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“You can’t always be newlyweds, Patty,” Mom said one Saturday night when I was visiting.  Sam and Alex raced up and down the steps, banging a football off the walls and each other’s heads, while Mom and I sat together at the table after dinner and I watched her slowly melt into her third drink.  Dad was out at a community dinner with my brother Joe. I was the babysitter, waiting to put her and the boys to bed.


But before that happened, Mom, in her laser-beam perceptive way that never dulled no matter how much whiskey she doused it with, pegged my air of discontent.


“Every marriage settles down.”


Happy to bait her, I said, “What about Aunt Alice and Uncle Casey?  They haven’t settled down.”


Dad’s younger sister and her charming husband were the renowned lovers in the family, famous for their constant, fervent companionship. I wanted that.  


Mom smiled as she raised her glass, “Don’t go looking for saints, Patty. You won’t find them.”


She let the conversation die with that, even after her next drink.  I put Sam and Alex to bed, then led Mom down the hall to the little bedroom next door to where Dad still slept in their four-poster bed, and struggled with getting her into her nightgown and then between the sheets of the narrow cot. 


I was too exhausted to do much more than lie down myself after that but, the next day, on the train ride home, with the boys across the aisle making their seats a mess of potato chip crumbs and crushed crayons. The backs of houses flashed by the train window, revealing the debris of everyday life, yards full of swing sets, pools, barbecue grills.  I pressed my face against the window, feeling the chill of the glass against my skin, struggling to keep at bay what I was really struggling with: nothing more than everyday life as Sam and Alex bounced across the train aisle from one vacant seat to another.  


Then there was this: the new man at work.  I was beginning to find him attractive in a way that felt very similar to the thrill I once experienced writing a great sentence.  We worked at a middling magazine where I found myself the professional den mother to a bunch of twenty year olds.  The new man was the only other person my age and I considered my thoughts about him to be horrifying because I hadn’t desired, let along thought of another man since Chris came into my life.  And there was nothing particularly noteworthy about this guy. For one thing, he was slightly shorter thought boyishly brash in meetings, given to suddenly erupting into hyperbolically funny stories in hallway conversations.  On top of all that, he had the silly name of Oliver.  

When, then, did I begin to find Oliver other than what he was? Surely it was during lunch.  Of course, it had to be lunch, that safe, in-broad-daylight excursion needed by everyone:  A little nourishment in the middle of the day to keep you going.  Besides, there were reasons for us to be together, given the similarity of our job descriptions, the projects we were asked to work on together, the endless meetings we were required to attend and support one another through.  There was also the proximity of our offices–his just beyond mine, making it very natural for him to poke his head in at my door and ask if I wanted to go to the sandwich shop, maybe grab a little sushi, how about a walk to the park where we could perch on small uncomfortable chairs along a gravel walk and pretend we were in Paris?  

Well, why not?  What else was going on?  There were people all around me in this city having a lot more fun than I was right now, so why wouldn’t I join them?  After all, I was still a young woman, hardly into her forties, and there wasn’t a decrepit bone in this tired body.  At the sound of his voice, I turned away from the computer and jumped up, instantly ready to go, my complete lack of coyness a true sign to me that this was nothing more than what it appeared on the surface to be–two co-workers going off to lunch.


Oliver stood close beside me in the elevator as we descended to the street.  He noticed things Chris had grown blind to, such as the smell of my perfume. Such as a wayward curl escaping down the nape of my neck that him swiftly tucked into place, his hand brushing the thick twist at the back of my head.   I saw things in Oliver I had become immune to in Chris: such as his masculine presence striding confidently beside me.  Such as his interest in hearing what I had to say.  


Oliver stood beside me on the curb as we waited for the light to change and said,  “The trouble I always had with being married is that you’re expected to stop living.  All of a sudden, just because you have a ring on your finger, you’re expected not to feel anything at all for anyone else.”


Oliver had been married for seven years and, in that time, had taken several lovers.  At the moment, he was sleeping on friends’ sofas because his wife had had enough.  He would stay with her–still claimed he loved her–if she would only consent to a more open understanding of what marriage was. 


It’s not the feelings, I countered, that were the issue, but the promised commitment to faithfulness. I heard Chris’ voice in my head singing to me one of his beloved Broadway tunes. But I’m always true to you, darling, in my fashion. I’m always true to you, darling, in my way. 

“Exactly,” Oliver said with some passion in his voice, although I felt as if I had lost some strand of the conversation.  Exactly what? Commitment?  Faithfulness?  Feelings?


We bought sandwiches and walked to the park.  It was an early spring day–April in New York.  Every little thing was blooming.  Office workers lounged with their ties pulled loose or their skirts hiked up.  Homeless men and women spread their belongings across park lawns and laid back in the downy grass, their faces arched toward the newly warmed sun.   A quartet had decided to set itself up by the plaza’s fountain and their music–plaintive and, at the same time, so aching-ly young and sweet–drifted over the assembly like opium smoke.


Oliver and I didn’t say much to one another as we sat side by side on a bench and ate our lunch.  The day was far too lovely to speak.  I stretched my legs out and placed my head against the back of the bench where Oliver’s arm was extended.  I couldn’t remember the last time Chris and I had sat like this in a park––when there weren’t myriad dangers to safeguard children from, when there weren’t deadlines and chores and far too many worries.  When was the last time we were so lighthearted, so frivolous as to simply sit beside one another, enjoying each other’s company?  Certainly, even our concerts nights–in our rush to get to our seats on time, in our hurry to get home before the babysitter cost too much–could not compare to this delicious slice of sunlight and calm. But I didn’t linger any longer on those thoughts for fear my heart would crack open with depth-less longing. 


I closed my eyes and let Oliver’s arm fall lightly over my shoulder.
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What did happen between my aunt and the man my uncle saw her with? Had he been as charming as Oliver was?  Had Aunt Alice merely sat with him late one night and talked about common things that seemed so much more important–so much more alive–simply because she was talking to someone new?  No one ever mentioned the quarrel again, at least not in the presence of an eight-year-old girl.   Somehow or other, though, the rift between Uncle Casey and Aunt Alice disappeared and the next time I saw them they seemed to be as they were before, a singularly charmed, devoted couple.


But in my own shadow-filled living room where I laid, with the faint click of the keyboard pecking at me from upstairs, I wondered how such a seemingly cataclysmic event could have blown over without a permanent crack forming. I supposed I could ask Dad but I knew he would be displeased at my question, considering it none of my business, and would not answer me.  If I really wanted to know I would have to ask my aunt and uncle, but Dad was right–what business was it of mine, simply because the information might help me now?  

A central truth dawned on me—I was out on my own.


Still, I wondered:  Did Aunt Alice ever lie in the quiet of her red living room and think of her Oliver, finding a modicum of relief from agitation and loneliness simply by recalling a bit of conversation, a mindless brush of another’s hand?   Weren’t these innocent enough things?  Nothing that could be construed as crossing that imaginary line where a husband might look out his door and see something else in the laughter of his wife at another man’s talk.


And yet. . . .I could feel the throbbing restlessness that had captured me lately and which I only wanted relief from.  Tomorrow was Monday—the start of another workweek—and it was late, much later than I gave credence to. The children were asleep.  The house was quiet, everything seemed orderly, in its place.  I went upstairs.  Just one word, one touch.  That’s all I wanted to reassure me everything would be ok.


I opened the door to Chris’ study and he turned to me with a vexed look on his face.


“What?” He asked a little sharply, perturbed at the interruption.  


Could I not want to simply look at him, to remember a day when I sat in a park with him?  Could I remember such a long time ago? Could he?


When I didn’t answer him right away, he returned his gaze to the computer screen, his fingers touching a key or two, correcting a misspelling, holding his place. In another second he would be lost to me.


“Sorry,” I said and began to back out.


“Wait.” Chris called and leaned back in his chair toward me.  “You okay?”


I smiled and stepped into the room to lean on the desk beside his chair. Sure I was okay, why wouldn’t I be? I loved him. We were happy. What was wrong with me? When I looked at him, I felt my love for him, for his blue eyes, for his gentle patient smile. My body relaxed, my mind washed clean.  Everything else fell away and became an insubstantial dream with no meaning at all. 


He stretched a little in his chair, his arms away from me up into the air. “Kids asleep?”


“Even Al,” I grinned.


He glanced at his wrist watched, at the hands closing in on nine:thirty.  “A record.”


“Trip wore him out.”


“What about you?”


“Me, too.  But I’m going to read a little bit first.”


“I won’t be long.”


“Okay,” I said hopefully, assured by the light, ordinary rhythm of our exchange.  But before I got to the door, the keyboard began to click again as he fell once more into his work and I knew no promises had been made.


I drew the door shut behind me and stood alone in the hallway.
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Oliver leaned against me.  The tight black lace dress I wore was drenched in sweat from dancing and laughing.  Someone placed a marguerite in my hands and the touch of the frozen glass sent a trilling twitch up my arm.  Oliver was talking across me to Simon, his childhood friend, who had managed at some point in the evening to join all of us.  Simon had many woes to drown, not the least of which was the effect of his serial infidelities.  The story I got over several luncheons with Oliver was that Simon lived in a large house out in Westchester with his wife of nine years and their four children–the last born just three months ago.  Simon’s wife was reputed to be a shrew.  Oliver agreed with Simon that she had grown zoftig and lazy, although still, in a way, attractive, the domestic diva thing a very powerful allure for both men.  Ten years ago, Simon was a guitarist in a band that hit a hit.  Now he managed a branch of a successful real estate office on the Upper West Side.  He was having an affair with an assistant agent who would like him to leave Westchester and live with her in a cramped studio in Tribeca.  Simon’s quandary was this: He could not leave his wife; he would not give up the girlfriend.  He was trying to keep both, thinking he could keep things from his wife and cajole the girlfriend’s from her demands. The wife, however, was not stupid: Oliver told me she suspected and always had.  Meanwhile, the girlfriend was hearing her clocks ticking, and seemed to be checking out more available possibilities.  I gazed across the small table at Simon, curious about this man I had heard so much about.  If the way Oliver related stories about Simon weren’t so entertaining, I would have viewed him as a cautionary figure to avoid. But although Simon looked ravaged in the amber light of the bar, his hair too long and unkempt, his face loosening into wrinkles, he presented himself as a great adventurer, a disarmingly fervent bohemian rascal in an exquisitely expensive sports jacket. The two men launched into a patter probably as old as their teenage years.  They raked their eyes across the room, scanning the women, joking about the musicians, entertaining me with jaunty quips and nonsensical wisecracks.  The mood at the table was feverish, anything but serious, and while a part of me held warily back, the part that appeared seemingly in charge that night was determined to be out and about, to not give in to second-thoughts and, by all means necessary, muffle that pesky conscious with a voice suspiciously close to Mom’s, that kept a draggy harumph! ringing through my head.  


Simon threw back a shot of tequila, smiled and drummed the table before us.


“What’s the plan? What are you two doing?”  He shouted at us over the music.


I began to laugh at the absurdity of his questions and wanted to point out to him what I found to be the beauty about this night: There was no plan. We two were not doing anything that I knew of.  There was a benefit earlier in the night that everyone in the office had been asked to attend.  There was a dinner and after-drinks, and then the suggestion, since the night was young and no one else had anyone waiting up for them at home, of hearing some music.  So here we were. End of plans. End of what we two were doing.  


 I wanted to shout across to Simon, wasn’t it a marvelous thing to be so unfettered?  And, ah! How young the night was! One:thirty on a Saturday night in the city. Everyone wanted to be out.  Three of our co-workers, gay men in their early thirties, were taking off for another club two blocks away. Several of the women had been picked up by men in the bar and were now enmeshed in heated embraces–one by the juke box, the other nestled in her new friend’s lap.  Others were strewn around the room, not paying any attention at all to Oliver or me.  He was very happy to stay out and I–having not been out like this in years–wanted to, too.  I felt transported back in time and it was only slightly curious (perhaps even delightful) to me how quickly I seemed to have shaken any sense of little hands, runny noses, money woes, falling ceiling plaster, tired sex––all the flotsam washing up upon this lonely stretch of marriage where I was marooned.  By right, I remembered that my girlhood friend, Gwen, should be somewhere close by in the bar.  Oh, maybe she was the blond curved under the drummer over in that dark corner by the end of the bar.  I was glad to see her old proclivities still in-tact!  But when the couple shifted their position, my heart dropped a bit–how could that not be Gwen?–and the realization drifted across me how really alone I was in this crowded room.  Seventeen years ago, Gwen and I would have washed through this place, surfed the crowd, catching a few waves of boys, then trudged on out, gasping and laughing with the thrill of being so reckless, so cavalier,  with hearts and time.  Caught in the shrill klieg-lit smokey haze emanating from the tiny nearby stage, Simon looked ancient; Oliver not much younger. I put my hands suddenly up to my face, my heart screeching to a sneering stop: What was I doing here without Gwen, without youth at my side?  What was I pretending to be?  The need to go back, figure this out–how I came to be sitting that night at that table, with those men, knowingly away from all I had pledged to love–crashed against me. Thinking I’d discover a clue, I glanced over at Oliver.  But when he caught my gaze, he picked up his beer bottle, took a drink, continued talking to Simon and gave me nothing more than a casual, winking smile.  I made the music fill my head, the icy drink cool my thoughts, and attempted to console myself with what I truly thought I wanted from that night: Sitting there, at that table, with those men, I was no one’s mother, no one’s tired wife. I was just this lacy dress, this blazing music, this frosty drink.


Still, the question nagged and so I struggled up from my chair and eased around the tightly packed tables.  The night’s drinks were beginning to take their toll and I was wavering a bit unsteady on my heels, risking my life to trip down a narrow flight of blue-lit stairs to find the pay phone by the bathrooms. I put in money, dialed the number, and in a few minutes, heard Chris’s voice fall into my ear.


“Hello?”


“Hey,” I shouted, full of good cheer.  “I just wanted to let you know where I am.”


“Okay.  Where are you?”


“Somewhere.  Everyone wanted to go hear some guy play.  He’s pretty good.”


Chris didn’t say anything but I could hear music of his own in the background.  Probably Richard Thompson, I thought, a songwriter whose cynical, working-class take on life Chris agreed with.  Lately, it was all he had been listening to, along with jazz, the disjointed kind that made my head splinter. Richard Thompson; late Charlie Parker, this is what filled our house, the increasing silence between us. 


“How was the benefit?”


“Dull,” I reported.


“So when’re you coming home?” He finally asked.


“Soon.”


“Come home soon.”  It wasn’t an order.  Not even a plead.  It was just a statement he made.  

There was a pause in which I waited for him to say something more.  

He waited for me.  

Neither of us spoke.  

There was just our breathing, our separate music, traveling through the wires.  

A woman stumbled down the stairs and fell against me.  We laughed together as I steadied her.


“Pat?” I heard Chris call as I held the receiver over my head and pressed against the wall to let the woman squeeze by and continued down the crowded narrow hallway to the bathroom.


The receiver cried, “Pat!”


“I’m here.”


“Okay?” Chris asked. 


“What?”


“See you soon?”


“Soon,” I repeated and hung up.  I felt a little more steady as I peered at my watch.  Part of the grace of not knowing why you were doing something was in losing control of how you were doing it: As I wove back up the stairs, I reasoned blithely with myself that I hadn’t expected the night to last this long because I had so little power over how events had been unfolding, as if I was just flotsam bobbing along in the evening’s current.  Now, though, I calculated that I would be back in Brooklyn and home again in by two, no later than three.  By the time I reached the top of the stairs and fell once more into the boisterous crowd, I convinced myself that everything was just fine.


Simon smiled expectantly at me when I got back to the table.  Oliver was at the bar, buying another round of drinks.  The last margarita, its sweetly-sour slushie substance, had upset my stomach and I didn’t want anymore.  In fact, I was suddenly very tired.  I looked at my watch again: It really was time to go.


“So what’s with you and Oliver?” Simon asked me as I slid into the chair beside him.  Even though the band was taking a break, he had to shout out the question with all the screaming and laughter in the bar. A techno beat jackhammered across the room. I was looking for my bag and coat but also leaning forward, my arms braced on either side of the seat.  The disquiet in Chris’ voice pounded in my head and it was amazing to me how I suddenly found myself angry at having called him.  After he came home from work and paid the babysitter I left the boys with, Chris’ evening probably unfolded in a quiet, known pattern that was directly opposite from mine. Throughout that entire night, I was aware that it had been simpler, more expedient, for me to picture him so snugly, eager as ever, behind the closed door of his study, than to consider any other scenario. But now, I could not help but sit and peel away the layers of his anxious voice and expose my sense of his unhappiness.  Even worse, a damning bit of honesty made me realize that I was a little happy he was unhappy, that the door to his study was open and that I had finally drawn him out into the house. I squirmed in my chair, a worm withering on a hook of self-loathing.  

Then I thought, why do I need a man?  Here I was in a bar passed 2 o’clock in the morning, trying to figure out what it was I needed men for. Why I wanted them. Why, surrounded by them, I felt so lonely. Why I was in a bar, years later and without Gwen, wondering why love–simple love–was failing me.


Yet, the power of the human spirit, conveniently steeped as it so often is in alcohol at these moments, abruptly took hold.  Simon reached across the table and touched my arm.  He smiled, leaned close to confide, “Oliver doesn’t stop talking about you.”


“Yeah?” I replied, trying to sound cool. “Why?”


Simon hadn’t anticipated this question and he didn’t have a ready answer.  Yet, before the night got any older,  I really needed to know because I became unexpectedly aware of just how many chips I had placed in whatever I was doing with Oliver.  Everything seemed much clearer for me:  I had become addicted to the attention he lavished on me, how he was a reminder that there was a world outside my tumbling house. That much seemed simple–sad, yes, maybe even a little pathetic, yet there you had it.  


But, for Oliver, beholding to no one and desired for his style and talents by so many others, what in that month of lunches, of heightened conversations, of teasing tension, had there been for him in a married woman?  In my attempt to answer this, I had bought this black lace dress, and had not at all considered asking my husband to attend the evening’s festivities.  I had endured nights of lying restlessly beside Chris, watching him in his deep slumber, so unaware of the turmoil roiling next to him.  When that became too hellish–whipped back and forth by anger and confused shame, by my damning inability to tell him what I was feeling and his fine-tuned inattention to life in the rooms outside his study–I had walked through my dark house, stood post for long minutes by my children’s beds or watched my garden whither with neglect, my kitchen shelves grow bare with distraction, the pots dangling about my head shielded in dust, the hundreds of cookbooks on the kitchen shelves with uncracked spines.  As she watched me pace from one end of the house to the next, our dog’s eyes were so full of love, so forgiving, that I could no longer touch her but, instead, turned away even from her soft nuzzle and forbid myself to hear her confused sighs as I left her behind.  All of this I had done in order to understand, once and for all, what it was I was feeling for Oliver, why I had turned so casually, so cavalier, away from what I believed I held most dear in the world, just to be with this unsuitable man. 


I bent toward Simon to hear any enlightening words he might throw my way about the magic of his childhood friend but there he was, himself, suddenly leaning close over me to deliver the new round of drinks.  Oliver pressed his hand on my shoulder to steady himself as he bent forward and then, sliding around to sit down again, his hand, his whole arm, locked across my shoulders.  His warmth enveloped me. I picked up the new drink and, as if there was a purpose to all of this,  took a big sip. My head drifted from my shoulders. I floated away.  It was a blessing not to think and, instead, feel as distant as Chris’ voice seemed to have been on the phone.  All thought of keeping track of time vanished.  I was beyond the strength it would have taken to pull away from the comfort I was finding at this man’s side. The band took the stage again and Oliver pulled me up to dance. He placed his hands on my hips, holding me before him on the tightly packed dance floor. I raised my hair off my damp shoulders and realized that I knew so little about Oliver, cared so little for who he really was, that I could project onto him what I wanted him to be.   He was holding me and we were dancing: There was nothing else, nothing that I cared for in either of these gestures–no life, no worries, nothing but emotion, heat and feelings.  His sheer, unfamiliar, presence was refreshing, somehow reassuring, as if I could write large across him all my desires for a life less constricted, more passionate than the one I imagined I was leading before I met him. And that–as I turned in his arms and fell back against him–was what I was suddenly aware I wanted.  It was as simple as that. I wanted to feel unadulterated passion again, the un-gated flood of emotions that daily life diluted in marriage. I wanted to feel these things just once more. A young woman in her early forties, the mother of two, the wife of another–I wanted this. I wanted this. I wanted this.   


Oliver whispered into my ear, “Let’s get out of here.”


Yes, I smiled, fearfully, excitedly, breathless as I let him take my hand. We stopped at the table long enough to retrieve our coats and to wave goodbye to a knowing Simon. He wished us both a good night.


“Have fun,” he called and as Oliver pulled me through the crowd, I saw Simon sink back down, take up his beer bottle, and search as furtively through the dark room as a tracking coyote across mercilessly arid plains.  


Oliver’s hand was wrapped firmly around mine.  I had to run to keep from falling, my heels stamping over flimsy sandals and booted toes.  I was breathless as we burst from the door into the chilly spring night, onto the sidewalk alive with revelers, with people laughing, swaying in sprawling packs; car horns blaring, the street a radiant streaking blur of yellows, reds, and greens.  


Oliver swung me lightly into his arms and then, in a waltzing two step, back into the corner of a darkened doorway.  He kissed me.  The foreign touch of his lips and tongue, the way his hands cupped my face and trailed down my neck, smashed through me.  I couldn’t breath, couldn’t feel anything more than the all-encompassing heat of him as he pressed me against the cold metal bumps of the building’s bas relief door.   On its own, my body melded into him, even as something instinctively resisted and I pushed him away, covered my hot mouth.  The cold night air seeped between us as Oliver looked hesitant at me, then came towards me again.  I turned away and, like a lost baby, began to cry. He cupped his hands around my face, held me still before him.


“What’s wrong?” he asked and began to sip at the wet streaks running along my cheek and jaw.


I shook my head.  Where to begin? The softness and urgent insistence of his kisses were all that they should have been. This was what I wanted, after all, but even through such a strong barrier as tequila, I baulked against the strangeness of him.   I slipped once more away and stood alone in the curved recess of the door, beyond thinking, going now only on muddled instinct.


“I thought I wanted to be with you.”


“Then do.” 


“I can’t.”


Oliver considered the problem for a moment. I kept my eyes on him, knowing if he came toward me again how willingly I might give in. But his hesitation lingered, confounded by never having dealt with such a perplexed sure thing before.  I like to think he considered my husband. Or, maybe, just maybe, he had his own doubts about wanting me, too, and was deciding the whole thing was just too much work. 


He looked at me, sighed, and said, “All right. Okay. Let me at least drive you home.”


We did not talk again until, somewhere on the highway, Oliver observed with a smile, “If I was him, I’d kill you.”  


He was not kidding.   He would have liked to kill me, too.  Surely, he had a right to feel some sense of being had, of being strung along through so many flirtatious lunches that were now going nowhere.  I sat beside him feeling contrite and ashamed, so unbelievably sober and clear-headed for the first time in months that I couldn’t help but wonder who let that besotted imbecile out from inside me. Poor Oliver, I thought.  Such a nice, entertaining, evidently decent, guy to be drawn–no matter how eager he had been–into the confused fumbling of someone else’s love  As we pulled off the expressway and made our way through my neighborhood,  I peeked over at him and noticed how carefully Oliver was driving.  He was glancing disapprovingly at the rows of darkened brownstones, the abandoned apartment building, the knot of young men sitting on upturned milk crates in the yellow glow beneath an all-night bodega’s awning.  Oliver was a man used to the suburbs. He couldn’t begin to imagine himself living in the city, let alone raising a family in one.  His reproach as he drove through those streets drew into focus how little we had ever had in common, how little there had ever been beyond the restricted bounds of the work day that would have held us together.


When he stopped before the house, we both gazed up at the living room’s pale lights.


“You going to be okay?” He asked.  


The dashboard clock claimed it was close to 3:30.  I couldn’t imagine what was waiting inside.  


“Sure,”  I said and allowed him to brush his lips across my cheek as I reached for the door.  Before I was even at my gate, he sped off.


Weary by the night, I pulled myself up the steep front steps and into the vestibule, stepping carefully over the snoring dog.  From the corner of my eye I registered a black-cloaked figure rising from the chair in the living room and, startled, cried out.


“Jesus Christ.”


Chris didn’t move.  He simply stood there. I heard a melody, an English reel pierced by an electric guitar.  The music got faster and faster, as fast as my heart as I crossed the room.


“It’s late,” he said. 


I stopped before him and looked up at him. He stared at me, his hands buried deep in the robe’s pockets.  I could still feel the night’s drinks in me but the alcohol had less to do with the strange way I felt than my vague understanding of what had just occurred. I had made a narrow escape and, full of a survivor’s delirium, I allowed a drained smile to break across my lips. Chris witnessed this off-kilter lopsided look on his drunk wife’s face and–as plain as day–all but wished my utter oblivion. 


“It’s late,” he said again, misery weighing him down. 


“I know.”


His eyes widened as, in a measured angry tone, he carefully remarked,  “I hope you do know.”


I stepped closer to him. He probably smelled the bar–cigarettes, beer, sweat–on me, the scent I trailed into our home.  I had never been that close to him without being in his arms and it took all the strength I had not to touch him or even flinch with dread.  My love for him was so far away and yet there I stood before him and mustered together the words I had to say for us to find our way back to one another.


“You want to ask me if I’m having an affair?”


The words floated lightly across the high-ceiling room, above the last lilting pluck of the English reel.  Richard Thompson broke in with a growling defiance as Chris’ blue eyes narrowed and turned to the floor. His lips compressed.   He needed to know and didn’t want to hear. He hated me for forcing this on him. For making him respond.  We hadn’t realized the careful reserve that had grown around us and which we had so carefully maintained over the last few weeks and months.  But here it was now, its cracking almost audible as out fell all the myths we had build around ourselves as a couple. We weren’t the Pat and Chris from Ireland, not the Pat and Chris who took such solemn vows so long ago. That night, we stood before one another and tried to see each other again, tried to understand how we had come to this moment.  

I heard him take in a shallow breath as his eyes met mine. 


“Are you?”


“No,” I replied as truthful as I could be. 


I turned and walked from the room, stumbled up the stairs. On my side of the bed, I peeled off the lace dress, balled it up, and threw it into a corner, then slipped between the sheets.  Sleep, the heavy uncomplicated kind that had eluded me those last weeks, took hold fast and hard, and I was in far away dreams of a better world when he finally came up to bed.  

