face looked completely drained. “Christ,” she said.
“Now what?”

“I read the notebook,” I said. “My dad’s notebook. I know why
Will is here.”

She groaned. “God damn it, Tam. God fucking damn, that was
not supposed to happen. How did you get ahold of that?”

“l found it in Grampa’s desk, where he keeps the bills and
everything. He asked me to look for something.”

It was my mother’s turn to stare, exhausted, at the floor. “Well,
at least you're old enough,” she said. “I hope.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Because I didn’t think it would help you to know. And it
appears I was right.”

“Why’d you do it?”

“Which ‘it” are we talking about right now?”
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“When you had the affair with him, after you got married to
Dad.”

“I don’t know if I can do this now.”

Stop trying to weasel out of this. “Just say it, okay? I just want to
know. I know it’s the wrong time. There’s never a good time.”

“Do you understand that I don’t owe you an explanation?”

“Did you think Dad wouldn’t care?”

“Absolutely not.”

“What was it, then? Marriage didn’t mean anything to you?
Why’d you get married if it didn’t matter?”

“I got married to your father because I loved him, Tam, and you
know it.”

“I used to think I knew a lot of things but now I am not so
fucking sure.”

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself. This is not the end of the
world.”

“Well, it sure feels like the end of something.”

I halfway scared myself when I said that, and in another way it
was thrilling. I sat there not looking at her, tensed, waiting for her next
move. Now she knew and I knew I was not going to back down, and
we were not going back to the same, only forward and no one knew
where.

“Tam,” my mother said, “Will and I both understand that
you're very upset.”

“Don’t give me “Will and I, I want to talk to you.”

“No, you don’t. You want to yell at me. Look. I know it’s hard
to lose your grandfather, it’s hard for me, too. I'm sorry you're upset,
I'm sorry you read that goddamn notebook of your father’s, I'm sorry
you found out the way you found out. But you know what, Tam? I am
not sorry about the way I've lived my life or the way I've gone about
being, pardon the expression, your mother. Much as my being that
seems to irritate you.”

“It’s a simple question: how could you do this?”

“How do you suddenly know everything about right and
wrong? Have you lived to the age of forty or fifty overnight?”

“Did you really love Dad?”

“Yes.”

“And you slept with Will, on the side.”

“And I ended it, and I never looked at anyone else.”

“That was good of you.”
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“Tam, you've basically been angry at me ever since your father
died, and frankly I'm sick and tired of taking it. You're an adult. If you
don’t like me by now, I'm sorry, but maybe it’s too late.”

“I want you to tell me one thing.”

“No, I want you to stop talking to me in that tone. Climb down
off your high horse, for God’s sake. If you could see yourself, you'd
know better than to act like this. It isn’t even you. I don’t know who
you're trying to be, but just let go of it. You can’t make life come out
the way you want, do you understand me? You can’t, I can’t, nobody
can, and you can stop taking it out on me. If that’s what I get for being
your mother, I quit. You're raised and you can take care of yourself.”

I felt I might explode with rage, kill her, jump out the window,
anything, I could do nothing because if I did anything, if I said one
word or moved a muscle, I felt I wouldn’t be able to stop.

“Do you think everything is supposed to work the way you
prefer?” Shut the fuck up now, I thought. “Let me tell you something, if
it works at all, that’s an accomplishment. What would you have had
me do after your dad died? If you’'d been the one who had to hold it
together for two kids you could go ahead and yell at me all you want,
but you weren’t, I was, and it was for your benefit.”

“Stop,” I said. I was holding my head as if bricks were falling on
it.

“You stop.”

I sat staring at the floor between my feet. Could I, without
meaning to, push myself out of my family? It had not occurred to me
that I had the power to do anything that drastic. Apparently, two
things: what I said mattered, and I would pay the price.

“I don’t know much about what goes on in your life,” she said,
more quietly. “And I guess that’s the way you like it. But you haven’t
seemed very happy ever since you got back from Washington. I don’t
know if this is what you think, but I want you to understand. I haven’t
messed up your life. What happened between me and Will hasn’t
messed up your life. Even the fact that your dad died hasn’t done that
to you. You can’t go on forever thinking people did things to you. It's
your life. Everybody gets something to deal with, growing up. It is
what it is. There comes a point where it’s totally up to you what you're
going to make out of it. Really, totally, up to you. And nobody else.”

I hated her. Did she think I didn’t know that? Who else’s life
would it be? Definitely not hers, she appeared to be washing her hands
of me for good. The strangest thought came into my mind: Girlfriend
Tam had the right end of the stick. At least she knew that she was the

264

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TAM

one driving the car. Of course, she acted as though she wasn’t even in a
family, and maybe she didn’t want to be, but then maybe neither
would I once Tom was gone, no that wasn’t true...”I hate this so
much,” I said, not to her, not even intentionally, the words just came
out of their own accord.

“I know what you mean,” my mother said exhaustedly. I was
staring at the pattern in the floor tiles and didn’t look at her. She stood
up and for a moment I thought she was going to put her hand on my
back as she walked by, but she didn’t. “But we’ve got to get through
it,” she said, and I heard her footsteps go back down the hall.

*

Dr. Park applied the word “pneumonia” to the condition of his
lungs, and we knew that was her way of saying it was over.

“Do you want me to tell Terry?” I said.

“No. But thank you. We'll tell him. I think he knows anyway.” I
was all but certain he did, which was why telling him would not be as
hard as it might have been. Terry always knew the important things,
though it was a mystery how he found them out.

*

A nurse said, “I've seen patients linger like this for a week, even
ten days.” They had taken out the I.V. He was no longer aware of us,
so far as anyone could tell; he was receiving nothing but palliative care.
They had told us that hearing was the last sense to go, and if we
wanted to talk to him, we should, or that simply hearing familiar
voices in the room might be a comfort to him.

*

“What will happen at the end?”
“He’ll spike a little fever, and then in a few hours, he’ll pass.”

*

Each time I left I thought, Is this the last time? I would bend
down so that my nose was next to his neck, and smell him, and in his
ear I would say “Grampa, it’s all right, if you want to let go, you can let
go. I'love you.”
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My phone rang in the middle of the night and I knew. I reached
for it, next to the bed, fumbled it open. “Hello.”

“Tam,” my mother said. She didn’t go on. I thought she was
trying not to cry.

“Is it over?”

“Yes.”

“God.” I felt as though I had had no time to prepare for his
death; it was as if it came upon me as suddenly as my father’s and
caught me defenseless. Now it was over, all gone, my father, his father,
Terry and I were all that was left of them. To pick up the pieces if we
could.

“I'm going down to — see him. To say goodbye. Do you want to
come?”

I couldn’t not go. “Yes.”

“I'll pick you up in ten or fifteen minutes.”

“Is Terry coming?”

“He doesn’t want to.”

“He should.”

“It's up to him, Tam.”

“Is Will?”

“No. Try to be downstairs when I come.”

We hardly spoke on the way to the hospital. It was three in the
morning. There were no unknowns now. The parking garage was not
as empty as I expected. The lights in the lobby were lowered and no
one but us was in the space except the guard behind the desk. We
approached and my mother said, “We're here to visit Mr. Aller, in 717.
Who has just died.”

The guard said, “I'm very sorry.” He picked up his phone and
spoke into it. “You can go on up,” he said.

Even at this hour, a few announcements came from the ceiling.

In the elevator I felt almost outside my body, light-headed with
exhaustion. We went down the dim hallway, past rooms whose lights
were off or only faintly on, hearing a few dings. The door of 717 was
closed, and on it was a sign: DO NOT ENTER this room without
checking at the nurses’ station. We both knew why, but we went to the
desk. Yes, we could go in. We could stay as long as we wanted and no
one would disturb us.
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My mother pushed the door open and I followed her in. First
there was an empty bed, perfectly made up; the other occupant of the
room had been moved two days before. The curtain around Tom’s bed
had been pulled all the way back, as it never had been in all the time he
had been in the hospital, and one dim light was on at the head of the
bed. He was arranged neatly in death, his hands on his chest one on
top of the other, his eyes closed. He was lying flat, not tilted up the
way he had always been. No machines, no monitors, just Tom and
death as if on stage. I thought he looked hardly any different. My
mother rested her hand on his forehead and said, “He’s still warm,”
and started to cry. I touched him too, his hands and then his head. I
stroked his thin, fine hair, like a baby’s, and I bent down to put my
nose against his neck and smell him one last time. His whiskers that
had been growing ever since he was in the hospital prickled me
sharply and it was as if he was telling me, You have to leave me now,
you have to let go. I straightened up. I was crying too, and my mother
held onto me as she hardly ever had for what seemed like a long time, I
couldn’t tell if she was trying to comfort me or if I was trying to
comfort her.

I found the tissues and offered them to her. We blew our noses
and wiped our eyes, then we stood side by side contemplating Tom.
The father of my father and of her husband. He could not be replaced,
nothing in life could, all loss was forever. I thought of Tom’s soul
hovering up around the ceiling looking down on us, seeing us say
goodbye, and I hoped it was really true.

His glasses were lying on the nightstand, glasses no one would
ever use again. My mother put them in her pocketbook. If she had not,
I would have taken them. We could not leave a part of him to be
thrown out in the trash.

We looked at each other and at Tom. “Are you ready?” she said.

How do you leave for the last time ever, when you know that’s
what it is?

“Do you want some time alone with him?” my mother said.

“Yes, thank you.”

She looked down at Tom for a long moment and then quietly
left the room.

I was alone with him and his death in the dimly and, for once,
warmly lit silence. The hospital room seemed no longer like a hospital
but a temporarily sacred space. I wanted to say a prayer but again I
didn’t know how. I would just have to improvise, the way I was going
to have to improvise everything from here on out.
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“Thank you for helping Tom Aller to pass over and leave the
world, and please help him to know how much everybody loved him,
and how much I loved him, and may his soul have peace, because he
didn’t have enough of it during his life. That’s all I know how to say.” I
wondered if Tom saw me do this and if it surprised him.

I touched his hand. “Goodbye,” I said, and then I too left,
closing the door behind me. My mother was waiting in the hall.

*

On the way home, I kept thinking about the prayer I had said in
Tom’s room, for the peace of his soul, and if I meant it, wasn’t it my job
to bring about what peace I could? This was the time. Not that it was
easy at any time. “Mom,” I said. I had to make up my mind again
before I could say it. “I'm sorry I started that fight. In the hospital.” We
had not said one word about that conversation since.

She just nodded and drove for a while in silence. We were going
north on Mass. Ave. “We’ve all been under a lot of stress,” she said.
She stopped at a red light. We were the only car in motion on the
street. “I so much wish you hadn’t found that thing, it must have been
awful for you to read that.”

“I wish I hadn’t too, but once I found it...”

“I know. How could you not.”

“I was so angry at you —” Why did I say that?

“Inoticed.”

“I still need to understand.”

“Tam, I can’t be yelled at tonight. I can’t do it. I won’t.”

“No, I promise, I just want to ask you something and no more
high horse or any of that. Really.”

Her foot came off the gas and she pulled over in front of Elegant
Tailor, across from the West Side Lounge. She turned the car off,
leaned her head back against the headrest, and closed her eyes. “Ask,”
she said.

I had thought a lot about what the real question was. It wasn’t
did she love my father, because I knew she did (she was right about
that), it wasn’t even did she love Will because I knew she would say
she did, it wasn’t what was the difference because I didn’t want to
know. It had to be what my father had wanted to ask and never got the
answer to. So far as I knew. “What made you want to in the first
place?”

“Have the affair with Will?”
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“Yes.”

My mother was silent for a while. She covered her closed eyes
with her fingertips like she was trying to think, and then took them
away. “God, Tam, it’s so hard to say. I mean it’s so hard to get it right.
It was a long time ago and I'm a long way from being that young,
especially after the last couple of weeks, and I don’t know if I really
remember how it felt or if I just think I do.”

“Try,” I said.

“I am,” she said, with a bit of an edge in her voice.

“This really matters to me.”

“It's hard, Tam. I'm trying to do this for you. You promised not
to yell at me.”

“I won’t.” I remembered so clearly Tom saying to me, I'm only
asking one thing. Be kind.

“I think when I was that age —”

“How old were you?”

“Twenty-eight. It was terribly important, to me, to be...that
desirable. To be loved that much. I know to you it probably seems like
more than a person should ask. But it didn’t to me. And the times were
different, everything was different, it felt like we could make our own
rules.”

“Did Dad feel the same way you did?” Because I didn’t doubt
that she felt she could make her own rules, but did he? That didn’t
sound like the father I knew.

“lI don’t know, sweetheart. After reading that..I wish it had
never happened, in a way, but — I mean, this is my life, you can’t wish
away your life.”

“I don’t want to be around Will,” I said.

“I know,” she said. “I can tell. He can tell. I just didn’t know
why.”

“I kept sitting there in the hospital thinking, He’s not even part
of this family, why is he here?”

“That is so unfair, Tam, don’t you ever say anything like that to
him, he loves you, don’t you know that? That would hurt him so much
..God, you have to listen to me about this, please.”

“It's how I feel.”

My mother leaned forward, rested her arms on the steering
wheel and her head on her arms. “Maybe we should talk about this
tomorrow.” But she didn’t move, didn’t start the car. We sat and I
looked down Mass. Ave., where the traffic lights were changing with
no cars to start or stop, and no one was on the sidewalks.
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“I didn’t mean to be so hard on you,” she said. “In the hospital,
I mean. I was just too exhausted to be anything else.”

“I'm tough, it didn’t kill me.” She reached out and for a moment
her fingers touched my cheek. I wanted that touch to continue after she
took her hand away.

“Do I get to ask you a question now?”

“Okay.” I knew I had to say yes, but it scared me a little.

“What do you really, really want? More than anything?”

I sat and thought about that. It felt to me like she hadn’t asked
me a question about my life in a very long time. But this was the night,
if there ever would be one. Trust her to start with the question that was
extra hard. I thought of Evan the instant she asked that, and then I
thought I couldn’t say his name to her. She’d think of us in high school
and get it all wrong.

“I'm in love with somebody. And I fucked everything up with
him, it was all my fault, and I want time to go back so I can do it over
and get it right.”

“Oh sweetie...” my mom said. She looked at me for an instant
and then leaned her head back and closed her eyes. In the dim
streetlight I saw a tear run down her cheek. I reached over and grasped
her hand; we held on tight for a moment, then she let go and swiped at
her eyes. “You're your father’s daughter,” she said with a little
attempt at a smile. Then she started the car.

My grandfather’s wish was to be cremated. My mother said one
of life’s truly strange experiences was signing for the package that
contained his ashes. They were in a cardboard box, inside which was a
heavy black plastic container, and inside that was a bag with a twist-tie
around the top. They were surprisingly heavy. I know all this because
we took them and scattered them on his land and down by the creek,
on the first weekend in April. Terry and I clambered down the bank to
the edge of the creek and put some of his ashes in the water, where the
heavier bits did not float away. We got all muddy climbing back up
but we didn’t care. Afterwards we lit a fire in the wood stove and sat
around it and drank cocoa and talked about him, which was, I guess,
his memorial service. Will was there and I was doing my best not to
mind that; it helped that he didn’t say much. Except at one point there
was a pause and we were waiting to see who’d talk next, and Will said,
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“I'm always grateful to him for accepting me into the family.” My
mom took his hand. I didn’t look at him, nor he at me, and no one said
anything else about accepting or not accepting.
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I'm “walking” down a “road.”

I am not walking. There is no road.

I'm not in my body anymore, but since when you imagine
something here, you create it, 'm walking down a road.

That body is done for. It was an excellent body.

This place is deeply familiar. When I left the body, I realized
some part of me had known that I would be coming here. This is the
anteroom, so to speak. What comes after it is blank to me now, but I've
been there before, too.

The road isn’t straight, it’s gently and continuously curving. I
can’t see very far ahead or behind. On one side, the land slopes down,
bowl-shaped, a vast bowl that I can’t see the other side of. It’s a dryish,
Californian-looking land, with trees growing in clumps here and there
on it, testimony that there’s water here, and where there is water
there’s life. On the other side of the road the hill rises up more steeply.
There are trees on the hillside and some kind of brush. The road is dirt.
Eventually I will come to the end of it. That’s the only time there is
here: I will be here for a time that will end, and then I'll leave and go
on to whatever is next.

There isn’t any other time. Language doesn’t work well for this.
It wouldn’t be true to say that I imagined this road and then it came
into being. No, imagining the road exists; the road exists; imagining
other scenes exists; they too occur; whatever was/is/will be here exists
at once and what happens, that I must speak of as if it were in time, is
only a shifting of my attention.

David and I stand in the shade of a tree together and are healed
by each other’s presence. We can talk now as long as we like. We are
brothers. He is the elder; he died before I did.
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I'm with Maggie again. Also, I am her.

I am aware of Tammy when she’s thinking about me. The most
intensely focused moments, like her prayer over my body, are the
clearest to me. I love her the same way, that is no different here. If
anything, clearer. “My” soul as it were, the soul that was Tom, and the
soul that is Tammy chose to be together, before Tom’s lifetime began. It
was a long wait on earth for her to show up. Tammy and David were
the two souls I had the most powerful agreements with, that we would
do our learning together. I would prepare them for theirs and they
would be the cause of much of mine.

I've barely begun to consolidate the learning of the lifetime just
past. There is much debris to clear away first. The lifetime was difficult;
the soul tends to get ambitious, to bite off more than a person can
chew. Some of the suffering didn’t create learning but instead got in
the way, took up energy that could have been used otherwise. Letting
go begins, but it isn’t finished. I have not let go of David or Tam or
Maggie yet. I don’t want to. Tom doesn’t. As long as I am here, there is
still Tom-ness, that is still the channel through which the soul still
agrees to flow. I have let go of Sadie; I think it happened before I left
the body. Maybe it had to happen before I could leave. The thought of
her is neutral. I've nearly let go of Susannah, I can feel the neutrality
close by, on another of the sliding panels that can slide into view. I
have not let go of Terry; he has not let go of me. I feel him intensely
here, more than in life. Terry’s heart holds more love than anyone
knows except, I think, Will. I cannot be sure. Will I can barely pick up,
like a distant radio station lost in static.

I have not let go of Tom. Tom must be loved, by the soul-as-
Tom, and then let go. That is what happens here, however it needs to.
There is no time, it takes forever and it happens instantaneously, and
when it happens, when the soul lovingly lets go of Tom and all the
people Tom loved, when the lifetime is neutral, when there is no more
attachment to its happiness or its suffering, then without effort it is
complete. Then the unknown begins.
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In the weeks after Tom died, I felt the way I imagine a house
feels when people take all the furniture out of it and vacuum in all the
places they couldn’t reach as long as they lived there. I led a pretty
uneventful life and I liked it that way. Sometimes I tagged along with
Emma and Brian’s circle of friends, but mostly I stayed home and read.
I was still taking American lit; we had to read Moby-Dick and I was
actually glad it was so long and difficult and metaphysical. I figured
out what I wanted the next course I signed up for to be: theology. It
was a weird thing to realize about myself, but it was true nevertheless.
I wasn’t interested in religion, but I was in theology. I wanted to know
how people thought the gods worked, and the spirit world. It didn’t
seem like it could possibly lead anywhere, but I didn’t care. That was
what I needed to think about.

I began frequenting coffee shops so that I could read with other
people around, but not have to talk to them. I tried new ones every
weekend. One Saturday in April I happened to walk into Panini, across
the street from the Wine Cask on the line between Cambridge and
Somerville, and the person behind the counter was Evan.

I saw him first and stopped so abruptly that someone coming in
behind me bumped into me. Recognizing him, all unprepared, was like
being stuck with something sharp. I took him in all at once, the same
but older, his hair longer, he had a little more of a mustache than he
had when I saw him last. My heart was racing; I was afraid to come
closer, and I couldn’t leave. I had no idea this could happen, but why
didn’t I? By walking in there I had ambushed myself. He felt me
staring at him and looked up, in the middle of asking a customer what
she wanted. When he saw me he went to cover his mouth with his
hand. His eyes looked frightened. Don’t look like that, I thought, please
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don’t. He deliberately turned his head away and then looked at me out
of the corner of his eye, only for an instant, and shook his head. He had
to ask the customer to repeat herself. “Okay,” he kept saying. “Okay.
Right.” She must have wondered what was the matter with him all of a
sudden. Evan busied himself with the espresso machine, pulled a
pastry out of the case in front of him, rang up her order, took her
money and made change all without looking my way again. There was
a man in line after her, then me. I saw him sneak a look to see if I was
still standing there, only the briefest glance, not high enough to risk
meeting my eye. The guy in front of me hemmed and hawed over
which sandwich to get because they were out of his favorite kind. I
thought Evan’s face looked a little thinner than it had. I knew there was
someone behind me and I could hear other people coming in; it was
lunchtime. I had tried a thousand times to rehearse what I would say to
Evan if I ever got the chance, and now I wouldn’t be able to speak a
word to him without half a dozen people hearing, impatiently waiting
their turn, oh do stop having your emotional crisis, I need to get coffee
and get going. Evan rang up the guy’s order and now I was at the
counter, looking up at him, my hand sliding across it toward him,
stopping halfway and retreating. “Tam,” he said faintly. He looked like
he wanted to run away.

“When did you come back?” I said.

“January.”

January? All this time...”I tried to get in touch with you in
Turkey,” I said. “No wonder it didn’t work.”

“Tam, it’s busy,” he said.

“Can I talk to you? Please? I need to talk to you.” He looked
into my eyes as if he wanted to find out in advance if he could stand to
do that. “I promise I won’t —” do anything else to hurt you, I was about
to say, but I couldn’t blurt that out in the middle of the store and the
waiting customers — “Evan, I'm so sorry.”

He looked down at the counter, then at the line behind me and
over his shoulder at the clock. “I have a break in an hour,” he said.

“Okay.” I turned away and as I left I heard him say, “May I help
you?”

I went down the steps of the coffee shop and turned to look
back in at him serving someone. I tried to read his face, to read what
was in his heart, but I couldn’t. As he was ringing up their order he
looked up and saw me there. He gestured with his head: don’t do that.
Go away. I moved aside so that I was out of sight and kept going, up
the street, without destination. What could I do now? I walked quickly
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and aimlessly on the almost treeless Somerville streets, past apartment
buildings right up against the sidewalk and iron pipe grape arbors and
low chain-link fence painted silver. I remembered someone saying —
where? somewhere in school — “There always comes a time when
you've got to pay.” Mine was coming, was here, and waiting for it
knowingly was making me less ready every second. Evan would have
time to think of the exact words he would use to tell me he had no use
for me, no desire to see me, ever, that I was over and done with as far
as he was concerned. That I had no concept of loyalty and had utterly
failed to live up to the promises I made him. And what could I say to
that? I could only slink away, guilty as charged. I kept walking and
looking at my watch and walking. The day was windy and not
downright cold, but raw; the wind was blowing from the east and
smelled of ocean. From the top of the hill on Beacon St. I could see
downtown Boston surprisingly well. Tatters of gray cloud were flying
along fast in the lower reaches of the sky, below higher gray clouds
that seemed to be standing still. If he would let me touch him, hold his
hand, maybe he would feel it, he would know it was still there between
us. Maybe he didn’t want to know. Maybe he had someone else by
now. Maybe it wasn’t there, simple as that, and this was all just a story
I told myself to make my life seem interesting when really, it was as
ordinary as they come. I was a white, middle-class twenty-four-year-
old apartment dweller, college educated, white collar job, owner of a
ten-year-old Toyota, single and without a clear direction in life, slightly
on the tall side of average, neither scrawny nor fat, not gorgeous, not
homely. My grandfather had recently died, surely a standard event for
people my age. But Evan had somehow seen in me — what, I could not
name, but something other than all that, something not on view to the
rest of the world, not even known to me, and if that was never to
happen again, if that was what I was about to find out...then what?
Then maybe that something never existed. As my father’s notebook
seemed, at its worst, to say. A little humility never killed anybody.

The hour had passed and I was one block away from Panini. I
made myself take the long way around the block so that,  hoped, Evan
would have a moment to take off his apron and turn back into a
regular person instead of a server of coffee and baked goods. As I
walked up to the entrance I saw him standing on the steps, not looking
my way, and then turning, he saw me. He stayed up on the steps as I
approached, two above me, not coming down. Studying me, his face
unreadable except it was anything but happy. I could not keep holding
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his gaze; I put my head down and marched up to where he was, then
looked up at him. Sadly he said, “Hey, Tam.”

“Hey, Evan.” I reached my hand up; he took it, for a moment,
tentatively, then let go. “Are you going to come down?” I said.

He stepped down to the sidewalk and stood there somberly,
with his hands in his pockets, waiting for me to speak. Was he not even
going to talk to me?

“Could we walk a little?” I said.

He set off the way I had come and I fell in beside him. He said
nothing, and I saw I would have to speak first. “What are you doing
now?” I said.

“Going to grad school.”

“Really, in what?”

“Master’s in teaching ESL.”

“That makes sense.” Were we really having this conversation,
like acquaintances who run into each other at a party?

“And you?”

“Just working. The same. You came back in January?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you feel it was, like, dangerous?”

“Not really, Tam, and what the fuck are we doing here?” Evan
kept walking, his eyes straight in front of him.

“T don’t know, I'm scared to death.”

“Of what?”

“You.”

“Me? You're the one to be scared of,” he said, staring
determinedly ahead.

I caught hold of his arm. “Evan, please stop and look at me.
Won’t you? Come on, please? Do you just hate me now?”

That made him stop and turn to me. “Yes, Tam, I hate you,” he
said, in a weird mocking voice that I couldn’t understand. “How do
you work anyway? How do you even think? What do you mean, do I
hate you? Jesus Christ! Tam, you must be out of your fucking mind.”

“I'm sorry,” I said. “I'm so sorry, I screwed everything up, I
know I did, I don’t blame you for hating me.”

“God damn it, Tam, I don’t fucking hate you, don’t be an idiot,
why do I have to say that to you, don’t you know? Shit. You do. If you
don’t — that’s the whole problem, isn’t it? If you could possibly have
understood that I meant what I was telling you, none of this would
ever have happened.”

277

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TAM

“I'm sorry I screwed up,” I said again. “I just needed you here,
right here, I can’t apologize for that, it's who I am, if anybody
understands that, you do, don’t you?”

“lI don’t know what the hell I understand about you. Maybe
nothing.”

“If you don’t, then maybe nobody does. My grandfather did,
but he died.”

“Everything isn’t about you,” Evan said.

That hurt a lot. “Believe it or not, I'm starting to figure that out.”

We were standing by the pale blue stucco wall of an apartment
building built right next to the sidewalk, and Evan turned away from
me and leaned against the wall, looking down the street. He lowered
his gaze to the sidewalk for a moment, then he turned to look at me
again. “Tam. I have a girlfriend. I live with her.”

“Oh Evan goddamn it, no.” I put my arms around his neck and
myself against him on tiptoe as if I could make it not be so. Up till that
moment I had not actually believed it could happen. And it was my
doing, my colossal mistake.

“Don’t do this,” he said. I would not let go of him. He stood
there passively letting himself be embraced. “Tam, it's impossible.” His
arms came up and held me, ever so lightly, as if against his will. “Don’t
make me do this.”

My face was against his cheek and I turned so I could kiss him
there. “Christ,” he said. “Tam” — then he was kissing me on the mouth.
We stood there kissing on Washington St. in Somerville, in plain view
of passing cars. One of them honked.

When we were able to stop I still would not let him go. He held
me like he really meant to and said, “You don’t have any idea how
hard this is.”

“Who is she?”

“She’s an American I met over there. She came back here with
me.”

Within his embrace I shook my head. I didn’t know what to say.
There was nothing I could say. She came back to be with him. And
then I popped up one day and I had no right to him, not a leg to stand
on...

“Do you love her?”

“Oh God, don’t ask me that.” He let go of me and I of him, but I
reached for his hand. He wouldn’t let me take it.

“I made an even bigger mess of things than I thought.”

278

With and Without You, by Lowry Pei



TAM

We started walking again in the same direction, much slower
now. I tucked my hand under his arm; it seemed like he could stand
that. “What are we going to do about this?” I said.

“We aren’t going to do anything.”

“You mean we’ll never —?”

“Don’t.”

We walked half a block in silence while I asked myself the same
question until I couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Do you want us to be
together again?”

“Don’t,” he said.

“It’s too late for me to change this, Evan, you're like my partner,
I can’t seem to fix that.”

“Then how did you do it before?”

“I don’t know. It was nothing. It was all fake. I never thought I
loved anybody else, I just — did things. But I'll never do it again, I
promise. If you let it happen.”

“Christ, Tam, this is so fucking ruthless of you. You break my
heart and now you want me to pass it on. To her. She doesn’t deserve
this. Does being in love with somebody just excuse anything you want
to do?”

Maybe, in some part of him, he really did hate me. I
remembered my dad’s notebook, saying People will do what they feel
they have to do. And yes, I would. I was doing it, right then and there.
“It's not an excuse,” I said. “I'd rather be inexcusable if it means being
with you, I know it isn’t very pretty but it's what I am.”

“Those are the choices?”

“Oh, how the hell would I know. Life is just fucked up. Do you
want to know what I found out? I found this notebook, this journal,
that belonged to my dad and guess what I discovered. You know my
mom’s boyfriend, Will? It turns out they had an affair. She was
cheating on my dad with Will before I was born. And then my father
dies and Guess Who turns up and now he’s practically my stepfather,
how’s that for ruthless?”

We got to the end of a block and turned the corner while Evan
thought. “Maybe it’s karma,” he said. “It’s so neat it’s almost hard to
believe. But karmic stuff is like that.”

“T wonder what ours is, then.”

He smiled, for the first time, and nodded, giving me a look of
shared understanding, and I thought It's going to happen. Sooner or
later it has to happen. “That’s the big one, all right. Exactly how much
shit do we have to put each other through.”
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“Isn’t it enough already?”

“It isn’t up to us, I guess.”

“I think you really believe this.”

“It’s getting to that point.”

“I cannot give you up,” I said, because I knew it. Simple as that,
and as complicated.

Evan shook his head, and gave me a sideways look that seemed
equally compounded of resignation and affection. “Tam, you are so
fucking you.”

“Thank you.”

“You're gonna have to give me up now, because my break is
over and I need my job.” We started to head back toward the coffee
shop. I took his arm again. “And plus...”

“I know. You have a girlfriend.” For now, I almost added.

“Be something else.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. Invent it. Think of a word for it. Think of what
we can be.” I couldn’t tell if I was now the one whose heart was being
broken, or if I was incredibly fortunate, I could only tell that this was
absolutely my life. “I work here every weekend. When you think of it,
come tell me. I make great cappucino. I told you that a long time ago.”

“When I tell you, will you agree to be it?”

“Yes.”

“And we’ll never back out on this?”

“Never.”

“What if I don’t come up with a word?”

We were at the steps of Panini. “Come anyway,” Evan said. “If
you don’t tell anyone, I'll give you the coffee for free.”

“Can I kiss you?”

He shook his head No.

“Never?”

“Not here,” he said, and went inside.

I turned away and began walking up Beacon St. toward my car.
Not here echoed in my mind, and it kept turning into Not now and Not
yet. But it was not never, it was the opposite of never, meaning at some
time, some place, in this world, he and I..I could feel this thought
within me as the seed of hope taking root. I thought, I am Evan’s
something — that there isn't a word for — and he’s mine. No matter
what else happens or who he’s with. I couldn’t stop myself from racing
ahead to the next time I would see him, when I would walk in on a
Saturday (Wouldn’t it be next Saturday? How would I be able to wait
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any longer?) and he would look up and before I got up to the counter
he’d have started doing his thing with the espresso machine, and he
would give me the coffee without my having ordered and we would
talk a little and he’d have to remember everything between us, all of it,
including the parts that could never happen with anyone else, it would
be impossible for him not to know that and eventually — but I had to
not go there, the whole fucking universe was not about me and if I
remembered that and didn’t try to push it out of shape, what was
secretly unfolding would come of its own accord. Just live, I told
myself as I came to my car, keep breathing, it is in motion and that’s all
I need to know today.
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