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All things must change to something new, to some-
thing strange.

—~HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW

GRETCHEN
November 50

I look out the window and wait, wondering what
will happen today. Life is weird. Just when I think
I'm making heads or tails of it, when I'm getting used
to today, along comes a new morning. The kids are
running through the condo screaming, listening to
their own voices echo off the naked walls. As Ethan
checks out every closet and cupboard space, his face
is fixed in a wide, transforming smile, just like his
father’s. Emma is like me, more cautious as she looks,

envisioning where her things will go. Her eyes flame



out fiery blue from her olive face as she swings
her favorite stuffed animal, a bunny named Sugar,
around her bedroom. When I was six, I had a stuffed
dog named Henry. He's somewhere in the moving
boxes. Ethan says that now that he’s six he doesn't
need a stuffed animal anymore, but I noticed he
brought Friska the one-eared dog in the car with
him. Seems all of us, no matter how old, have a hard
time letting go sometimes.

The clouds look upset, puffing the sky up in a
solid wall of gray. I hate moving when the trees have
dropped their leaves. Everything’s drab and bare
and the feeling of emptiness chokes me. But that’s
today. Tomorrow will be different. “The truck is
here!” I yell from the living-room window. My cell
phone rings and I see that it's my mother. “It just
pulled up,” I say to her. “Bring your crew anytime.”

I haven't lived near my mother since I left for col-
lege sixteen years ago, but Kyle and | always wanted
to live closer to our parents; the trouble was always
which one. Kyle’s parents are still living in the small
Oklahoma town where Kyle was raised, but I'd have
to travel too far for work as a hygienist if we moved
there. My parents are divorced. They decided when
Jeff and I were teenagers that they couldn't live to-
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gether anymore and it took me years to forgive them.
I loved them always, but sometimes I couldn'’t stand
to talk to either one of them because of what their
decision did to our family. Dad lives in a town in
Arizona near his children from his second failed
marriage and enjoys his grandchildren there, but my
mom doesn't live close to either Jeff or me. Not that
she needed us; Miriam Lloyd-Davies stands just fine
on her own, but I thought Emma and Ethan should
be closer to her, three-blocks-away close, to be exact.

Ethan bolts past me and stands on the front stoop;
it’s not big enough to be called a porch. The builder
planted some nondescript shrub in the spot by the
door in a halfhearted attempt to make it feel homey.
The garage door for the adjoining condo opens and
I notice a car turning into the driveway. Ethan
waves at the driver like he’s been expecting her all
day, and she pulls slowly up her drive, watching the
moving men open the back of the truck, revealing
all of our prized possessions. She stops her car and
opens the door, staring at the movers without a hint
of expression on her face. “Hi,” I say, crossing my
arms over my chest against the cold.

“Were moving in today,” Ethan says, stepping

closer to her. “What'’s your name?”
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“Melissa.” She’s not heavy or thin, pretty or ugly.
Her brown hair looks as if it was cut impatiently
and her coat is too big for her. I can just see the tips
of her fingers peeking from the sleeves.

“I'm Gretchen,” I say, stepping next to Ethan.
“My daughter Emma is in the house.” She nods and
I know she couldn’t care less.

“Emma’s eight,” Ethan says. “Two years older
than me. My dad was in the army. We have all sorts
of medals that he won.”

“Oh,” Melissa says, dragging the O out and rais-
ing her shabby brown eyebrows and puckering her
lips in that way people do when they don’t approve
of something: the soup, the new boyfriend, the per-
formance of the car, the politician, or the way a new
bra fits.

“All right,” I say, turning Ethan toward the mov-
ing truck and away from Miss Personality. “Let’s
get busy." She doesn't offer to help or ask any ques-
tions of where we came from or how we ended up
here, and from behind me I hear her garage door
closing. I lead the men into the condo and point out
where each box should go; in order to make today

easier | had marked them with “kitchen,” “bathroom,”
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“bedroom 1,” “bedroom 2,” and “living room” as I
packed up our former home.

Mom'’s car pulls in behind the truck, and she and
her best friend Gloria step out. Mom is wearing
black slacks and a soft green sweater. “Please tell me
you're not unpacking boxes in angora, Mom,” [ say,
walking toward the car. Ethan slams himself into her
legs, and Gloria, although it’s only been twelve weeks
since | was here scoping out a place to live, greets me
with one of her I-haven't-seen-you-in-twenty-years
hugs. She’s outfitted in what a normal person moves
in: jeans and a lightweight cotton shirt.

“No matter what you're doing,” Mom says, reach-
ing for me, “there’s never any reason to dress like a
ruffian.”

“That’s what we are,” Gloria says, looking at me.
“Ruffians.”

I'm still amazed that my mother and Gloria be-
came best friends. Mom is all English with soft edges
to her words and wardrobe, and Gloria is Georgia
born and bred with fire in her soul and clothes from
the thrift store, but they are good for each other.
Gloria was widowed for more than a decade be-

fore marrying Marshall Wilson two years ago, but
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somehow she and Mom still find time to prowl
around and work together at Glory’s Place, Gloria’s
center for single moms and their children.

Another car comes to a stop behind Mom, and
four young guys step to the curb. 1 greet each one
of them but know I won't remember any of their
names ten minutes from now. My mind is inside each
of those boxes and where the contents of each one
needs to go. “Where'd you find all those guys?” I ask,
watching them run up the ramp of the truck.

“Your mother still has a way with men,” Mom
says, kissing the top of Ethan’s head.

Gloria laughs, walking to the house. “She put an
ad in the university paper and said she’d pay for an
hour’s worth of work.”

Mom trudges behind her, whispering through
her teeth. “You make it sound so tawdry, Gloria!”

The truck is unloaded in less than ninety minutes
with all the extra hands; the college guys even set
up the beds for me and moved the furniture pieces
into place. When they left at noon, the_y were carry-
ing two pizzas Mom had ordered for them and a
wad of cash. “I could have paid them, Mom,” I say,

unloading a box of glasses into a kitchen cupboard.
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If I can get the kitchen set up, the beds made, and
some clothes put into drawers, I'll feel great about
today.

“Nonsense. | told you. This was my gift. This,”
she says, from the living room, “and a new sofa.”

I can't see her but imagine her face pinched up
into slight disgust. “We don't need a new sofa. That
one’s comfortable.”

“Well then, I'll help with schooling for Ethan and
Emma.”

“They’ll go to the public school, Mom. Taxes pay
for that.” I can hear her sigh. “Hey, Mom! Why don't
you load up the kids and go get lunch for all of us?”
She’s trying so hard to be positive and not step on
my toes or say something that upsets the children
that she’s driving me crazy. I'm relieved to get her
out of the house for a while.

“She’s worried,” Gloria says. “The explosion
and—" She turns to look at me.

“I know,” I say, not letting her finish. I'm wor-
ried, too, but not in the sick-to-my-stomach way. I'm
cautious or anxious; | don’t know. I stopped believ-
ing a long time ago that life fits together like a jig-

saw puzzle. The pieces are there; it just takes years,
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a lifetime, or sometimes beyond that life before the
pieces make sense. I'm just trying to put together the
ones that fit today.

“For all her faults . ..and Lord knows she has a
lot,” Gloria says, making me smile, “deep down Mir-
lam’s a person.”

I break down another box and lean against the
counter. “I need to find a job, Gloria.”

She stops and stands, grunting as she rises. “I
know you do, babe, and I've already got the word
out. The good news is people always need clean
teeth.”

“The bad news is the local dentists already have
their hygienists. I'll have to look at the next town or
two over.”

Gloria wipes her forehead with her sleeve and
small gray ringlets bob around her face. “Well,
thankfully, people always get mad and quit or get
fired or take a leave of absence to have a baby and
then decide they don’t want to work anymore. So
let’s hope somebody gets fired!”

I look around at everything that needs to be
hooked together, like the TV and DVD player, the
computer and printer, and all the stuff that goes with

it to get Internet access. “I need my dad to come
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help me with a lot of this stuff that I don’t know
how to do.”

Gloria snaps her head up to look at me. “When'’s
the last time Miriam’s seen him?”

“My college graduation.”

She laughs and swipes the hair out of her eyes.
“That’ll be good!”

I hadn't really thought of Dad and Mom seeing
each other again when we decided to move to
Grandon, but Dad wi// come visit the kids and me
and Mom and Dad will be forced to be civil or hos-
tile to each other. I can'’t think about that right now.
All T know is that I need my dad.

We work until seven and my body is sore. I can’t
imagine how Mom and Gloria feel. Gloria looks
as if she walked through a car wash, and Mom’s
honey-colored bob has been shoved behind her
ears and her black slacks are sagging, ready for the
dry cleaner. The kitchen is organized and Mom has
stocked our fridge and freezer with food for the
upcoming week.

The kids give big hugs good-bye and I help them
find their pajamas in the drawers. “How long do we
have to share a room?” Ethan asks, picking out his

red jammies with the big football on the front.
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“Until I don’t know,” I say, looking through
Emma’s chest of drawers.

“This room is too crowded,” Emma says, balling
up her blue jeans.

“Don’t wad those up, please. Lay them at the end
of your bed so you can wear them tomorrow.” I pull
a purple nightie over Emma’s head and pull her long
hair out of the neck hole. “This room isn’t too crowded.
You've got room for your beds and you each have a
chest of drawers.”

“There’s no room for us to play,” Emma says.

[ sit on the edge of her bed and look at them. I
am exhausted. “I think we're all tired and it’s easy
to be negative when you're tired. Let’s eat some soup
and call it a day.”

The kids are overtired and I calm Emma down
from a long crying jag at dinner. “I miss Daddy,” she
says, tears streaking her face. I cry along with her
and hold her on my lap while she finishes eating.

When I put them to bed I run my thumb back
and forth over each of their foreheads, trying to rub
out or smooth away any worrying thoughts that are
crowding their minds. We say our prayers—well, I
say them for the kids because I know theyre be-
yond tired at this point—but I pray out loud as they
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snuggle deep into their blankets. I kiss them and fall
into my own bed after a quick shower; it feels like
my body is humming, still pulsing after a busy day.
These plain-as-cracker walls are so empty. Kyle al-
ways helped hang pictures. If left to me, these walls
might be forever barren. I see the box marked “bed-
room photos” and sit on the edge of the bed, open-
ing it. | remove the newspaper wrapped around two
framed photos of Ethan and Emma’s baby pictures
and I set them on the dresser. I unwrap the next
frame and it’s a picture of Kyle and me at Niagara
Falls before we had the kids. He’s holding me from
behind, resting his chin on my shoulder because I'm
so short. I smile, looking at him: so handsome with
his thick, brown hair and sharp green eyes. “I miss
you,” I say, tapping the picture.

Although it’s late, I pick up my cell phone off the
nightstand and check one final time for texts and
e-mails. I need to call the phone company tomorrow
to get us hooked up with Internet and phone service
ASAP so I can set up the computer. I spend an hour
writing an e-mail because it takes me forever on the
tiny cell phone pad. The muffled sounds of yelling
creep through my walls, and I set the phone on my
nightstand, listening. Our neighbor is shouting, but
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it seems to be one-sided, into the phone no doubt. I
lie down and stare up at the ceiling, holding Kyle’s
picture to my chest and waiting for her to hang up
so I can get some sleep. The shouting ends and I
wonder what she’s doing over there now? Pacing
the floor? Raiding the refrigerator? Breaking some-
thing? It’s all part of the process. I know it well. Now
I'm just tired and praying and thinking of Kyle and

waiting for tomorrow.
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Ive learned from experience that the greater part
of our happiness or misery depends on our dispodsi-
tions and not on our circumalanced.

—~MARTHA WASHINGTON

GRETCHEN

I wake up early and begin to unload boxes of clothes
into my drawers and closet. I'll work in here as long
as I can so I don't wake up the kids. They begin
school on Monday and I want them to be rested. At
eight o’clock, I'm inside my small bathroom orga-
nizing my cabinets when I hear the soft padding of
feet across the carpeted floor. Emma stands in the
doorway with Sugar in her arms and eyes half
cracked from heavy sleep. Her hair is blond like
mine and hangs at the side of her face, tangled like
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fishing line. “It smells kind of funny here,” she says,
stretching.

“That’s a new smell,” I say, emptying out the final
box and breaking it down. “New carpet, new glue,
new paint.”

“So it’s fancy?” she says, trying to fit inside one
of the bigger boxes.

I laugh and motion for her to get out of the box.
I know full well the construction is cheap; the builder
cut costs wherever he could, including these thin-
as-cardboard cabinets, but it's home. When Kyle
would come home after a tour of duty, he would hold
his tongue when someone complained about their
house, job, the heat, or potholes in the road. He
would have just come from sleeping on a cot, brush-
ing his teeth outside with sand beneath his feet,
driving on a road that was more holes than dirt, with
hidden bombs along the way, and holding his posi-
tion in one-hundred-plus degrees of heat, wearing
long sleeves and carrying a rifle. He didn't have
much tolerance for someone when they complained
that their coffee was cold.

“Sure! Let’s think of it as fancy,” I say. Emma
leads us into the hallway, and I can see Ethan dig-
ging through a box in their bedroom.
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“Whatcha looking for?” I ask, leaning my head
inside the door.

“My connecting pieces I build stuff out of.” He’s
so much like his dad. He loves to put things together:
a model airplane, a Radio Flyer wagon, a block castle
just for the challenge. He’s in heaven if something
can be dismantled and then put back together again,
whereas I cringe at the thought of Lincoln Logs or
LEGO:s.

‘Just empty out that box and I'll take it out to
the curb along with these others, and then we’ll eat
breakfast.” Ethan brings the box to me as I'm coming
back in for another load. A gust of early winter wind
blows in, and I hurry as I pick up several more of
the boxes that I've flattened. Ethan grabs a few and
stumbles out the door behind me. Emma chooses to
watch us from the warmth of the entryway. M_y pa-
jama bottoms and T-shirt are too flimsy for this
wind and I hurry, stacking the boxes at the curb. A
rolling sound makes me look up and I see our neigh-
bor, Mary Sunshine, pulling her garbage can down
the driveway. I attempt a half smile, embarrassed to
be out here in my pajamas, and if she smiles, I don't
recognize it. Perhaps people smile differently here;

maybe their mouths look frozen in a perpetual scowl.
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“We have garbage, too,” Ethan says, dumping his
boxes onto the stack. She bobs her head in what I
guess is a nod. “Bet we'll end up having more gar-
bage than anybody on the whole street today.” The
revelation sinks into the competitive part of his brain
and he glances down the street. “Yep. Just look. No-
body has higher garbage.”

“And we're not even done bringing it all out yet,”
I say, more to Ethan than to her, whatever she said
her name was.

“Are you going to work?” Ethan asks.

“Yes,” she says, slapping the garbage handle grime
off her hands and walking up her driveway:.

“My dad had a bad accident on his job. A bomb
went off and he—"

I don’t want to talk about this so early in the
morning. | fold my arms against the winds and take
quick steps toward Ethan. “Let’s go get some more
boxes and see how high that stack can get.” I look at
her. “Have a great day at work.” The look on her
face is a smile, frown, grimace—what in the world do
you call that kind of expression? Ethan and I finish
hauling out the boxes, and he gives me a high five
when we discover that yes, we do have more garbage

than anyone else on the street.
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Emma is tilted back on her heels, holding on to
the doors of an open cabinet, and I imagine the entire
cupboard coming loose from the wall. “Don'’t swing
on the cabinets, Em.”

“Why not? I'm hungry.”

I open one of the bottom cabinets, revealing the
few boxes of cereal we have: Cheerios, Rice Krispies,
and Frosted Mini-Wheats. “Ta-da!”

“Where’s the fun cereal?”

“This is it,” I say, reaching for the Rice Krispies.
“Ta-da always means whoo hoo! Look at this! Noth-
ing says fun like snap, crackle, and pop.” I pick up
the boxes of cereal and give each of them a shake.
There’s hardly any Frosted Mini-Wheats left, and 1
wonder why I packed the box in the first place. Kyle
wouldn’t have packed it. Army men pride themselves
on their packing skills! “Kyle, you need to go through
these cupboards,” I say to myself, throwing away the
empty box. I'm feeling sorry for myself again and 1
hear Kyle’s voice telling me to push myself up out of
the rubble.

He grew up in Oklahoma, and when he was ten
a tornado swept through his small town in the early
morning hours. Kyle and his parents and brother

leaped from their beds, his mother in her nightgown
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and the men of the house in their underwear, and
ran to the cellar as the twister tore off the roof of
their home. When the winds died down and his fa-
ther cracked open the cellar door, the sky was jagged
with splintered trees and their truck was missing
along with the living room and Kyle's bedroom. The
henhouse was razed and the chickens stripped of
feathers and lying dead, but the barn was stand-
ing so they walked toward it to check on the horses.
Kyle heard a noise, something like scratching, and
stepped toward the boards of the henhouse. He
yelled for his family, and each of them stepped closer,
listening for the sound. As the sun rose, the noise
became more frantic and they watched as the feath-
erless head of the rooster pushed his way through
the boards. He lifted his naked body from the rubble
and stumbled to the top of the boards, crowing with
what strength he had left.

Kyle told that story several times in our marriage.
“He had to crow,” Kyle always said. “It was in his
DNA.

One night during my senior year in high school,
I was driving home from a waitressing job and was
pulled over for speeding. The officer flashed his light
in my face and the streetlight illuminated him. I tried
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not to smile but couldn'’t help it. He took my license
and car registration to his vehicle and was gone
for just a minute, not long enough to issue a ticket,
when he walked back to the car and let me go. “Slow
down, Gretchen,” he said, making me smile.

Days later | was at a pancake house eating with
a friend when a yummy-looking guy walked in
wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, and I thought
he looked familiar but couldn’t place him. He walked
to the table, and when I looked up at him, just as
I'd done out my car window a few nights earlier,
I recognized him. “Taking it slower?” he asked. I
laughed and felt so high schoolish but realized a guy
his age (he looked twenty-something) wouldn't be
interested in me. He sat with us and we all talked for
two hours, but I still didn’t think he liked me. He
was seven years older than me, five years with the
police department, and he’d just joined the army.
Somehow, 1 knew that was in his DNA. He was
born to help and protect. You just know that about
some people. I never saw myself as an army wife, but
when Kyle and I started dating I suddenly couldn’t
see myself being anything else. We married after I
graduated from college. My parents were adamant
that I wait. I think they fully expected Kyle to lose
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interest, but he didn’t. Kyle had been in the army
four years when we married; he wore his dress blues
at our wedding and we began hanging a sign out-
side the door of our home at each military post that
said, HOME IS WHEREVER THE ARMY SENDS YOU!
The sign is hanging in my new kitchen now. I just
couldn’t get rid of it.

Ethan and Em are chattering away over their
bowls when I hear a knock at the door. A sweatshirt
is crumpled on the sofa, and 1 slip it over my head
before reaching for the door. A man’s bald head is
all I can see through the peephole and I open the
door. He's fiftyish, I guess, with dark bags under his
eyes and heavy lines on each side of his mouth. He
looks cold and aggravated. “Hi,” 1 say, making it
sound more like a question than a greeting.

“Sorry to bother you so early,” he says, pulling
his coat collar up to cover his neck. “I'm looking for
Ramona’s daughter.”

“Nope. I'm Miriam’s daughter,” I say, smiling.

His chest deflates, pushing a huge gust of air out
of his mouth. “Do you know Ramona?”

“TI've never heard of her. I'm brand-new here as of

yesterday.”
He looks behind him, at what I don’t know.
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“Great!” He scratches his head and sighs again. “I
need to find Ramona’s daughter. Another tenant in
my building said she lives on this street, but he
couldn’t remember her name and I can't either.”

I cross my arms to keep warm. “I have no idea.
Did he say if she’s married or has children? That
could narrow it down.”

“She’s single.”

“I think the woman who lives on the other side of
me is single, but I'm not sure. I can’t even remember
her name.”

“Her name’s Melissa,” Ethan says, wedging in
next to me.

“That’s her!” the man says. “Ramona’s daughter
is Melissa.”

“Then that’s her place,” I say. He turns to step off
the porch. “She’s not home right now. I saw her leave
a few minutes ago.”

If it’s even possible, his chest shrinks even more.
“Do you know how to contact her?” I shake my head.
“Okay, this has been a”—he sees Ethan and stops—
“rotten morning. When she gets home, would you
tell her that her mom died and I need her to come
clean out her mom’s place?”

Ethan snaps his head to look up at me, and I feel
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letters burbling up, but none of them are coming
out as words. “What? No! I only met her for the first
time yesterday. Don't the police make that sort of
notification?”

“The police came late last night when Ramona
wouldn’t answer her phone. The old dame’s hand
turned the stereo up blasting loud when she keeled
over and died. Had every tenant calling me to take
care of it. She wouldn’t answer the phone or the
door so the police went in and found her.”

“So why can't they notify her daughter?”

He popped a cigarette into his mouth like it was
an M&M. “I told you,” he says, lighting the cigarette
and puffing. “Nobody knows Ramona’s kid. Hard
to contact next of kin when the dead woman never
said she had kin. If I hadn’t heard them screaming
at each other a few times I wouldn’t even know it.”
He turns to leave. “Tell her I'm giving her one week
to go through her mother’s things and then I'm dump-
ing all of 1t.”

“I'm not going to tell her,” I say to his back.

He turns to look at me. “Tell her I'm being nice.

I could just rummage through that junk and keep
what I like.”
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I nudge Ethan to get back into the house and 1
stand out on the porch, closing the door. “I can'’t tell
her that. You need to leave a note on her door.”

He won't turn back to look at me. “I've been out
here for an hour knocking on doors.” He tosses his
hand in the air. “I'm done.”

Ethan is staring up at me when I step back in-
side. “Who was that guy, Mom?”

“A landlord,” I say, busying myself by putting
away the cereal.

He picks up his football and tosses it from hand
to hand. “Who died?”

Emma looks up from her soggy bowl of cereal,
frightened. “Somebody died? Who died?”

I cross to her and kiss her head. “Our neighbor’s
mom.”

“Oh.” Ethan tosses the ball up and down now,
and I try to ignore it as I go back to work in the
kitchen. I'm not in the mood for the whole football-in-
the-house argument. “You don't like her very much,
do you, Mom?”

Great! Caught not liking someone by my own
child! I stop my work to look at him. “What makes
you say that? She seems fine.”
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He tosses that confounded ball higher into the
air. “You don't talk as much to her as you do other
people.”

“I just don’t know her very well yet.”

The ball goes up again. “You talk long with other
strangers.”

“Please take that ball out of the house, Ethan.”
He tosses it back and forth all the way to the front
door before tossing it out into the yard.

All the big kitchen items have a cupboard to call
their own, but the counter space is littered with
things that will eventually wind up crammed into a
drawer or shoe box: rubber bands, pens, old address
book, two small picture frames, sticky pads, cow-
shaped eraser, handful of magnets, Magic Markers,
a whistle, two batteries, a tube of ChapStick, a
purse-size package of tissues, a ruler, and a stack of
cards we received after Kyle's accident. I fan them
out in my hand, not knowing what to do with them.
I see a small, empty box and stack them in a corner
of it, pushing the rest of the stuff from the counter
on top of them. I sigh, setting the box on the table.
There’s so much to do, but I know Kyle’s accident
and the move have been a lot to take in for the kids.
I wander through the hall to their bedroom and peek
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inside. Emma is using one of her baby blankets to
make a bed for Sugar, and Ethan is pulling children’s
books out of a box.

Whenever Kyle was home the kids would beg
him to read to them every night at bedtime. I always
read using inflection and different, even if sometimes
weak, voices, but Kyle had a certain flair when he
“read” Charlottes Web or Goldilocks and the Three Bearo.
In Kyle’s translation, Charlotte the spider spun the
words armpit, nose hair, and burp into her web. Ethan
and Emma especially liked burp because Wilbur the
pig then walked through the barnyard belching. For
Goldilocks and the Three Bears, 1 could hear Ethan's
high-pitched belly laugh as Kyle read, “Then Mama
Bear said, ‘Somebody’s been pooting on my chair,’
and then little Baby Bear said, ‘Somebody’s been
pooting on my chair and blew a hole right through
it!"” It didn’t matter how many times Kyle read that
story, the kids would howl like it was a brand-new
telling. I watch the kids and pray. I've never prayed
so much in my life. I wash the dishes and pray. I fold
laundry and pray. I shower and cook and scrub the
floor and pray. It keeps me tethered, grounded,
buoyed, or from going insane.

I hang on to their door as I stick my head into
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their room. “Hey! Do either of you know where the
box of games is? We could play something.”

“Right now?” Emma asks, pushing Sugar’s head
hard into the blanket.

“Sure.”

“I thought you were busy,” Ethan says.

I step into their room. “Why don't we get the
books and games and everything put away in your
room and then it will be totally done! That should
only take a few minutes. Then let’s play a game.” |
feel the crush of things to do, but know I need to
spend time with them.

We finish their room and we celebrate by play-
ing two games of Candy Land and then one of
Sorry! and then Battleship with Emma before Mom
picks them up to take to her house to eat lunch and
spend the rest of the day. Hopefully, b_y the time
they make it home tomorrow I'll have most every-
thing in order. “Are you sure you don’t want me to
stay and help you?” Mom asks.

“You are helping by giving the kids a break from
tripping over of all this stuff,” I say, waving my arm
into the living room. “Hopefully, I'll find a spot for
all of it.” I kiss Emma and Ethan and resist asking

them to stay with me so I can see them, touch them,
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and hear their voices. My throat tightens as I wave
to them from the front door.

I haul out the final empty boxes from the kids’
room and feel good that their bedroom is organized.
I make a quick trip to the school to take the kid’s
shot records and fill out the rest of the enrollment
papers and then spend the rest of the day working in
my bedroom and organizing the linen and laundry
closets. I walk through the condo and know I need to
put up some Christmas decorations soon. The sight
of lights, evergreen swags, stars, bulbs, the tree, and
nativity will make all of us feel better. The first
Christmas after my parents divorced I hated putting
up the tree and dragging out the nativity, but once
the_y were up, my feelings changed. I search for the
boxes filled with all things Christmas so the kids and
I can start decorating in the next few days.

The stack of flattened boxes is growing at the
front door, and I start to take them out when I see
the neighbor’s car pull into her driveway, so I close
the door before she sees me. Through the window
sheers I can see her walking to her mailbox. I set
the boxes down. I'm not going to the curb now. If I
see her, I'll wonder if anyone has told her about her
mother and then be plagued with guilt that I didn’t
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tell her. I shake my head. What a preposterous sit-
uation!

This place is too quiet without the kids. I fall
into bed and dial Mom’s number to say good night
to them but discover theyre too busy to come to
the phone. “They're distracted,” Mom says. | smile.
She’s always been very distracting, and right now
that’s a good thing. I hang up and stare at the ceil-
ing, thinking of my neighbor. Kyle would have told
her her mother had died. Even if his world had col-
lapsed in on him, Kyle would have pushed his way
up through the rubble and done what he was sup-
posed to do.

“Someone has to tell her,” he’d say. “If the land-
lord is a coward, then someone needs to step up."
Kyle would get out of bed at this very moment and
go knock on her door, but I turn the light off and
pull the blankets up to my neck.
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