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  CHAPTER 1


  In school-hell, in life-I've been taught to get to the point immediately. I teach my college students never to waste a syllable. Write in a clear, concise manner, and get to the bloody point, sans rambling is my motto. So, I'll set a good example and do no less, but sometimes the small points in my life have proven to be more significant than I'd imagined. Anyway, here goes: my husband, Randy Fuller isn't dead, and yet everyone seems ready to leap to conclusions. I know nobody believes he could have survived the catastrophe that night, but until someone shows me a body, I will maintain that he is alive. Not necessarily well, but I know his heart is beating.


  



  When you live in a place like Fort Erie, Ontario, where everybody knows everyone, and you can toss anonymity out the window, people are set in their ways, and are determined to think whatever they want. After all, Randy is the man that so many used to see every day when they strolled into the library. The old-timers who read the newspapers loved his humor and his manners. Guys our age talked sports with him ad-nauseum. If you've ever dropped your kid off to play on the computer for an evening, odds are Randy has busted them for being too boisterous a time or two.


  



  If you have a picture-perfect opinion of Randy, I hate to burst your bubble. You're not wrong to think Randy's the greatest guy you've ever met, because that's how I still think of him, deep down. He's a decent, gentle man, a born father, and has more integrity in his little finger than most of us have in our bodies. But like an onion, the man had many layers, and I never peeled back the first one until the worst happened to us.


  



  Some people have been silly enough to suggest that I made my husband run away, like I had been some sort of unfeeling tyrant, like I had pushed the poor bastard to his limit. But no one can observe the damage caused to the house he was living in and think he ran away. His feet were firmly planted, and yet he didn't stick around for the worst, either.


  



  In the greater scheme of things, I feel helpless, because people will draw their conclusions based on what they've heard (or what they haven't heard), and construct a scenario for themselves. Maybe they have some preconceived notion that I'm an ice queen and Randy is a hapless victim, but I think it's important to hear both sides of an issue, to make an informed decision.


  



  Why am I writing this? I'm sure you're asking yourselves that. I don't know exactly. Maybe committing this diatribe to paper is therapeutic and I never meant for anyone actually to read it. Call it a personal diary, a private blog, where I can recount my life with Randy from the beginning of university until well after our marriage collapsed. I feel like writing this will help me consciously to peel away yet another layer of the onion that is Randy Fuller. But more than anything, I'm writing this to make the bad dreams go away.


  



  Surely, you have bad dreams too. Even if they come once a month, you know the feeling. Sometimes they are the stark, vivid image of real life torment that forces you to pop up in bed, drenched after a torrent of cold sweat. Randy appears in those dreams regularly. Sometimes he and I are walking hand in hand, and everything the utopia that our lives had set out to be, before it melts away. Other times, I dream about when he and I were at each other's throats, and no compromise could save us. However, the most vivid dreams are the ones where he tells me where he is, how I can find him, and how he wants me to join him there. I can speculate endlessly, but I know one thing for sure: I don't want to be haunted by the spectre of my living husband forever.


  



  Not that our broken marriage is the only heartache that haunts my dreams. The pain of losing our only son, Kenny, still tears my heart out. I still remember how my blood froze when I saw his eyes close, and his skin turn white as cream. His little arms and legs were stiff before the paramedics arrived. I remember the tears that were bottled up inside me, until my threshold burst in a flood of sorrow. If I could rewrite history-or if I could sell my soul-I would reclaim Kenny and Randy, to be the family we were destined to be. If I can write everything that haunts me, maybe I can expel those events from my soul forever.


  



  We all have to live with our share of regrets. I'm convinced there's no exception to that rule. Sometimes I wonder how life might have been different had I been more sensitive to Randy's feelings. Would he still have resented me so intensely? Would he have still changed into the disturbed angry man that he became? But I'm neither a mind reader nor a fortune teller. I never knew what he was thinking during our bumpiest times together. So I strike it from my mind and tell myself not to beat myself up over it. But one question lingers like a frozen cloud: would our perfect lives have been preserved had Kenny lived?


  



  What if Kenny had never been born?


  



  I always feel guilty for asking myself that. And who wouldn't? Kenny might not have been a planned child, but we loved him every bit as much as we would have if we could have determined the day and hour he would come to us. He was a special, perfect gift that we wouldn't have sent back for anything.


  



  I've mulled over so many questions, so many scenarios time and again, mostly because the police have continued to question me. Don't get me wrong, there was never any evidence of foul play, and they never suspected me of any crime. They simply needed to come to the person who knew Randy more intimately than anyone, to construct a motive for the events that happened that night. Simply, they wanted to understand why Randy did what he did. That's an answer I desperately want to have myself, truth be known.


  



  Having helped clean up the mess (figuratively and literally), I wonder how I'm not angry at Randy for having done what he did. After all, it's added a strain to my life that I don't need, not to mention a bevy of forever unanswered questions. Surely, anyone else would be pissed out of their minds, but for some reason I feel absolutely sedate, forgiving. So I cleaned up the garbage, the remnants of what was once his grandparents' grand house, and wonder what might have raced through his mind the night he took destiny into his own hands.


  



  If I need another reason for writing this, that might be it. Answers to the impossible, a path to the unknown, and a chance to construct and relieve the anger that I should feel. I can't slip into Randy's psyche, I can't live the events that led to his actions, but I can close my eyes and imagine.


  



  Consider this: Randy was (is) a man who refused to work a minute of overtime because he was too elated about coming home to see his son. He wrote letters to Kenny when he was in the womb, sweet little notes, communicating with him, bonding with his baby boy, and always speculating about the person he might turn out to be. Randy is a rational, educated man, who has always epitomized calm and gentleness. How do you suppose he could have caused absolute mayhem?


  



  The last time he and I spoke-over a heated phone call no less-I worried he would try to pull something drastic. Something about the tenor of his voice, and his lost foothold on basic sense, told me something was amiss. He sounded desperate, like a sane man on the threshold of insanity, clinging onto reality for dear life.


  



  In retrospect, I should have phoned the police after the fight, for a welfare call if nothing else. I thought they might accuse me of overreacting, being overprotective, or plain silly, and that Randy was a basket case of emotions thanks to Kenny's death and our separation. But like I said, we have to live with our regrets, and pray we can expel them so they can't haunt us forever.


  



  So, whoever is reading this, I urge you to take your time with this text, absorb it, and wait until you completely understand my side before you draw your conclusion. I wish Randy could tell his side too, since all anyone has heard are stories. And I think it's important to note that I don't hate Randy and I never have. I'm as filled with love for him as I ever have been, even though our relationship took a dramatic twist. I can't change the man he has become, I can't recreate our old life, and I can't beat any sense into Randy. My limitations I accept as I move on and brave my life ahead without the two most important men I've ever known.


  


  



  CHAPTER 2


  English Literature was the perfect major for me. I knew that much from the start. Books, words, sentences, paragraphs have always been my most faithful companions. Sure, for some, deciding what you want to do is an impossible feat, but for me the decision was a no-brainer. And I'm not saying I've never been a beach trash voracious reader (Nora Roberts is my guilty pleasure), but I prefer to delve into a character's personality. I want to know every intimate detail there is to know about a character, so I can slip into their life for an hour or ten. I think that makes me gaze deeper into the people I meet, strangers, acquaintances, and the people I know best, to search for their deepest, darkest thoughts. Randy is the same kind of person, and as such he wound up taking the same major, which meant we would cross paths before long.


  



  And it happened, the first week of classes in our first year at Brock. Bingo! I would like to think the first thing that attracts me to a man is his mind, and that's still true to some point with Randy. But I must confess several other endearing qualities captured me as well. I first noticed his angelic face, dimpled chin, blue eyes and dirty blonde hair. The way the skin around his eyes creased when he smile, drawing the veil for two rows of creamy white teeth embodied a breathtaking magnificence. He wore sweaters with collared shirts beneath, black slacks and dress shoes to school every day-preppy, sure, but that's the kind of man I dig. Macho men can take a back seat, particularly when there's a suave book nerd for me to chase after.


  



  And so it happened that Randy and I were also in the same seminar for our Introduction to English Literature class. Randy sat just a few seats from me, always showing up to class with a book (sometimes literary, sometimes genre fiction), always scribbling notes, and always the first to raise his hand during discussion. Not that he was an apple-shiner by any means, but he knew his purpose in class. He was ambitious and meant to learn and advance himself. He understood concepts and constructs in literature that would have sailed over the heads of other eighteen-year-old guys in the room. But the way he strolled around with a book open, deep in thought, lost in a story, I found undeniably sexy. Scoff if you will, but I know what I like.


  



  Whether he'd known I existed or not was another matter. After the first two seminars, I strolled away with lingering thoughts of Randy, and feelings quite warm for someone I'd never spoken to. Romantic yes, very storybook-like, but I knew the scenario could become even more wonderful if I could bridge the gap between us. But how?


  



  By the third week, Randy chased me down the sidewalk after seminar. I'd sent him a few glances during class, nothing overt, just enough to grab his attention. First, he pretended that our eyes had met by chance, glanced the other way, and raised his hand to answer a question. But the second and third time we made eye contact, he knew how to read my body language. Yes, I might've made the first move, and still made him chase after me. Call me crazy, but I'm traditional (and shy!) and I was willing to risk what he and I could have just to have him approach me first.


  



  I turned, like I meant to go about my business, and hadn't yet noticed Randy, and listened to the soles of his shoes click and clack against the pavement. A huff of air escaped his mouth as he stopped by my side. His trusty paperback-this time a Margaret Atwood-was tucked under his arm.


  



  Randy held the paperback over his eyes to block the sun. “Not a bad presentation, eh?”


  



  “No kidding,” I said. “You were the life of that seminar. And it's not just that you get Faulkner the way you do, it's that you see what's beyond . . . well, beyond everything.”


  



  Randy smiled, glanced away, like he wanted to dance around the compliment. Then we introduced ourselves formally, and shook hands as if we'd just inked a business deal. The conversation led to coffee at the Commons, and a stroll by the athletic complex. Naturally, the afternoon spent together led to us sitting together in lecture and seminar, eating lunches together and going out on Friday nights, until we finally admitted what each of us was feeling and decided to make a relationship of it.


  



  I'm not sure what you would say our official first date was, if we ever really had one. Every moment leading up to our becoming “official” seemed like a first date made better by finally sealing the deal. Before long, I sat at his parents' dinner table over meatloaf, where he seemed only too happy to show me off to his folks.


  



  The way I saw it, Randy and I were best friends, except we were a boy and girl, and that I knew I was falling hard for him from the start. That friendship laid the foundation for what we would become. Of course, that meant some awkwardness the first time we made love, and not just because it was the first time for both of us. Approaching that step with your best friend felt so odd, I didn't know if I could do it at first. When he cupped my breasts for the first time, I could hardly believe his hands could be so firm yet so yielding. Then my finger traced the ridge that ran alongside his pants and longed to relieve our suspense. He flicked his trouser button open and unzipped his fly. I helped him out of his pants, and eased his boxers to his knees, to let his erect penis spring up. Then I gazed at the swollen, uncircumcised member, standing amid a patch of pubic hair, like I couldn't believe it was an extension of Randy. His length and girth were impressive for a man whose mind I had fallen in love with.


  



  I helped lift his shirt over his head and arms and beheld his chest. He was almost fatless, with stubble sprouting where he had shaved his body hair. I ran my fingers up and down his chest and kissed him, starting with his pecs and worked my way down his stomach.


  



  Randy fumbled the condom first, uncertain which side to roll it on. I helped him by turning the rubber over, and rolled it down the length of his member. Then he burrowed between my legs and slid into me inch by inch. When I gasped and held my breath, he paused, waited, but seemed to sense when he should continue. He thrust into me slowly, gently, at a measured pace. I took his hand, placed his fingers on my sex, and walked him through the motions.


  



  Seeing his face contort, his chest heave, his body greased with sweat as he tore the condom off and shot a rope of semen onto my pubis made me regard him differently. He was passionate, yes, but that moment taught me much more about him. I had now seen him in his most vulnerable moment, at the height of ecstasy, and he had seen me in mine. Our shared vulnerability cemented our partnership.


  



  After, we lay in one another's arms, our eyes closed, slipped into a half-sleep, neither of us speaking a word to each other, but that was unimportant to me. What mattered was that he and I had shared ourselves with each other. I had forced a bond with Randy that I could never have had with another man.


  



  While we were never one of those joined-at-the-hip couples, constantly flirting our P.D.A., we managed to stay together happily until we finished our undergrad. Randy was satisfied with his Honors B.A., though I urged him to take his education to the next level. But he was happy with the library job it earned him. I went on to grad school, which landed me a teaching job at Niagara College, and reason and compromise saw us through separation and busy schedules.


  



  Where we were headed, I was uncertain. Randy said he was committed to me, and I believed him, but I wasn't sure what that really meant. Was he the marrying kind of guy? I sure thought so. Our heart-to-heart talks and pre-naming of our children sure suggested it, but I wasn't sure if my instincts had been correct, or if I was about to peel back another layer of Randy Fuller.


  



  Then came the day that Randy dropped to one knee, fished the tiny black box from his pocket, and opened it. Inside was a diamond ring that he pinched between his thumb and forefinger and held up to me. How he had afforded a ring like that, I'll never know, but you've got to give the sly dog credit for being a romantic.


  



  He made a day of it, first taking me for a ride along the Niagara River, and then for a picnic along the waterfront. Sandwiches, pudding and ginger ale had been packed in his basket instead of wine, cheese and chocolate-covered strawberries, sure, but I didn't care. The thought meant the most to me.


  



  When he must have decided the moment was perfect, Randy popped the questions. Of course, the only answer I could think to give was a resounding 'yes'. So the promise was made, but the plans awaited us. I didn't know what to do first, between booking a church, to hiring a photographer, picking out my wedding dress, and deciding which of my friends would be bridesmaids (choosing a maid of honor was excruciating) and whose feelings I could afford to hurt.


  



  Both our families were utterly thrilled by the news. And naturally both our mothers started on baby talk before we could get our nuptials out of the way. I told both of them to expect children, and that a little boy would be named Kenny, and a little girl would be named Martha. How soon they would arrive was beyond me and I evaded any and all promise-making. Randy and I knew what we wanted from life, and planned to do so on our own terms.


  



  Now that years have passed since the picnic and now, I can evaluate my old life with a clear mind. I was ready to be married. Sure I was. I wasn't some anxious, love-drunk little girl who had no idea what she was getting into. Hardly! I would say I was filled with all the joy and high hopes that brides are supposed to have. Randy and I had a dazzling future ahead of us, but what happens when that future is turned inside out and backwards?


  



  Let me restate that: I knew I had so much to look forward to, being married to Randy, and the beginning of our married lives were a wonderland, a dream come true. Yet sometimes I wonder what would have happened if we'd never had Kenny. Sounds awful, doesn't it? But life is comprised of decisions and events, and one event influences everything that follows it, for better or worse. So I can't examine the chronology of events associated with Kenny's conception, birth and death without at least considering it.


  



  Then again, had one or two other events turned out differently, or if I had reconsidered one bad decision before I'd made it, I could have restored my perfect life before disaster struck. Such small, seemingly inconsequential things can unravel a marriage, a life, and there's no erasing it. Such logic can drive a person mad, but when you've faced the trials that Randy and I have, you might feel differently. I know you will re-examine your own decisions after I describe the events as they happened.


  


  



  CHAPTER 3


  Our first order of business was to find a house. Randy's parents helped us with a down payment-considered to be our wedding gift-and we toured countless homes, but were always left with a bland, empty feeling. Then finally, we found a charming bungalow in the Crescent Park section of Fort Erie, complete with a furnished basement, an attached garage, a rock garden, and we were sold. Being a St. Catharines girl, I wasn't yet ready to live in Fort Erie, but knowing it would be a special home for us, I was willing to make the compromise.


  



  The place hardly needed any work, which was swell but what the place lacked was furniture. The empty space we'd stared at left everything to the imagination, but we had no resources to fulfill our dream. Randy's mom had saved older and inherited furniture and stored it in the loft above her garage in case Randy could use it one day. Since I'd been a kid, I'd dreamed of living in a house with a name-you know, something like Chateau Paradise?-but I quickly understood that the people you're with make a home far more than bricks and mortar can. And so, I was happy to live in the house and in Fort Erie with Randy.


  



  I know not everyone was as ecstatic about the living arrangement as Randy and I were. For one thing, I thought my family would have a bird when they learned I'd be moving into the house with Randy before the actual wedding. Not that they were religious mind you, but they had a particular attitude towards co-habitation before one's nuptials. We could live together after we said “I do,” my dad said. But what was the problem? I mean, Randy had committed to me, had bought the ring, and made a down payment on a house. All that remained was the wedding itself. Why my parents, grandparents and even my kid brother had a bug up their butts about it, I'll never understand. Randy's family, on the other hand, was much more easygoing about our decision.


  



  After we assured them we wouldn't share sleeping quarters, my parents and brother backed off, but my grandparents were reluctant to let go. But they did, if only to avoid a pre-wedding blowout. If they wanted to be naive and believe that we wouldn't share sleeping quarters that was up to them.


  



  Randy's family threw a Stag and Doe for us, which offset much of our wedding cost. After living in the house with Randy, I realized all I wanted was to wake up next to him every morning, to come home to him each night, and that marriage would be an extension of the partnership we already cherished. I didn't need an extravagant wedding, and decided a simple, dignified affair would do.


  



  As for the wedding itself, Randy insisted on holding the ceremony at St. Paul's Anglican Church, which overshadows the Niagara River. It was a quaint, historical stone building, the kind that should have its own ghost in the bell tower, and was breathtaking for wedding photos, but I didn't want a church wedding. Aside from the cozy niceties I mentioned, the place seemed empty, hollow to me. But Randy is much more a traditionalist than I am, and I couldn't help but concede to him.


  



  After the events that shrouded the conclusion of our marriage, and the troubled soul Randy became, I couldn't help but change my outlook on life and religion. Not that it completely restored my faith in God (I would never go that far), but you simply cannot experience the cross of heartache and hope that Randy and I suffered together and doubt that powers stronger than you or I might exist.


  



  The church's front doors were propped open to let a breeze from the river sweep through, but that wasn't enough to cool me down under the smothering weight of my bridal dress. The chapel was decked out in red roses and white ribbons were affixed to the pews. The organist played Luther Vandros like I'd asked on the digital piano, rather than traditional hymns on the organ. Randy had always been one to obsess over his appearance, not just in his clothes, but by meticulously choosing his deodorant, mouthwash, and he carried a toothbrush anywhere he went. But seeing him in a tux made me regard him in a new light. He was about to become someone different than the man I'd fallen in love with, because he would now be my husband and not just my other half.


  



  At the back of the church, my father smiled, hooked his arm around mine, and we started down the aisle towards Randy. The moment felt surreal, prolonged, and I was intimidated, yet I felt ready for it.


  



  I stood tall, proud, as Randy lifted my veil, and I gazed directly into his ocean blue eyes. I saw him plainly, as the main I know and trust, and someone I was quite content to spend the rest of my life with. My friends thought I was crazy for settling for one man before I was twenty-five. You should play the field, they all said, and enjoy the variety of men out there while you're young. But what sense was there in that? I already knew Randy was the perfect guy for me and no amount of test drives with other guys would change that.


  



  Not that I was naive, mind you. Far from it. But how I felt that day matters, because the end result has left me so skeptical about anything the future might bring. Randy had a layer to be peeled back that day, but it was inaccessible, and remained intact for several years.


  



  We prepared special vows for each other. Randy read his to me, thoughtfully and lyrically, and they flowed like poetry. Tears rolled down my cheeks, sparking a smile and a laugh from Randy. At first, I thought he was making fun of me until I realized my tears had warmed him. He wiped them away with his thumb and let me read my vows, which I had memorized, but I couldn't match Randy's masterful delivery.


  



  Then we said our I Do's and we were officially married. When we descended the church's front steps, amid a shower of rice and confetti, the marriage materialized for me, and felt like a dream come true. Our chicken dinner at the local Legion hall transpired with surprisingly few drunks and no embarrassing scenes from anyone's friends or relatives. Shocking for any wedding, I know, but I swear it's true.


  



  New York City was our honeymoon destination. Neither of us had ever been and we were both dying to go. The New York Helmsley on 42nd and 3rd housed us for a week, and I couldn't have asked for a finer hotel to rest my bones. For the most part, our room was a touchdown spot for us, but we didn't mind spending some quiet time in as well. After long days strolling through Central Park, or taking in Broadway shows and Knicks games, we wanted to stay in, order room service, and watch movies. If the walls could talk, they would regale you about the late night pillow fights and wild sexual romps that broke out. Maybe the neighbors would too.


  



  The entire week was magical, and I wished to live in our special moments like a wonderland, so the week would never end. But I'm also a realist and know there's a point when the honeymoon must end so the marriage can begin. How our relationship would change now that we were man and wife was anyone's guess.


  



  My grandmother used to say that knowing someone is far different from living with them, because they could turn out to be real . . . well, you know what I mean. Her father was a different man at home than he was in public-street angels and house devils was her favorite phrase-or so she said. But her advice resonated within me and I wondered if that would be true of Randy and I. Now that we were married, would he be the same gentle, loving, intellectual man I'd fallen in love with? Or would I peel back layers I'd wish I'd left untouched?


  



  Randy was never messy, which I'd known before we'd moved in together. If anything, I was the one who left crumbs on the kitchen counter, newspapers in the living room, and wet towels in the bathroom. He was patient about my habits, which is all anyone can ask, I guess. He was generally handy around the house, so long as he could look up a fix-it situation on the Internet first. Suffice to say, I drew the line well before handing him a honey-do list.


  



  Randy had worked off-and-on at the library for years, and settled on an information services position there after his degree was finished. The job was part time, but paid well, with extra cash flowing into our pockets from freelance writing gigs. I'd landed my teaching job at Niagara College in time to make our upcoming mortgage payment that we would have otherwise missed. Talk about a close call! But we agreed that coming home to each other made everything worthwhile.


  



  On the whole, Randy remained the sweet, mild-mannered guy who opened my doors, pulled out my chairs and took my jacket. Call me stupid, but it dawned on me that we should have had more intense discussions about children before we married. Had we made a solid pact, we would have had no surprises later. My parents were expecting tykes immediately, so were Randy's, and so was I, but the best we had done was to agree that we would have them at some point, and that a little boy would be named Kenny, and a little girl would be named Martha.


  



  On a fall afternoon, Randy sat in front of a Bills-Patriots game with his feet propped up on the coffee table. Only on Sundays would you see Randy kicking around the house in track pants and a t-shirt, with the ease to hang loose about neatness. I whipped up a bowl of potato chips and onion dip and snuggled up next to him on the couch. Then I nibbled his earlobe, the way I usually did to grab his attention. And he usually responded with a kiss or a squeeze. Except for that one time. Running my finger up and down his arm, I said, “You know, it's been ages since we've talked about the family we want to have.”


  



  “Little soon for that, don't you think?” Randy didn't turn his head from the television.


  



  “You said before you'd like to be a daddy someday,” I said. “No, you said you would be one. The decision was made and we have names picked out. Kenny and Martha, remember?”


  



  He turned to face me and rested his hand on my lap. “I know what I said. And I will. One of these days, when the time is right, and we're on our feet financially. And I want time to think everything through before we take such a big step.”


  



  Since Randy's nature was to think everything through, to have a handle on each detail and potential pitfall before he engaged in anything, I had no trouble believing his sincerity. But his underlying message was clear: he wasn't ready for parenthood and might never be.


  



  So I peeled back another layer.


  



  I bailed on the conversation, slithered off the couch and into the kitchen to refill the chip bowl. I threw my hands over my face and struggled not to cry. For the first time, we'd had a disagreement that hadn't ended in some sort of reconciliation or compromise. We never fought per se. No one ever got angry, shouted, stormed out of the room or was sentenced to sleeping on the couch. My Randy is a man of words and reason and I thought I should be so lucky.


  



  But that night, when we went to bed, I realized as perfect as Randy had been, he had a side to him that was blasé to me and my feelings. He wouldn't even entertain a conversation about family-planning, because the argument was open and shut in his eyes. That was the only time-before the shit hit the fan, at least-that I didn't feel like an equal participant in our marriage. I felt like my hands were tied.


  



  Still, Randy was destined to take on the challenge, whether or not he could strategize the entire scenario. Sometimes you have to accept challenges even when the situation isn't perfect. I peeled back another layer.


  


  



  CHAPTER 4


  They say the first wedding anniversary gift should be paper, and Randy was ever the traditionalist. He bought tickets to Shea's Buffalo to see a Buster Keaton silent film. I'd never been to one and thought it would be an experience. And it was. The organist improvised the entire score through an hour and a half-long film. Amazing. Our evening began with dinner at Pano's, a quaint little restaurant in Buffalo's shopping district, before we graduated to the theatre.


  



  The evening made me feel like we were dating again. We'd had to freeze our entertainment expenses, what with a mortgage to keep pace with and all. Most Friday nights meant movies on the couch or playing cards, and dining out meant the fare at the closest pizza and wings joint. But that night, splurging was okay, and we returned home with hefty smiles.


  



  When we returned home, Randy kicked the front door shut, scooped me up in his arms, and whisked me off to the bedroom. He negotiated my weight enough to flip the lights on and shut the door then he rested me on the bed. He slithered up my legs, his body enveloping mine, while he kissed me. Sometimes Randy liked to keep his clothes on for the first stages of love-making, to establish a controlled and methodical pace. We undressed each other, an article of clothing at a time. I pulled his sweater over his head, and he unbuttoned my blouse. Then I unbuttoned his dress shirt and he unhooked my bra with a single finger.


  



  Randy slid my panties off and buried his face between my legs. The stubble above his lip tickled my sex, making my ass jerk and shift. Then his tongue flicked my clitoris and I clasped my breasts, pinched my nipples. His fingers delved into my vagina, inch by inch as I held my breath captive, and squeezed my eyelids shut.


  



  Randy stood up on his knees, his dick pointing at me, and I peeled his foreskin back and forth, accordion-like. Then he inched between my legs and slipped his organ into my sex. He eased in slowly, as he always did then he worked his way up to a faster but steady tempo. He pinned my legs back, spread himself over my entire body, his chest flat against mine, as he pounded harder, faster. The fight to restrain my grunts, moans and cries of ecstasy was all but lost.


  



  I held my breath again to complement the mounting pressure in my loins. Each thrust brought more pressure until the dam burst, and I gushed with orgasm, yet Randy continued to scour deep inside of me. I cried out with pleasure, but I could barely hear myself over the sound of skin slapping against skin. When Randy's breathing picked up, and I heard him grunt, I knew he was close to climax. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulled him in closer. His lungs released with several gasps, and I felt four shots of hot fluid rush inside me.


  



  Randy eased out of me and then rolled over, flat on his back, panting. Normally, sex didn't tax him so heavily that he couldn't cuddle with me after, or even kiss me, but I rolled my head and watched his bare chest rise and drop, rise and drop. We lay still until I felt myself drift into sleep, so I nudged him to get up. In the shower, Randy passed me the soap while he shampooed his hair and let water spray over his face. I spread lather over my arms, my breasts, and I knew it was the wrong moment to tell him the secret I'd been keeping.


  



  Couples make decisions together, or that's what I've always told myself. Honesty begets trust, trust begets respect, respect begets true love and so on. But I took one very important issue into my own hands. I'm ashamed that I did, and yet I wouldn't take it back. Before our anniversary night, I stopped taking my birth control pill. I didn't do it specifically to impregnate myself, but because I was tired of feeling bloated and nauseous all the time. As receptive as Randy was about most things, sometimes you have to be a woman to understand my reasoning.


  



  When Randy shot his seed into me that night, I knew that was all it would take to impregnate me, like it was magic. It was common sense too, considering I knew the ramifications of my actions. A few weeks later, I suffered the morning sickness that typified a looming pregnancy and I phoned the doctor's office. The three days wedged between the call and my appointment left me with an endless amount of time to figure out what I would say to Randy.


  



  When the tests returned, my heart sank, and I selected a rehearsed speech to deliver to Randy. That night, I saw him in the living room, feet kicked up, reading a John Langan novel, and I bit my lip. I snuggled up beside him, but this time without any chips or dip, just news that would either excite or anger him. I caressed his arm rather than run my finger up and down its length. I said, “I went to the doctor's today.” Then I choked.


  



  Randy closed his book and turned to me. “Doctor's? Everything okay?”


  



  I wouldn't commit to an expression. “I'm not sure. I don't think so. I have news to give you, but I'm not sure how you're going to take it.”


  



  Randy's lips tightened into a thin line.


  



  “I've been having morning sickness and I've been try to hide it from you. Sometimes I'd run the taps muffle the sound, other times I'd try and hang in there until you'd gone to work. But I couldn't do that forever, so I broke down and made the appointment. So there it is, Randy. You're going to be a Daddy.”


  



  His lungs and cheeks deflated and he stared down at his lap. I wish I could say that he leapt off the couch, shouted for joy, kissed me, then gathered his buddies on the back porch so he could pass cigars all around, but I can't. I don't want to say he looked angry or even disappointed. That wouldn't be fair. He just rested face in his hands like someone had just burst his bubble.


  



  “We didn't plan this. It wasn't supposed to happen.” He combed his fingers through his hair. “Not yet anyway.”


  



  “I know, but we don't have to act like it's a bad thing. It'll be a blessing once it happens, and hopefully before. You know how many kids are unplanned? That doesn't mean they don't turn out great of their parents love them any less. They're still a huge joy.”


  



  “That pill isn't supposed to fail.”


  



  And he said nothing more. I hadn't expected an angry reaction, and he had delivered in terms of calmness and sobriety, but I wish he would have worked with me more. It was wrong of me not to have stepped forward and admitted I'd stopped taking my birth control pill, but part of me felt like that was irrelevant. Randy and I were going to be parents and I could do nothing to change that.


  



  I turned away from him, unsure how to respond.


  



  “Carol.” He cleared his throat. “You know what this is going to mean for us, right?”


  



  “It'll change our lives.”


  



  And of course I knew that, which is why I wasn't as disappointed in Randy's lack of enthusiasm as I should have been. But in fairness, the news was a shock to a man who needed to plan out even the smallest things, and to have a complete handle on everything.


  



  Eventually, I learned what Randy was experiencing: Fear. And everyone deals with fear differently. I knew Randy well enough to know that he was dealing with his fear of parental responsibility and expectations in his own way. He spent nearly ten minutes after my announcement silent and farting around with his thumbs. No doubt he was calculating and strategizing every move he should make to parent our child successfully.


  



  I think the fact that something so monumental had been the product of something he had no control over caused this fear. He couldn't change it, couldn't figure it out. He would never have pushed for an abortion-never would have considered it-and he was man enough to accept his responsibilities, except he seemed genuinely disinterested. I still wish he could have shared the joy I felt that day.


  



  To his credit, Randy set his own feelings aside, sucked it up, and focused all his energy on the baby. We gave up our weekly dinner out to save for a dresser, crib and bassinet. He picked out most of the baby clothes. As I grew larger with child, he took on all the household responsibilities like cooking, cleaning and laundry so I wouldn't have to worry about a thing.


  



  I remember when Randy painted Kenny's nursery. For a guy who rarely used his hands, the job he did on the room was breathtaking. The room itself was painted sky blue and he bought racecar decals to affix when the paint dried. While he rolled on the layers of paint, he wore jean overalls and a baseball cap turned backwards while the radio blared. I thought it was the cutest thing I'd ever seen.


  



  I inched up behind him “Going for the traditional color, I see?”


  



  “Looks nice is all, but we could paint it green for all I care. No need to imprison our child with gender roles.”


  



  “Do what you think is right.” I pecked him on the cheek. “It'll be brilliant.”


  



  Randy cracked a smile and continued about his work.


  



  In the end, the nursery was beautiful, ready with a crib, a mobile, and stuffed animals lined along the walls. Some were new and others were hand-me-downs from Randy's childhood and mine. Randy had already bought books to read to Kenny and a bookcase from Wal-Mart that was still in the box. He still seemed tentative in his joy for our child, and preferred to express his actions as a matter of responsibility.


  



  Randy's mother and mine threw a baby shower for me. It was nothing huge, just an assembly of the important women in my life, which includes all my close girlfriends, mine and Randy's grandmothers and all of our aunts. We played cards, chatted and ate cake. Gifts ranged from clothes, toys and pacifiers to a brand new stroller. Thank God for that miracle. When it ended, I realized that we had been given everything we would need to provide for Kenny.


  



  But in all of this, I've mentioned nothing of the fear and anxiety that haunted me. The idea of labor scared the living snot out of me. I know how advanced modern medicine is and that women don't die in child birth nearly as much as they used to, but my fear wasn't quelled. Then I worried over if Kenny would be born healthy, or if he would have a stillbirth. This was to say nothing of my fear over the kind of mother I would make. Would I make all the right moves, raise him right? Or would be grow up resenting me? We all set out with the highest hopes and greatest optimism, but we fall short thanks to our own imperfections.


  



  I wrote Kenny letters while he was in the womb, special little messages from a mother to her baby-to-be. I never meant for anyone to read them, but you never know if they might stumble upon them one day and learn what I was feeling. I still have those letters, but I can't look at them. They're still tucked away in my sock drawer.


  



  Mostly, I wondered what kind of person Kenny would turn out to be. I wondered what type of personality he would have, who he would marry, where he would travel, what he would do for a living. Randy and I mooned over these things quite often. There were so many questions with answers remaining to be discovered, filling me with boundless excitement. But sometimes we have all our hopes dashed and our wildest dreams are stricken to dust.


  


  



  CHAPTER 5


  I like my job. Heck, love my job. Though I wouldn't call myself a workaholic, I was reluctant to step away for maternity leave any sooner than I had to. Working with the kids at the college had always been a joy, had always fulfilled me, but when Kenny was born, it also proved to be my Achilles heel.


  



  I was instructing a basic composition class to teach basic writing skills to first year students. The object is for the students to learn to write in a strong, clean and tight fashion for improved communication in the workplace. In this section, I was teaching the Police Foundations students, which proved considerably easier than teaching the automotives students, but not necessarily as fun. The aspiring cops were more diligent, but lacked the sense of humor of other students. Sometimes I had to be tough on the grades, and I felt bad, but they always caught on.


  



  Since the class was on Wednesday nights, I was away from Randy, and had to consider separate arrangements for supper. I always slipped out to the Pizza Hut a few blocks from the college and ate a personal pan pizza, a salad and a Diet Coke. Randy usually ate a frozen dinner, or grabbed some take out from the Italian Deli in our neighbourhood. I didn't care for night driving in the winter, what with the lake effect snowstorms in our area, but I sucked it up like everyone else.


  



  My office is in the Lewis complex of the main building, and my Wednesday night class was in the Tilbe building on the other side of campus. Fortunately, the building was only five minutes walking distance. Still, I have a bad habit of not leaving my office for class until less than five minutes before my class is scheduled to begin, a habit I still suffer from to this day. Some of us never learn. One night I was buried in papers to be graded when I realized I had exactly thirty seconds to make it to class. I rushed out of my office, slammed the door behind me, and scrambled out of the main building as fast as my feet would carry me.


  



  First, I had to push through the clusters of kids congregated at the door, smoking cigarettes and chattering, to reach the outside. I chugged along the sidewalk like a speed-walker, my arms rotating machine-like about my sides, determined to make my class on time. My foot struck a patch of ice, which scooped me into the air, and before I knew it, I was flat on my back, staring up at the star-studded sky.


  



  Water gushed between my legs, but I hadn't made enough sense of my situation to know what was happening. I'd expected to crawl back to my feet the moment my ass struck the pavement, dust myself off, and resume my mad dash to class, but I couldn't move. Once my incapacitation dawned on me, I shouted for help, wiggled, grunted, struggled to crawl to my feet, but I couldn't budge. Before long, a crowd gathered around me, but no one extended their hand. Then a guy wearing a pair of EMO earrings, a lip ring, and orange hair sticking out under his Niagara College Paramedics Program ball cap, burst through the wedge of people, squatted at my side, and took my hand.


  



  “Don't move.” He patted my hand. “Just stay still and don't try and do a thing. Take a deep breath and try and relax.”


  



  I heard his every word, but I couldn't register them, and I tried to sit up again. He pressed his hand against my shoulder and eased me back down.


  



  “No, no, don't try and get up, that'll make it worse. Just stay put and relax. The gentleman behind me just called an ambulance, and it'll be here any time now.”


  



  He motioned for the bystanders to step back then shed his coat and draped it over me.


  



  I covered my face with my free hand, tried not to cry, and wished people would quit gawking at me. Yes, I was the stupid pregnant lady who'd just fallen flat on her ass, and I didn't need them to make a spectacle of me. Worse, I thought my pregnancy was doomed, that I had failed as a mother before Kenny had been born, and I would never have a second chance.


  



  A team of paramedics arrived on the scene in less than twenty minutes (real time). The dragging minutes felt like an eternity. They covered me with warm blankets, slid me onto a stretcher, loaded me into the ambulance, and rushed me to the hospital, sirens wailing. And with that, I turned my freewill, my son's fate, over to a group of strangers, and prayed for the best.


  



  I can't tell you how long the trip to the hospital took, except to say that it felt like forever. A collection of nightmare thoughts swirled tornado-like through my mind, and I had all but given up hope. Looking back, I can't believe I was so eager to cut my losses, throw in the towel, but I honestly thought little Kenny didn't have a chance.


  



  When we reached the hospital, I was still glued to the stretcher, but I'd held my head up the whole time, enough so I worried my head would fall off. The paramedics hoisted me out of the ambulance and we flew past the sliding glass doors. Randy was waiting for me, slumped over, fingers between his lips like a harmonica, and he popped to his feet like finished toast when he saw me.


  



  “Everything's gonna be okay, Sweetie,” he said. When he said it, I was willing to believe it. All my doubts washed away. He stuck by my side when I was carted through a maze of corridors, and parked in a small, white room. The medics then shifted me from the stretcher onto an operating table.


  



  At first, I thought Randy had gone missing (or taken off) and the stress that had already ravaged me made me panic. Thankfully, he returned minutes later, dressed in green scrubs, a cap and mask. He took my hand, squeezed it, and again assured me that everything would be okay. Then another man in scrubs entered the room. He didn't take my hand or even introduce himself, but he did say, “I don't want you to be alarmed, but your baby is very premature, he'll need to be delivered tonight, and a C-section will be necessary.”


  



  Local anesthetic was administered and what looked like a tent was placed over my abdomen. I was awake for the entire procedure. My father underwent hernia surgery in Toronto the same way, and I wondered how anyone could stand to be operated on while they are awake. But the experience was nowhere near as creepy and disgusting as I had expected. I wanted to be awake for the birth of any child I was bearing, and after twenty-five minutes of surgery, I had a beautiful baby boy of my own. The nurse handed me the bundle to make sure I bonded with him immediately, and let me tell you that bond felt like an electric charge.


  



  Then I noticed his immediate bond with Randy. When I watched Randy cradle Kenny in his arms for the first time, I swore I'd never seen anything so natural. Randy said nothing; he just gazed down at his son, tickled his belly, and rocked him back and forth. For that moment, there was just a father and his son, and the rest of the world fell away like a severed drape.


  



  Taking Kenny home for the first time excited me, but it also made me nervous enough to bite my fingernails and grind my teeth. The nursery had been finished early, but the house was a mess, since my little accident caused Kenny to arrive a month early. We hadn't yet stocked up on formula and diapers. But I would never look at it as a negative thing. What mattered to us was that Kenny was in our family, and that he was healthy.


  



  Cards and flowers poured in that week. We received visits from people we hadn't seen in years, including the priest who married us, and I must admit I loved the attention. And let me tell you, everything I was given at the shower came in very handy.


  



  In the following weeks, Randy and I adjusted to our lives as new parents, and it sure seemed like Randy's adjustment was swifter than mine was. He was a natural at everything from diapers to burping, feeding and bath time. Sometimes Randy would stretch his arm out and lay Kenny on the inside of his forearm while he tickled his chin. Sure, it was cute and all, but the way he held our baby made me nervous. Nevertheless, Kenny's balance on Randy's arm never wavered.


  



  Naptime seemed like Randy's only chance to slow down and, fortunately, it meant he would take a nap himself. I admired his enthusiasm, given how much the doctor's appointments, visiting and having baby photos taken ran us off our feet. But I still couldn't get over the night and day change in how Randy responded to him. Sometimes he would bounce Kenny on his lap, drawing his arms up and down like a ventriloquist's dummy. Other times, he would stretch out before the television with him to watch Dora the Explorer.


  



  One night, I caught Randy in the rocking chair, Kenny cradled in his arms, reading Love You Forever by Robert Munsch to him. We knew Kenny was a long way from being able to understand anything we read to him, but reading to him at an early age meant the world to both of us. Randy said it would nurture his motor skills, but that was a likely story. I knew it was part of their special bond.


  



  Randy's feet stopped flexing; the chair stopped rocking, and I saw that Randy's eyes had closed. The book flap hung from his hand. I snuck over, slid the book out of his hand, scooped Kenny out of Randy's arms, and laid him in the bassinette. Then I returned to Randy and kissed the corner of his mouth. He snorted and his eyes popped open.


  



  “You fell asleep,” I told him.


  



  “Forgot where I was for a second.”


  



  “Come to bed, baby.” I led him by the hand to our bedroom.


  



  And I believe he really had lost himself in a special place exclusive to him and Kenny. In fact, I was jealous that I didn't have the same special bond with Kenny.


  



  After I laid Kenny in his crib, I crawled into bed and Randy scooted up behind me. His hand covered mine and we stared up at the ceiling, silent. We didn't make love that night, thanks in part to our exhaustion, but because we seemed to have found a peaceful place, a special bond that drew us closer together. We were the parents of a marvelous little boy and no one could take that away from us.


  



  Kenny didn't cry. Randy and I were trained in the routine of abandoning our sleep around 2:00 am each night for a feeding and diaper change. Normally, Randy was eager to hop out of bed and tend to his son, but I wouldn't let him do it for almost a week after I caught them asleep in the rocking chair. On one hand, I wanted Randy to get some rest, but deep down, I wanted my chance to bond with my son.


  



  What mattered most to me was Randy's changed attitude towards Kenny. While he never seemed bitter before, resentful wasn't a big stretch, and the complete U-turn he took astonished me. I still crack it up to that moment in the hospital when Randy held Kenny for the first time. The bond started there and they were inseparable ever since. I used to kid with Randy that on Kenny's first day of Montessori school, I wasn't sure who would cry harder when Randy left for work.


  



  For the first few months, everything was perfect for our little family. I thought of asking Randy if we could try and make our little Martha in the very near future, but I wouldn't press my luck. I wanted to make sure we could handle being the parents of one child first, but I realized more and more that we were making out just fine. We never argued over how an issue should be handled and everything felt natural. I went back to work within a month, and I hadn't realized how much I'd missed teaching.


  



  But I learned the hard way that not all wonderful things are destined to stay that way. Though I sometimes wonder how our lives would have been different had Kenny never been born, I also wonder how they would have been different if not for a freak snowstorm the first week of October.


  



  


  CHAPTER 6


  Randy fished the key from his pocket and touched it to the lock, but it fidgeted first. It slid in halfway then became stuck, and he had to force it in the second half. When he turned the lock, he felt like he was trying to push a boulder over.


  



  The rusty knob grinded when he turned it and the door was jammed, so he set his duffel bag down to shoulder the door open. A musty smell filled his nostrils the moment he stepped inside, forcing a cough. He left the door open a moment to let some cool air seep in, since he feared he would grow dizzy from stale air.


  



  The duffel bag thunked when he dropped it onto the floor. He kicked his shoes off, wiggled his toes, stretched, and basked in the relief. His jacket felt too constricting, so he shed it off, and it too went the way of the duffel bag. Then he threw his hands over his face. The point of no return had been crossed and he couldn't scramble back to his old life now if he wanted to.


  



  Regret had consumed him before he stomped out the door, and it tried to bind his hands when he fired up the engine to his Chrysler Intrepid. Worse still, he felt lost, out of his element. Acting out of rage had never been his style, he knew that much, which was why he couldn't understand why his blood had boiled for hours, and the urge to gnash his teeth hadn't died.


  



  Certainly, Carol wasn't that unreasonable, he thought. They'd been married for nearly five years, and he thought he'd mastered her every intricacy, but how she'd changed in the last six months astonished him. He swore he wasn't married to the same woman anymore. Disagreements used to be handled peacefully, with respect and reason, but now even the slightest dissent devolved into a fight. He thought their life together had been happier in university, and the beginning of their marriage, and he doubted he could withstand such misery forever.


  



  Randy reflected on the woman Carol had been. Ten years ago, he remembered her as a lean, dynamite red head in his first year Introduction to English Lit class, whose frequent intelligent remarks backed up her good looks. He could never picture himself with a partying, sorority airhead anyway, so Carol had always seemed like a perfect match. She had been assertive enough to chase after what she wanted, but coy enough to make the first move then lay low and let what she wanted come to her.


  



  Having spent last night in the back seat of his car had sobered him. His chest still felt tense, his fingers still tingled. He reflected on how his right hand had almost flown last night, how it would have felt so goddamn good, amazing, had he not choked back his rage. He decided that not slapping her had been prudent on numerous levels. Instead, he had gazed deep into his wife's eyes and wondered if he hated her. No, the animosity didn't run that deep, he told himself. He was angry, downright pissed in fact, but he would collect himself. He still loved her, but that love had changed. Admitting that sliced through him more than believing he hated her had, but he wouldn't try and make sense of that.


  



  He sucked in a deep breath and coughed again, but the air still felt good, still helped him to clear his head. The musty smell aside, the house embodied separate scents of cookie dough, pancake batter, baking bread, oil paints and turpentine, all smells he invariably associated with his grandparents. He wondered if he had imagined those smells, or if they were so fresh that he could stroll into the kitchen and find them all laying out on the counter. The house had stood empty for nearly a year, and would be a place for him to stay, away from Carol, away from his parents, away from the world. In a way, he felt like he'd been called home.


  



  How he had admitted to what had happened between he and Carol to his father, he would never figure out. No, we're not divorcing, Dad, just separating. But we're not really separating either. He'd said that much without tripping over his words, yet he still felt his insides tighten. In the small hours of the morning, he'd shown up at his parents' house with only his duffel bag. He needed a place to stay, but moving back in with his folks, even temporarily, wasn't what he'd had in mind. Dad had walked straight to the key rack to grab the key to Randy's grandparents' house before he could suggest it, and before Randy could ask.


  



  Memories. On the drive over, he reflected on how he had spent the happiest moments of his childhood in this house. Sleepovers and summer days. Christmases, Easters and birthdays all had been spent here with Nana and Bupa. Now he realized that one of the lowest moments of his adulthood had led him back to the house. Not the lowest, he decided, but damn close.


  



  Maybe it was for the best, he thought. He again considered what might have happened had he stayed in his own house a minute longer, and he was glad that he had made a calmer, wiser decision. In fact, the decision to leave had been his. Carol had begged him to stay, pleaded with him not to leave her, but he crammed his clothes, some paperbacks and a toothbrush into his duffel bag, brushed her away and slammed the door.


  



  The snooze in the car had left him feeling stiff and in dire want of a shower. How long the tub upstairs had gone without scrubbing was anyone's guess, and he imagined layers of grime caked inside the basin, but it would have to do for now. His stomach rumbled and he wished he'd grabbed a snack or two before he'd left, but the few times in his life that he'd ever been this angry had taught him to strike while the iron was hot.


  



  Carol must have sat awake all night, biting her fingernails, he thought. Maybe she regretted acting like such a bitch, but he wouldn't hold his breath. Maybe he would give her a while longer to think about it. Not that he wanted to be spiteful, but if he didn't make a point, she would tighten her stranglehold on him. He would phone home and let her know where he was, and ask her if she wanted to work things out. But later. For now, he switched his cell phone off, so she could wonder.


  



  When he plopped onto the couch, he saw a dust cloud plume from the cushion. He ignored the dust, threw his hands over his face, and sobbed. He tried to restrain himself, to shut his tears off like a faucet in case someone saw his breakdown, then he decided he didn't care. He had lost too much not to let his emotions run free.


  



  Kenny, Carol, the house. Everything seemed to have been greased up and was slipping from his fingertips. But Carol was foremost. She was the heart and soul he had left and he wouldn't allow himself to lose her. He wouldn't scrap their history together and everything they'd shared, but he felt lost to regain control of the situation. Had she considered his feelings more, and cared what he wanted from life, he knew he would never have become so incensed, and never would have needed to remove himself from the crisis. He asked himself this: How do you reason with someone who won't listen?


  



  His eyes feeling strained, Randy wiped the tears from his cheeks and the snot from his nose, and hauled himself to his feet. He'd slipped in and out of sleep while parked outside an Avondale store and he decided he would phone in sick to work so he could catch up on his sleep and his sanity.


  



  Now to figure out what to do with this place, he thought. Mugs still sat on the coffee table, plates with toast crumbs had been left out and newspapers were still stacked in a heap by the couch. The remote control still sat on the armrest, but Randy had no interest in watching television. Bupa's walker was parked in the corner, by the baby grand piano.


  



  The upstairs was still such a goddamn mess, or so Randy's Dad had told him. There was so much to be cleaned up and sold off before the house itself could finally be sold. His Dad's voice had cracked when he'd said it, and Randy understood why. No one wanted to see the place go, especially Randy, but he knew the day would come when strangers and their kids would stomp through it. He doubted their children and grandchildren would love it the way he had. Randy decided he would sleep on the couch for today and clear out a room upstairs later on so he could sleep in a bed.


  



  Randy's Nana had passed away three years ago after suffering a stroke. She'd spent nearly a week in the hospital before the ailment finally claimed her. He remembered thinking that if one of his grandparents died, the other would immediately follow (perhaps within days?) since he was certain that one literally couldn't exist without the other. He was so confident in this belief that he swung by the house every day to check up on Bupa. Sometimes he felt like he and Carol couldn't live without one another, though actually realizing that destiny seemed less and less likely. And, as it turned out, his Nana and Bupa hadn't been destined for that fate either.


  



  For the next two years, Bupa had rotted away in the house, on the cusp of Alzheimer's, though Randy was sure he was completely afflicted with the disease. Bupa had never let Randy's dad take him to be diagnosed. After his lapdog Sparky died, he had only Britcoms like Coronation Street to keep him company. A retirement home would have been a safer place for him-the whole family agreed on that-but he wouldn't give up the house that had been passed down through the generations, and Randy understood why. Built in 1830, the house had been inhabited only by his family. For anyone else to live there seemed blasphemous.


  



  Last year, Randy's Dad had taken McDonald's to the house for dinner. Randy remembered him being concerned with how the meal would affect his sugar, but he figured there was little use in living if you couldn't enjoy your favorite meals. According to Dad, the visit was like any other, with the old man muttering with a mouth stuffed full of Big Mac. First, he carried on about the war then he asked when Nana was coming home. Except he added that he didn't feel well and hadn't all week. His confession to several bouts of vomiting that day alarmed Dad. Dad asked him if he wanted to go to the emergency room, but he refused. The next morning, Dad returned to the house to find Bupa collapsed at the top of the stairs.


  



  Now, Randy realized he was the final generation to live in the house because he had no one to pass it on. The line stops here, he told himself. Of course, that would have happened anyway, he decided, since no family member would tackle the place, and the property would be on the market shortly. Yet nothing inside the house had been touched, and no one had changed a thing.


  



  Randy grabbed a half-bottle of water from his duffel bag, unscrewed the cap, and took a long gulp to slake his thirst. He wanted more, but he felt like an anvil had been tied to his ankles, and wouldn't be released until he got at least a few hours sleep.


  



  Then he unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his jeans, and let them hit the floor. He hauled his shirt over his head then checked the blind to make sure no one could see him. Once he stretched, he flopped onto the couch and pulled the afghan over himself. At first, he felt relieved, since his muscles and joints finally had a chance to rest, but the dust forced him to constantly scratch his arms, chest, back and ass. Still, he preferred this to the Holiday Inn, since he could imagine the despair a hotel room would bring, not to mention the burden on his wallet.


  



  He closed his eyes. At first, he heard only the furnace rattling, and the odd car that whipped past the house. He felt too tired to not immediately fall asleep, but he drifted a while, and decided he would have to take sleep as it came. After all that had happened, an uneventful sleep seemed like too much to ask for.


  


  



  CHAPTER 7


  Randy's watch read 2 p.m. when he woke. His eyes had fluttered open several times throughout the day, but he closed them quickly and refused to roll off the couch. Now he decided he would happy with the six hours of spotty sleep he achieved instead of the ten hours of solid sleep he wanted. He sat up, stretched, cracked his knuckles and stood up. His head felt heavy and he rubbed the crusty stuff out of his eyes.


  



  When he stepped into his pant leg, and pulled his jeans up to his waist, he felt the cell phone bulge from his pocket. He fished it out of his pocket, flipped it open, but hesitated before turning it on. Then he slid the phone back into its pouch and stuffed it back in his pocket. He decided he wasn't ready to call Carol yet, and he wasn't ready to listen to voice mail message from her either. That wasn't stubborn in his opinion; that was just making sure he said nothing he would regret.


  



  Randy would admit that one evening had made a difference, and that he was thinking clearer now than he had been last night. A few hours of sleep had calmed his nerves and offered him a clearer perspective. His hands no longer shook and he had lost the urge to grit his teeth or strike anyone. That was progress as far as he was concerned.


  



  He slipped out to the Avondale, whose parking lot had offered a safe haven to him and his car last night, to pick up something modest to eat. He would do more substantial grocery shopping later, when he had more energy. The Avondale was only a block away from the house anyway. A bag of Doritos, a bottle of ginger ale, a carton of milk, and some Hostess cupcakes would suffice for now. Normally he preferred fruits and veggies, but he found himself caring less and less about healthy eating, and more eager to fill his rumbling belly. When he pulled his bank card out for the cashier, he wondered if Carol had sucked their bank account dry, and he sighed when APPROVED appeared on the debit machine screen.


  



  Back in the house, he decided to take a hot shower. He climbed the stairs, inched into the washroom, and found a tub that was not as grimy as he'd expected. But he did find a ring of film around the inside. Like the junk food he'd bought, the tub would have to do, he decided. He hauled his shirt off, unbuckled his jeans, pulled his boxers down, and gave the tub a final stare. Then he tiptoed inside as if he could evade the bacteria, until his heels finally rested on the bathmat. When he twisted the hot and cold taps, the showerhead shuddered and hissed then finally sprayed him with warm water.


  



  He found a cracked bar of yellow soap that looked stuck to the dish and remembered that it couldn't have been touched in more than a year. The tiles were covered in mildew. Then he noticed a silver bar that sparkled in contrast to the rest of the tub and remembered that his Dad had installed it two years ago so Bupa could keep his balance in the shower. Randy let the water spray over his face, then flipped the cap on the body wash he'd bought at Avondale, squirted two dollops onto his hand, and spread it over his chest, arms and trunk.


  



  Before long, relief consumed him, his joints and muscles loosened, and he wished he'd taken the shower sooner. He shut the taps off, slid the door open, and probed the bathroom for a towel. To her credit, Carol had always made sure fresh towels were at the ready so he could never be in want of one. He stepped out of the tub and tracked water across the linoleum floor en route to finding anything to dry himself with. He spotted the cabinet above the toilet, opened it, and found it stocked to the top with towels, but ones that likely had not been washed in some time.


  



  He grabbed the towel at the top of the stack and spread it over his head like a parachute to scrub his hair, face and the rest of his body dry. Then he brushed his teeth, shaved and stepped back into his boxers, jeans and t-shirt. A sniff of each armpit told him he'd need fresh clothes soon. Please God, tell me the washer and dryer in this place still work!


  



  For now, that would land on his checklist, alongside buying groceries, and cleaning the place up. Downstairs had been cluttered beyond his imagination, yet he was stunned by the furniture and garbage that clogged the upstairs hallway. Ancestral homes accumulated generations of history, but also generations of junk, he now understood. Randy decided he would do his part by clearing out the bulk of it.


  



  He skipped downstairs, the ocean smell of his body wash filling his nostrils, headed for the kitchen when he stopped dead in the hallway. The sweet smell of gingerbread cookies wafted into his nose. He inched forward and followed the aroma into the kitchen. He found no one inside, and yet he felt like he wasn't alone, like someone would approach him from behind and tap his shoulder. He closed his eyes then opened them. Very distinctly, he saw himself seated in a high chair, only he was sure he was too old for one. His legs hung out over the seat and only a small gap stood between the tray and his chest.


  



  Nana stirred a bowl presumably filled with gingerbread cookie dough with a wooden spoon, singing a song she might have made up, while the television buzzed in the background. Randy saw himself holding a tin measuring cup filled with milk, while he bounced up and down to Nana's tune. When his excitement peaked, he spilled his milk all over his shirt and tray. He stopped dead, as if afflicted by a sudden fart. Tears filled his eyes and Nana patted his hand and rushed to the fridge for more milk.


  



  His cup refilled, he and Nana resumed their song and dance. Nana seemed always to know how to remedy any problem. Older Randy remarked how carefree those days were, when nothing mattered except for baking cookies and painting pictures.


  



  Then the house's side door swung open, and Bupa stepped inside wearing a blue jacket and Toronto Maple Leafs cap. He hung his jacket and cap on the rack in the hall then sat at the kitchen table where Nana had prepared his lunch. Older Randy was certain Bupa had retired by that point-he had hung up his tights at the steel mill a year early, in fact-but he supposed he could have been off.


  



  Randy closed his eyes then opened them. The vision had vanished, disappeared like a puff of smoke, though he knew that standing in the kitchen alone would have been enough to warp him back twenty years. More. Next, he slipped into the back room, which had served as both a laundry room and Nana's studio.


  



  In the studio, the smell of turpentine and oil paint enveloped him, forcing a cough. His eyes grew heavy and closed. He saw himself with Nana again, but he'd grown several feet from the milk-spilling child in a highchair of yore. Nana sat behind a desk cluttered with pain tubes and a palate. Paint brush in hand, she squinted at a canvas sitting on an easel. Young Randy stood beside her with his arm outstretched and his hand open. He fidgeted but Nana helped to steady his arm.


  



  Not much longer, Little Duck. I need to get the arm and hand just right.


  



  I feel like I've been holding my arm up like this for an hour.


  



  Once we're done, we'll head into the kitchen and have cupcakes and some tea!


  



  Randy remembers this day much more clearly. Nana had wanted him to be in her bakeshop painting as a boy at the counter. And Nana had painted her share of bakeshops in her career, thanks to her upbringing as the baker's daughter in Toronto. Only St. Paul's Anglican Church down the road had she painted more often, though she vowed never to paint it again. In this painting, Randy would be shown with his hand out, counting change to offer the girl behind the counter. The two children peeking in the window at him were his real-life cousins. The original painting hung in his parents' living room, though one could only guess how many living rooms were adorned with prints of that bakeshop.


  



  In the doorway, Randy inched forward and tried to touch the vision, but his hand sliced through the two figures whose lips continued to move, but whose voices had fallen silent. He closed his eyes again. A rush of air escaped his lungs and he stood breathless for a moment until he sucked another lungful of air.


  



  He closed his eyes then opened them again. The room was empty. He wanted to tell himself that no one was there, but he couldn't deny having smelled turpentine fumes. So he searched through what painting supplies remained and found only half-squeezed paint tubes, worn brushes and a palate crusted with a rainbow of paint blobs. The tin that contained Nana's turpentine was empty.


  



  Tears filled his eyes and his nose felt like it had been pinched. He held back before he shed any more tears. Only then did he realize how many good times he'd had in this house, and how much he would give to have them back.


  



  He stuffed his hands in his pockets, bowed his head, and swept the carpet with his left foot. Time to move on from these memories and face today, he thought, but he worried that would be impossible.


  



  Time to pick up some groceries, he thought. Carol hadn't cleared out their bank account yet, but given time, she might try to, he figured. In the cupboards, he found glasses with dried milk caked on the bottom and others with soap streaks down the sides. Randy opened the utensil drawer and found a home for mouse turds. He slammed the drawer shut, having wondered how the place could have gone to seed this way. Then he remembered how poor Bupa's vision had been in his final years. He'd had cataracts removed just before Nana's death, yet he had still been left with an eight-five year old set of eyes.


  



  He screwed the dish in the sink, ran hot water, squeezed what little Palmolive dish soap remained into the water, and watched a bubble mountain rise. The dishrag crumpled on the counter looked ratty, but like so many items in the house, it would have to suffice for now.


  



  A decent dinner would go great right about now, he thought. Then he realized he would need to stock the fridge before he could think about eating anything. His aching muscles and tendons made him feel like he'd hauled a limestone behind him all day, and he forced himself out the door. Even cleaning the house would require a little push. But maybe fatigue wasn't to blame, he decided. Deep down, he wanted the place to remain unchanged.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 8


  Randy returned with a trunk loaded with groceries. He'd bought more milk, juice, fruits and veggies, not to mention some chicken and frozen steaks. He'd thrown in some canned goods like beans, chickpeas and tuna, though he wasn't sure how soon he would get to them. For dessert, he bought some vanilla ice cream with Hershey chocolate syrup. That he was planning for the long haul so soon alarmed him, but depressed him as well. Certainly he and Carol wouldn't stay pissed at each other forever, would they?


  



  Carol must have phoned him by now, he figured. Since he'd kept his phone turned off all day, she might have phoned his parents, and knowing Dad he would have been passive and noncommittal to avoid meddling. A cooling off period had passed and he felt ready to speak to her. So he fished the phone from his pocket, switched it on, and found an empty voicemail box. Son of a bitch, he thought. Eighteen hours had passed since their blow-out and she hadn't done him the courtesy of a phone call. But then, neither had he and he had no intention to now. Fuck it.


  



  His eyelids growing heavy again, he splashed cold water over his face to keep himself moving long enough to eat dinner. So much goddamn work involved, he thought. He peeled potatoes, steamed carrots and broccoli, and baked two chicken breasts. At first, he was reminded of the nights Carol spent teaching, leaving him alone. Often he ate takeout from the neighbourhood Italian deli, but other times he cooked something small for himself. He and Carol normally shared cooking duties the rest of the week, which he secretly enjoyed save for tonight.


  



  Randy didn't have to close his eyes to remember the dinner's he'd made with Nana and Bupa when his parents had gone away. Florida or California was the usual destination, but that meant almost nothing to Randy. He only remembered how filled with excitement he'd been because their trips meant a week spent at Nana and Bupa's house. As always, he stayed in the guest room-what Nana liked to call the 'front room'-that was twice the size of his bedroom at home. The next morning always meant a scrumptious breakfast of pancakes, waffles or poached eggs, and never served without tea. Most of all, Randy enjoyed the little things about staying there, like helping Bupa in the yard, or painting with Nana.


  



  Reflecting on those things didn't generate visions like the ones he'd seen before he left the house to grocery shop. Yet he still felt like he'd been warped back to a time when life had been much simpler, when he hadn't endured such pain, and he didn't long to fix so much.


  



  He'd barely remembered to pick up a bottle of Frank's Red Hot Sauce at the store, which was a relief since he decided that boneless, skinless chicken breasts were never the same without it. He pulled the oven door open and felt the intense warmth spread over his arms as he removed the baking pan. At least he was eating healthy and not letting himself go now that he was baching it, he thought.


  



  The dining room table was littered with mail, newspapers and pill bottles. He cleared through the slush with his arm to create a space for his plate and glass of milk. When he pulled his chair, Randy noticed two candles standing in the center of the table, with black wicks and streams of hardened wax running down the sides. He grabbed a pack of matches from the china hutch, lit the candles, and sat down to dinner.


  



  As he ate, he remembered how he used to picture himself seated at the head of the dinner table. Bupa had sat in that very chair each Christmas, and any other holiday or family dinner held at the house. When Kenny was born, Randy sat at the head of his own dinner table, while Carol sat opposite him, and Kenny sat to the side in his high chair. Randy liked to pretend he was Bupa, but always hid it from Carol, figuring she would laugh since their family was so tiny. But when they gave birth to their little Martha, he would have plenty of family to oversee.


  



  Little Martha. Thanks to Carol, the little girl they'd planned for would forever be a conversation, an idea, a dream that would never materialize. He rested his fork on his plate and stopped chewing. His appetite had dulled. He reminded himself that Carol wasn't literally at fault for their childlessness, but he swore she'd fought tooth and nail to avoid ever giving birth to their little girl. After Kenny had died, all he'd wanted was a second chance at parenthood, and he needed Carol to be on the same page.


  



  Every night, they rolled into bed together and kissed before they switched the light off. Carol fluffed her pillow and prepared herself for sleep, but Randy liked to run his finger up and down one of her arms, and spool her hair around the other finger before she dozed off. Then he cupped her ass, her breasts and kissed her cheek and neck. She never moved. He loathed asking for sex, not just because he thought it ruined the mood, but because he felt that sex was an act a couple entered into naturally. The few times when she would let him make love to her, he asked her if she was still on the pill. She nodded, and Randy rolled his head back and forth on the pillow, squeezed his eyelids shut, and gritted his teeth.


  



  Then he rubbed his leg against hers, their feet meeting, and he slipped his pajama bottoms off. His dick sprung out, pressed against the cleft of her ass, and he whispered his breath on her neck. That used to be the cue so he wouldn't have to ask. Some nights, she slipped her bottoms off, silent, and let him slip his dick inside of her.


  



  What followed was Randy thrusting inside of Carol, her limbs motionless, her hips stagnant. She groaned if he hit just the right spot, moaned when he rubbed her clitoris, but she never called out a single dirty phrase and never worked her hips into it like she used to. Randy wondered if he was fucking a corpse. Masturbating would have been preferable had pleasure and not procreation been the purpose, he thought. Even if she was on the pill, he could still hope. Other times, she didn't let him fuck her at all. She kept her pajama bottoms pulled up, rolled over and went to sleep. Pretended to fall asleep. Sometimes he wondered if she was faking it just to spite him.


  



  Randy held his breath and squeezed his eyes shut as he shuddered with orgasm. He left his member inside of her as the final shots of semen drained out of him. After, Carol rolled out of bed and slipped into the bathroom, no doubt to clean the semen from her vagina, but Randy knew he could do nothing about that.


  



  The nights Carol refused him Randy spent staring up at the ceiling, his hands laced over his sternum, feeling his chest rise and fall. His balls ached so badly the next morning that he had to inch out of the bedroom. Her feelings about having a second child were different from his, but he was certain he could change her mind.


  



  Can't we give it more time? I feel like we're just trying to replace Kenny!


  



  But we're not, Sweetie. We were going to try for another baby anyway, remember? At least we can plan for a child properly this time.


  



  We'll do it one day. We really will. But we've got to wait until we're both emotionally ready or we'll risk fucking everything up.


  



  Randy was certain that she didn't care about his feelings and he had grown tired of being rejected. He prided himself on being progressive and never chauvinist, but he felt he was owed some affection in their marriage based on principle. That and he felt he needed to exert his authority as the man of the house. Simply thinking about it in those terms made him feel funny, and yet he refused to be shoved around any longer.


  



  Last night, they laid side by side, Randy's dick growing hard, throbbing, but he knew that even if Carol let him use it, he might not enjoy it. But then, enjoyment wasn't really the point, he decided. He slipped his pajama bottoms off, rubbed her ass with his dick, and ran his finger up and down her arm.


  



  Not tonight, honey.


  



  let's give this another chance. Okay, hone?


  



  Another night, sweetie.


  



  Fucking bitch!


  



  Randy only whispered the last two words, but he couldn't believe he'd said them. Every disagreement between them large and small had been solved by words and reason, he reminded himself. Why set precedent? And why stoop so low? He decided this wasn't like other arguments, like whether Kenny should be baptised, or what carpet to lay down in the living room. Those were always petty things, peacefully resolved. This time, Carol meant to hurt him, had calculated a method to rip his heart out.


  



  When someone-the person you love no less-made such an effort to wound, he wouldn't back down. He knew reacting would only cause tension to escalate, but he didn't care. He was up for a good fight if she was.


  



  Carol shot up in bed, turned to stare down at him and demanded to know where a remark like that had come from and, frankly, Randy wanted to know too. He knew that the words had escaped his lips and that there was no calling them back. But he would never take them back, because she deserved it, as far as he was concerned. And thus began the process by which Randy wound up packing his bags and storming out of the house.


  



  Regret wasn't something he would admit to, not yet at least. He did wonder if the fight was really worth it. He figured he needed to take a stand, to be heard. While he knew he might not have appreciated Carol's position, he decided she hadn't fully appreciated his either. He assured her that he wasn't trying to replace Kenny, but he did want to offer his love to another child. He wanted that child to enjoy the same childhood he'd had, brimming with perfect little memories.


  



  Upstairs, he strolled down the hall to decide which room to claim. Nana's room, also known as the 'first room', was next to the bathroom and was crammed with furniture, unframed paintings and art supplies. Antique bookcases lined the walls, save for the side occupied by a bed. Randy sneezed multiple times into the crook of his arm before he switched the light on.


  



  Though the house was large by Randy's standards, the place only offered two more rooms worth occupying than his bungalow did. The middle bedroom-the one a family friend had sworn to have seen a ghost float through when he'd been young-had belonged to Bupa. He and Nana had kept separate bedrooms for as long as he could remember. He flipped the switch and found an antique double bed, made with white linens. Two tables-Randy couldn't begin to guess their age-guarded the bed. A stack of unframed paintings leaned against the wall, but at least the room wasn't crammed with junk like Nana's.


  



  He could have checked the front room, which once belonged to his uncle, and his father before him, but he didn't want to sleep there. He'd stayed in that room as a child and Randy wanted to create some separation between his childhood and his adulthood.


  



  The sun fell behind the trees and Randy stretched. He hadn't really finished being tired and he longed for a full night's sleep, and yet he wasn't ready to close his eyes yet. He was to be at work first thing in the morning and he no longer had an alarm clock. Doing without was something he would have to grow used to, he decided. So he stripped out of his clothes, slipped into his pajamas, crawled beneath the covers and opened a paperback to soothe him before sleep.


  


  



  CHAPTER 9


  Randy's eyes popped open before he knew he'd fallen asleep. The book he'd been reading was still in his hand albeit closed. He coughed and knew he'd been drooling since a wad of saliva had slipped into his windpipe. He'd forgotten to switch the lamp off, but realized it hadn't been his forgetfulness. Sleep had enveloped him before he could turn anything off or even close his book.


  



  Music seeped into the room. At first, he thought the music was coming from the boarding house next door, but he knew the people who lived there wouldn't play anything so soothing, so sweet-sounding. Then he recognized the tune as the Sesame Street theme. He'd watched the show in the house with Nana whenever mom had dropped him off for the day. But he'd never watched it with Kenny since he was too young for it, so they watched Dora the Explorer instead. When he sat up, he was certain the music had traveled from down the hall.


  



  He rubbed his eyes, rolled out of bed, teetered back and forth, and grabbed the bedpost to balance himself. When he opened the door, the music grew louder, and he noticed the light on in Nana's room. Could've sworn I'd switched the light off and closed the door, he thought. He inched down the hall, wondering if doing so was even safe. Someone could've wandered into the house for all he knew.


  



  The door was open a crack and a wedge of light shined into the hall. He tapped on the door and heard no response, so he pressed it open. Clean air filled his nostrils and he saw that all of Nana's junk had been cleared out. He stood on what looked like a brand new carpet instead of the white shag carpeting that had covered the floor hours before. A bed with pencils and erasers on top for bedposts stood along one side of the room. The rocking chair from his bungalow stood in the corner. The walls were papered with a sky blue background with fluffy clouds. By the window, he noticed the CD player that was playing the Sesame Street theme.


  



  The back wall was dotted with stuffed toys. The Humpty Dumpty and Winnie the Pooh bear were his, but he also noticed a SpongeBob Squarepants and other stuffed toys he didn't recognize. A plastic desk and chair stood in the corner, cluttered with reams of paper that had been scribbled on in crayon. In the middle of the room sat a boy with shiny blonde hair that Randy judged to be four years old. He wore jean overalls and sat at a wooden table with a tea pot and two cups. The chair across from his was empty but pulled out.


  



  Am I supposed to sit in that seat? Randy wondered. Has he been waiting for me?


  



  That can't be right, he told himself. How did this kid wind up in the house? He didn't know the kid from Adam and hadn't been told he would have company either. Certainly, whatever was going on was some mistake or hallucination.


  



  The boy stared up at him then poured tea into his cup and the cup opposite him.


  



  Randy inched forward, uncertain how he should act. He was just a little kid for crying out loud, he tried to tell himself, but the child's presence and nonchalance rendered him uneasy nevertheless. The kid had materialized for all he knew, and yet he was certain the boy looked familiar. So he dragged his chair out, squatted on it, and squeezed his legs together to keep the table level.


  



  What to say, Randy thought. Normally he could have conjured up something to break the silence, but now his mouth felt like it had been filled with cotton. The kid was cute though, he wouldn't deny that. His cheeks were chubby, his smile wide, and his tiny digits fit perfectly around the teacup handle.


  



  Just when Randy's lips parted to ask Who are you? The boy said, “Want to have a tea party with me, Daddy?”


  



  Randy froze. At first, the last word didn't sink in, and he only dwelled on how the boy had said pawty instead of party. Then he squinted, stared closely at the boy's every feature, and realized how much this boy looked like he had at that age.


  



  “You got a name, little buddy?” Randy asked.


  



  “My name's Kenny. You know that, Daddy. Don't be silly.”


  



  Randy mouthed the words to his next sentence, partly because he didn't want to regret them, but also because his tongue felt heavy and he didn't want to slur the words. The kid was real and could hear him, he told himself. The fight to scoop him up in his arms and hug him until he could barely breathe seemed impossible to win.


  



  “Okay Kenny, nice to meet you. But what are you doing here? It's awfully late, wouldn't you say?”


  



  “This is my room. Why shouldn't I be here? I really like my room.”


  



  Who wouldn't? Randy thought. Kenny's room was loaded with everything a kid could want, and was a far cry from what Randy had lived in as a kid.


  



  “No, no, it's fine. Just wondering what you're doing up so late is all. Shouldn't you be in bed by now?”


  



  “You're making me go to bed now?”


  



  “'course not, you can stay up as late as you want. Just want to know what you're doing is all.”


  



  “I told you, I'm having a tea party. Don't you want to drink your tea before it gets cold?”


  



  Randy smiled and couldn't help but humor the kid. So he slid his finger through the hole in the miniature cup, used his other hand to lift it, and sipped the tea.


  



  Kenny smiled “Pinkie up, Daddy.”


  



  So Randy raised his pinkie and drank the last of his tea.


  



  Kenny bellowed a deep belly laugh, as if it was the funniest thing he'd ever seen.


  



  “Listen Bud, you really think you ought to be having tea parties?”


  



  “Mommy and I have tea parties all the time. I really like them.”


  



  “I know, but wouldn't you rather be doing boy things like playing with G.I. Joes or something?”


  



  “But I like having tea parties way better.”


  



  Randy paused when he realized he was about to impose gender roles on his son. He loathed the very practice and remembered having steered clear of it when he'd painted Kenny's nursery. Determined to be consistent if nothing else, he cleared his mind. Most importantly, he wanted his son to think for himself, tea parties or not.


  



  “That's cool. Go ahead and have all the tea parties you want.” And Randy left it at that.


  



  The very idea that this boy could really be his son swept over him and he nearly wept. His fate had changed and the impossible had happened. But so much had been left unanswered. Like if Kenny were really there, where had he spent the between time? And where had he grown and aged four years?


  



  He would have had to live those years somehow. And if he had, those were three years Randy had missed. They were gone forever. As grateful for the miracle as he was, he could deny feeling a sense of emptiness.


  



  Kenny slurped the last of his tea then stared up at Randy. Only then did Randy realize he'd been daydreaming. He racked his brain for something-anything-to say but he came up lacking.


  



  “Everything okay, little buddy?” Randy asked. “I mean, do you like living in this place?”


  



  “I love it here, but I never get to see Mommy anymore. Sure feels like a real long time. When do I get to see her again?”


  



  Randy's eyelids drooped. He sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. How he would explain everything that had happened between he and Carol in the last few months-hell, the last few months-seemed like an impossible task. He couldn't come to grips with it himself much less try and explain it to a four year old. Would he disapprove? Would he be angry or resentful? Judging by how Kenny leaned over the table, Randy knew he would need a snappy answer.


  



  “I'm gonna get to see Mommy again, right?”


  



  “'course you are.”


  



  “How soon?”


  



  “Real soon. Mark my words. Just as soon as I let your mom know where you are, that you're safe, and make sure she's ready for it. Then I'll have her right over here so you two can start having tea parties.”


  



  “Promise?”


  



  “Promise.”


  



  “Pinkie swear?”


  



  “Sure.”


  



  Kenny lifted his arm, stretched his pinkie finger to Randy, and Randy hooked his around it. He noticed an immediate loss of appetite, a tingling feeling in his jaw, and beads of sweat at his temples. He hadn't lied to the boy, he thought. Not really. He'd just made a promise which he knew would be harder than hell to keep. Adult problems could stand in the way of his promise and Kenny wouldn't understand that for a long time. Randy would think Carol a saint if she was willing to buy into what was happening right now. How he would explain it to her was another matter entirely.


  



  Randy stood up and stretched then realized what a powerful impact sitting in the little wooden chair had made on his back. He took another cursory glance about the room and stopped at the bookshelf. He flipped through the titles, stopped at a copy of Love You Forever by Robert Munsch, and slid it out. Tears filled his eyes when he beheld the baby on the front cover, and he choked them back. To Randy, only a moment was needed to make a dream come true, and he meant to capitalize on it. He remembered the night he'd fallen asleep with Kenny, reading that book and he swore no time had passed.


  



  “Hey little buddy,” Randy tousled his hair, “Why don't you come on over to the rocking chair and we'll read a story together? You know, just like old times?”


  



  Kenny's eyes widened and he scrambled towards the rocking chair. Randy hoisted Kenny onto his lap and was astonished at how heavy he was. This was the same kid he had once stretched out on the inside of his arm. His bones felt rock solid. Randy noticed that he was barrel-chested and figured he'd be a real scrapped one day. But most of all, contact kept Kenny from being a dream. He opened the book to the first page and begun reading.


  



  Randy started by using his storytelling voice, gentle and pausing at the end of each sentence. Kenny rolled the back of his head on Randy's chest. He'd captured the child with words the way he'd always hoped to do. He stopped at the end of each page to show him the pictures, which Kenny glanced at, and Randy supposed he was simply engrossed in the book.


  



  Randy closed the book halfway. When he considered his lost opportunities, he couldn't believe he could retake them now. Kenny curled his legs up, yawned, and glanced up at Randy. He barely realized he'd stopped reading. Randy combed his fingers through Kenny's hair and restarted the story. The words and story were meaningless to him. Having his son back was all that mattered. His prayers had been answered and he hoped to God nothing would take this miracle away from him.


  



  When he finished the story, and noticed Kenny's eyes had closed, his mouth hung open, and his limbs had rested, he closed the book. Then he scooped the boy in his arms, carried him to bed, tucked him in, and kissed his forehead. If only to let that moment last a lifetime, he thought. And he looked forward to continuing this journey. But for now, he was bound by a promise, and he meant to make good on it, but he knew he must make his story believable. But how? He had to account for the last three-and-a-half years of Kenny's life, how he'd grown so fast, where he'd spent those between years, and-


  


  



  CHAPTER 10


  Randy's eyes snapped open. The lights to Bupa's room were still on, but he was still in bed, above the covers, with a half-ring of sweat stamped around the collar of his t-shirt. Maybe it was only excessive drool expelled after having fallen into too deep a sleep, he thought. But he didn't want to consider that word: sleep. He sometimes likened waking up from a dream to watching a movie in which the plug is pulled during the climax and you don't get to see the ending.


  



  That brought up another word he hated to use: dream. What he had experienced was too vivid to be a dream, he decided. He buried his face in his hands and fought the overwhelming urge to cry. For a few precious moments, everything had seemed real. His aching soul would have been resuscitated had Kenny really been alive, save and sound in Randy's arms. That the joy was stripped away from him made him want to scream, to hoist the table lamp over his head and hurl it through the window. But he sucked in a deep breath to calm himself instead.


  



  He rolled over, glanced out the window, and noticed a bright orange half-sun rise behind the trees. His watch read 6:00, but he wouldn't believe that so much time had flashed past him in an instant. Did I really sleep through all of that? He thought. Was I out of bed, having a tea party, or was I in bed this whole time?


  



  When he swung his legs over the side of the bed, he sat, rubbed the crusty stuff from his eyes, and told himself that he couldn't cling onto such things. Dreams, as marvellous as they are, are a retreat from real-life pain, and he wouldn't let the possibilities he'd entertained in his sleep arrest him in the waking world.


  



  Being with Kenny, if only for a while, felt heavenly. Knowing that it was a mirage made his heart ache yet he wouldn't trade it for anything. He'd held him, squeezed him tight, and no one could take the memory from him. Any time he felt sad, he could close his eyes and escape into the dream world.


  



  Seated on the side of the bed, he turned, and noticed the bedroom door was half-open. He was all but certain he'd closed it last night. The locks and hinges in this old place weren't the greatest, but he hadn't experienced a problem yet. He'd never been a sleepwalker either, at least not that Carol had ever mentioned. Still, he couldn't help but be curious about whether or not he'd been up last night after all.


  



  He shifted his jaw from side to side, snapped the morning junk in his mouth, and hauled himself to his feet. But he wobbled and teetered like a bowling pin and longed to close his eyes again. How strange, he thought. For years he'd prided himself on being a morning person, always ready to tackle anything the day threw at him, letting nothing slow him down. But now, he felt like his feet had been cased in cement as he dragged himself to the door and stomped down the hall.


  



  The door to Nana's room was open a crack when he knew it should have been closed. Some serious déjà vu here, he thought. He paused, pushed the door open, and found all of Nana's things missing, replaced by the very setting he'd found last night. The setting he'd dreamt about, he told himself. The walls were still papered sky blue with fluffy clouds, stuffed animals still lined the walls, and a rocking chair still sat in the corner. But the bed wasn't made. The covers had been dragged forward and he found a dent in the pillow. All that was missing was a little boy named Kenny.


  



  If the bed is empty and used, then where the hell did Kenny go? Randy thought. But his breathing remained steady and he didn't panic. He wanted to convince himself that this was really happening before he worked himself into a lather.


  



  When he inched into the room, none of the dust that had haunted the four walls before was present. The air smelled fresh like a spring day, as if the windows had been left open all night. The CD player was still plugged in but had been turned off. Randy peeked inside and found a Sesame Street CD.


  



  In the middle of the room, the tiny wooden table remained. The chairs that he and Kenny had sat in were pulled out. On the table, he found the teacups they'd drank from. He lifted one, found the dregs of old tea in the bottom, and sniffed it. The smell was so fresh.


  



  In the far corner, he found the rocking chair, and a copy of Love You Forever opened to the last page. He picked the book up and held it to his heart, but he refused to cry. On one hand, he felt like he'd done enough crying to fill an ocean, but one the other hand he realized he no longer had anything to cry about. His hopes and dreams had materialized, his life sentence was over, and he could finally move forward.


  



  Most of all, what he saw meant that Kenny had to be around here somewhere. How he had found his way into the house, he couldn't begin to guess. He didn't even know how he himself had traveled from this room back to his bed without stirring, without realizing that anything was going on. But he didn't want Randy running around by himself, so he meant to quit reasoning and start looking. The place was old and a kid Kenny's age would find too many ways to get into trouble.


  



  But what age was Kenny? He remembered having guessed that he was four, but where had those four years gone? Kenny had died-or, at least, Randy thought he had died-just six months ago, and there was no way he could have grown up so fast. And what a bright, eloquent and polite boy he was! He was the kind of boy Randy had hoped to raise. Reading to him at a young age had paid off so far, but he understood that he simply felt the pride a dad should feel for his son.


  



  But the three and a half years in between . . . . Randy realized how much he had missed in those rapid years. Kenny must be fully potty-trained by now. He never thought he would miss diaper changes, but he surprised even himself. And when had Kenny given up the bottle for regular food? What had his first words been? Where had he gone to pre-school? That he had missed those moments drained some joy from the miracle, and he encouraged himself to be grateful for what he had.


  



  And there would be even brighter days ahead, Randy decided. Soon, he would be able to read Kenny more advanced stories, help him to learn to read early and create his own stories, and he would have one up on other kids at school.


  



  First, he at least needed to be able to find the kid. “Kenny!” he called. “Kenny where are you?” Silence. Though he felt silly for calling him like this, he knew there was no other way to approach the situation. Kenny was alive, he was somewhere in the house, and Nana's room was loaded with proof.


  



  “Come on, Kenny, come on out here. Don't play games with Daddy now.”


  



  He skipped downstairs, checked the living room, the dining room, the kitchen, Nana's studio, the washroom and every closet but found them all empty. Then he burst out onto the back porch to see if he was playing in the yard, but only found a vacant tire hanging by a rope from a tree branch.


  



  Randy slapped the doorframe as he stormed back inside. Kenny had grown up tremendously in a short time span, with or without Randy, but he was slick, he told himself. In fact, he was exactly the kind of kid he'd wanted him to be, which meant he was self-reliant, resourceful and would return to him safe and sound when he was ready. At least he continually told himself that.


  



  Calling the police crossed his mind, but what would he tell them? That his six month old son . . . no, scratch that, his four year old son had returned from the grave (or had never been dead at all) had suddenly appeared and now he had run away? If the cops showed up-which was a distinct if dubious possibility-they would either haul him in for crank-calling 9-1-1 or have him committed at the nearest insane asylum.


  



  Randy decided he would take any risks now, which felt tenfold worse. That left him with all the time in the world to feel the cold grease in his palms, the Styrofoam taste in his mouth and the ever-tightening knot in his midsection.


  



  And how would he explain this to Carol? Would he even tell her? Whether she believed him or not, he wasn't sure if he wanted to share the news with her. Even in bad times, he felt obligated to tell her as the father of her son, but this felt different, an exception. He and Kenny had shared a special father-son bond that didn't concern Carol in the least. But he couldn't tell himself that for very long and still believe it. Deep down, he knew he was being devilishly selfish by keeping this quiet, and that Carol deserved to know, no matter the circumstances. Therefore, he decided he would tell her once he was ready.


  



  Besides, he'd promised Kenny that he could see his Mommy very soon. And there was no way he could break a promise to his special little boy, especially now that he'd gone through so much just to return to him. He'd defied the laws of nature, that boy had, he thought. The trick now was to convince Carol that this was really happening and to bring her to Kenny. Like a gift . . . or an offering. They could be a family again in spite of all the heartache he and Carol had suffered. Randy shuddered to imagine what would happen should he be unable to produce. Kenny could hate him forever (worst-case scenario) or at least refuse to appear to him again. Maybe that was Kenny's game right now, to hold out until Randy delivered Carol to him. In spite of his years of reading and studying, he couldn't think of a solution quickly enough.


  



  Back in the house, Randy threw up his hands and decided to stop searching. Kenny would come to him on his own terms, if ever, and Randy felt troubled to realize that their roles had reversed. He no longer possessed the control over Kenny that he once had, disorienting him. He needed time to regain his bearings. Above all, he knew he had a promise to keep and he wouldn't let it be forgotten.


  



  If Kenny didn't return to him now, he might never come back, Randy thought. Then he really would have awoken from a pleasant dream only to learn that it would never be a reality. That realization depressed him, but he wouldn't hang his head. He would admit that the idea that he could lose Kenny again made him die a little Part of him had died the first time he'd lost his son, like a squashed ember.


  



  For the rest of the day, Randy tried to start a book, but closed it after thirty pages. He tried to eat, but the food tasted bland and the fork paused at his lips before each bite. Then he tried to take a nap, but he lay in his grandfather's bed with his eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. He checked his watch every few minutes. He could only count down the hours, the minutes, and seconds until tonight.


  


  



  CHAPTER 11


  Forgive me if the story I'm about to tell sounds bitter. It's not meant to be. I just mean to enlighten without damaging others. Through it all, I've fought to maintain perspective because, no matter what transpired between Randy and I, he is the most wonderful father in the world. And I mean that in the most literal way possible, with no hyperbole.


  



  Though he only had a short time to show it, Randy did all of the things you'd want a father to do. He always rolled out of bed in the middle of the night to see to the diaper changes. Feedings too. He took Kenny to the park, walked him in his stroller, read to him. That wasn't to mention the frequent visits to grandparent's and aunt's and uncle's houses. You could say that raising Kenny was the joy of Randy's life.


  



  My family never had many traditions, and neither did Randy's. Still, when Randy raised the idea of having our son baptized, a red flag shot up. Something about it turned me off, maybe because I've never been baptized myself. Also because I worried the meaning would be lost on Kenny. As a mother, I didn't want Kenny to be forced to enter into anything that wasn't of his free will, which was why we didn't have him circumcised. I wanted Kenny to choose for himself. And, above all, I wanted his choice to be an intellectual one.


  



  Before Kenny died, any disagreement we had was handled properly, and Randy was adamant that Kenny should be baptized. He explained that Christianity was part of his upbringing, even if they weren't the most devout church-goers, or he didn't obsess over it now. Then he added that First Communion and Confirmation had also been important events in his childhood and teenage years, and he didn't want Kenny to miss out on those opportunities.


  



  So I caved in. Don't mistake that with my simply letting Randy have his way, or that he manipulated me into snatching some sort of moral victory, because he hadn't. I simply tried to be open-minded and let Kenny experience traditions I hadn't had and didn't understand.


  



  We made an appointment with Father Landry, the priest at St. Paul's about Kenny's baptism. Ordinarily, the church liked to wait until the child is a full six months old before he is baptised, or so he'd said. But he was willing to squeeze Kenny in for his dip in the water at just four and a half months. Landry was the same priest who'd married Randy and I, and I felt uneasy in admitting I hadn't darkened St. Paul's' door since, but not the least bit ashamed.


  



  And don't think the guy didn't take the opportunity to bring it up. “Baptism is the beginning of a child's Christian life,” he said. “And parents are a crucial part of a good Christian upbringing, which lasts long after baptism.” I nodded and Randy squeezed my hand.


  



  I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Wasn't that just something these guys said? I took a moment to pan the room and stopped to examine the stone expression on the priest's face. Judging by that look, the numerous crosses, and other religious icons in his office, I knew he was as serious as a heart attack (as they say). But I will confess that the experience transformed me, even if I didn't realize it at the time.


  



  Therefore, I made up a story. Bullshit to appease the bugger. Maybe I didn't need to. I mean, the whole point of going along with this was to please Randy, but I assured Father Landry that even though I didn't attend church that Randy and I both meant for our son to have a strong Christian upbringing. He nodded, smiled finally, and said, “Of course you do. I simply wanted to make sure we're on the same track.” Then he asked if we'd made any firm choices regarding godparents. I listed my sister Debbie, my uncle Dave and Randy's best friend Trevor, and waited for him to ask how much had passed since they'd last been to church. Or if they'd set foot in one outside of a wedding or a funeral. To my delight, he didn't ask.


  



  I assured him that our choices in godparents were very sound and that each of them would contribute to Kenny's Christian upbringing. Landry leaned back in his chair, poked his index finger into his mouth, and nodded. Had he caught me in a lie? Maybe. I doubt men like him caved in on their religious beliefs for anyone's sake. He provided us booklets on baptism plus the parish's pamphlet on the service, asked us to meditate on them seriously and get back to him with any questions.


  



  Then the three of us stood in a triangle and Landry took our hands. He bowed his head (I wasn't sure if I was supposed to bow mine) and said, “May the love of God, which passes all understanding, keep our hearts and minds . . . .” I can't remember the rest, but Randy knew the words by heart. We parted and I gave nothing Landry said a second thought until the Sunday of Kenny's baptism.


  



  The service itself was held a few weeks later and the church was filled with wailing infants. I remember having thought the church's acoustics was charming for our wedding, but I changed my mind once I heard the myriad baby cries ricocheting off the ceiling. Some of the front-pew parishioners twitched their noses at me like the very presence of these children was an annoyance, and I tried not to take it personally, but what other way was there to take it?


  



  I'd wondered if they simply harbored the same attitude towards me as Father Landry had because I wasn't a church regular. Or maybe my atheism was more transparent than I'd realized. But in the end, I think it was the non-stop crying from beginning to end that irked them, not to mention an extended service for those who meant to fly out the front doors much faster.


  



  In spite of my own faith-or total lack thereof-I still felt proud to see Kenny hoisted above the baptismal font white the five of us surrounded him. Much to my displeasure, Trevor had blown through the door five minutes before the service began, in a pair of jeans and passable dress shirt. My sister and Uncle Dave were at least dressed for the occasion and willing to throw five bucks into the plate. Randy held Kenny's baptismal candle, and I swore a tear crept out of his eye. Landry sprinkled water over Kenny's head then made the sign of the cross. Kenny didn't kick or squirm the entire time, like he was completely at peace in the priest's arms.


  



  After, we joined a reception in the parish hall, with tables of homemade and store-bought baked goods and coffee, where little white-haired women embraced Randy and commented on what an adorable son he had. I was chopped liver apparently, but that doesn't bother me anymore. Now I reflect on that afternoon and realize how much my attitude has changed since. My heart was hardened to everything and anything to do with God, and now I couldn't believe I could have been so foolish. I'm not saying I've become born again, but I've seen the light in other ways. It was a tough road to follow, let me tell you.


  



  Most of our immediate family and some friends had gathered at the house by late afternoon, but Trevor had to run off to Toronto, surprise, surprise. We ate pizza and wings with cake and ice cream and everyone brought gifts. I'd grown used to receiving an endless parade of presents by this point, and figuring out what to do with them later. Tiny prayer books and children's Bibles were among the favorite items this time, but each time I peeled back the wrapping paper, I felt surprised, confused. I'm still unsure why.


  



  But some of the pieces had jelled together. After what happened to Kenny, I needed something to give me strength. I fell into a deep depression, and my doctor prescribed antidepressants, but a simple serotonin lift wasn't enough to cure me. I needed a reason to live. And I don't want that to reflect negatively on Randy. On the surface, I had plenty to live for. Because, even though so much had gone wrong, I still had the greatest, most supportive husband anyone can ask for. And I kept telling myself that. But a piece of me had been torn away, and could never be replaced, so I felt like my ailment was incurable.


  



  I found God in a simpler, much less dramatic way. I remember a preacher telling the story of an Evangelical Christian who'd asked him when he'd been saved.


  



  The preacher answered, “I should imagine it was on a Friday afternoon in the springtime about two thousand years ago.” The preacher added that the Evangelical stared at him with a dazed expression. But I wasn't the one who needed or even wanted to be saved. I used to believe that people winked out of existence when they died. There was no such thing as a soul and it therefore needed nowhere to go. However, after what Randy and I had experienced, I wanted to believe that something was beyond for Kenny, and that that something would be merciful. Little boys who'd died before their time had to go somewhere, didn't they?


  



  So I woke up early one Sunday and drove to St. Paul's. I even recognized a few faces from the first time I'd been there. Both of them were men who'd sung in the choir. One was a heavy-set man with a wave of black hair swept over his forehead. The other reminded me of a young Michael Douglas.


  



  First, I followed a couple of bony, white-haired, bespectacled ladies in purple outfits into the church but hesitated to bow before the cross after them. Then I slipped into the first empty pew, clasped my hands, and stared straight at the front. Could you sit wherever you wanted or were seats assigned? A front pew had been reserved for us at Kenny's baptism, but still. Before the service, organ notes hummed while other congregants filed in and slipped into their pews like they'd sat there for years (and maybe they had!). After prayers, they whispered across the aisle to one another, but didn't utter a word to me. Wasn't church supposed to be a warm, welcoming place for newcomers? At any rate, that didn't bother me so much, since part of me preferred to be incognito.


  



  I glanced to my right and saw a black and white cat trot past, his tail sticking straight up. I'm not a cat person, but I thought it was a nice touch, and it helped break my uneasiness. In spite of my reservations, I felt no compulsion to crawl out of my pew and leave. I was there for a reason, even though I hadn't figured out what that reason was.


  



  Church bells rang at quarter and five to the hour. At eight o' clock sharp, Father Landry and several others in white robes-one was carrying a cross and the other a leather-encased book-processed into the church from the outer corridor. A man in a suit stuck his head in the side door, said “All rise,” and feet pounded the floorboards like a passing thunderstorm as the entire congregation stood at attention. I stood with them, but not until they focused on the entourage, and I ducked a little as if to make sure no one could see me.


  



  When the organ crawled to a stop, Landry stood at the front of the church, spread his arms, his hands cupped, and recited a passage I'd never heard. Everyone else had green service books open, though few seemed to be reading from them, and there I was without a clue what page to turn to. Then Landry said “Good morning,” and the congregation echoed in unison. The priest announced what page the service would begin on, so I grabbed a book from the holder in front of me and thumbed my way to page 230.


  



  After the scripture readings, Landry stepped into his pulpit to deliver his sermon, and I'll admit that he completely lost me. That's not to say he flew over my head intellectually, I just drifted off. Eight in the morning was simply too early for me, but I needed to be there at that moment, and I've stuck to that routine ever since. When I approached the communion rail, I realized how my life had changed in a blur. And, even though no one was terribly warm to me, I wasn't pushed away, and I found a home in that church. I'd changed from my former self by leaps and bounds, even if I remain skeptical about enough aspects of the faith.


  



  But it's a place I need to go to once a week, a place that keeps me whole. I used to think religion was a crutch for weak-minded people, but now I know it's a home for the faithful, but also a hospital for the spiritually hurt. You never really get over losing your child, and I still suffer flashbacks over how I lost mine. These are like a looped reel, making me relive Kenny's death forevermore.


  


  



  CHAPTER 12


  I love fall weather, mostly because it's never too hot or too cold. Summers in Fort Erie can be particularly spiteful because of the humidity that guys say makes their balls stick to their legs. So the middle of September through the first few weeks of October are a refreshing break from the sweltering summer, not to mention my deep enjoyment of the cascading colors of the turning leaves. But, like most areas surrounding the Great Lakes, you can rely on the adage: Don't like the weather? Wait five minutes!


  



  By the second week in October, Kenny was a full six months old, and Randy had returned to work. We adjusted our schedules as best we could so we would need a sitter for Kenny at a bare minimum. This move wasn't only to reduce expenses, but also because we wanted at least one parent to be home with Kenny as much as possible, so we could nurture our parent-child bond. Granted, that left Randy and I with less time together, which meant less time to catch up and less alone time to be friendly. I left the college on a Thursday afternoon with a pile of papers to grade. Since I had Fridays off that semester, I fully intended to spend a whole day with Kenny.


  



  After a department meeting that had drained me, I left my office at 4:15, hopped in my Chrysler and sped down Woodlawn road with the radio tuned to a low hum. Before long, I had slipped into the rural area that separated Fort Erie from Welland, and I basked in the peace and scenery. Wet gobs splattered my windshield and I twisted the lever to activate my wipers. The blades swept them away, but until then I hadn't realized any inclement weather was on the horizon. The thick grey clouds overhead changed my mind.


  



  As pellets of freezing rain smacked my windshield in torrents, I sped the wipers up, making them labor as hard as they were able. The pellets turned white and I knew right away that it wasn't sleet. Oh God, not already. Barely the second week in October, and snow was already assaulting us! But this was just wet snow, I told myself. No way would it actually stick to the ground.


  



  But alas, I wasn't meant to be right about everything (kidding!). My Chrysler crawled down Netherby road and passed the sign that welcomes drivers to Fort Erie. First, the road was slippery, making the car shift left and right, so my fingers curled around the wheel and my abdomen tensed. Farther down, I found telephone poles jutted and tree branches and power cables strewn in the street. I glanced at my fuel gauge and found the needle pointing towards E. I had planned to wait until I'd come home to fill up, figuring gas would be cheaper in Fort Erie. I sure as hell would have made alternate plans had I seen this coming.


  



  Before then, the earliest I'd ever seen snow was on Halloween, and those wet flakes only stayed on the ground until noon. That was nothing like this disaster. Sure, this is Canada we're talking about, but Fort Erie usually doesn't see snow until the end of November. This was unreal, especially since not one weatherman had said boo about it.


  



  Would I make it home or would I have to pull over and park on the shoulder until the weather let up? I'd seen people do that often enough on the very same road in lighter snowstorms than this and I had been willing to brave it the rest of the way into town. But I had no winter jacket, scarf or gloves with me, I couldn't run the engine for long, and my stomach was already grumbling. In retrospect, I'm glad I pressed on.


  



  As I drove, my windshield was covered by torrents of white and fogged up fast. I used my fist to wipe a small window within a window for whatever visibility I could create. I'd switched the radio off long ago so I could concentrate on the road. When I'm in those situations, I try and follow the car in front of me, and to stay in the grooves from his tire tracks as a way to stay on the road.


  



  By the time I reached town, the day had grown dim. Stoplights were out everywhere. Tree branches and wires were strewn all over the #3 highway, not to mention my neighborhood's pencil-thin streets, which made vehicular travel damn near impossible. I gripped the wheel tight as I squeezed past drivers who were no doubt as desperate to get homer as I was. Having seen only darkened living rooms and shops, I prayed that my power was still on. Should I have stopped by the grocery store to stock up? I decided that I would be fine and that both of Fort Erie's grocery stores must have been closed. Besides, after such a stressful drive home, I was dying for a hot bath.


  



  The subdivision I live in is like a maze, which is no treat when all visibility is lost. When I reached my street (thank God) I couldn't even read the street sign. All I saw was a green rectangle suspended in midair. I pulled in through the snow that had already packed onto my driveway, my tires making a ripping noise. If I was going anywhere in the next few days, it sure wasn't going to be in my car, given the weather and that I was down to my last drop of gas. Then I braced myself, stepped out of the car and hugged myself, wishing I'd stocked the trunk with winter clothes in the event of such a disaster.


  



  My teeth clicked like typewriter keys as I lowered my head to spear through the winter onslaught. My God, I'd never felt so helpless in my life. I thought the weather had literally curled its icy fingers around me and would scoop me up and carry me away. But no way would I let it. Finally, I reached my front door, stomped into the house, and slammed the door. Icy needles stuck to my face as I kicked off my snow-caked shoes and peeled off my fall coat. First, I zipped over to the thermostat to kick the furnace into high gear (the house was no warmer than outside), but I didn't hear the bellow of the furnace kicking on. I tried to switch a lamp on, but I was left in total darkness.


  



  Goddamn it! I slapped the coffee table. I'd told others how much we take everyday luxuries like electricity for granted all the time, but the storm helped me understand I was equally guilty. Once I realized I was without any of my luxuries-and likely would be for a while, given the state of the town-I nearly burst into tears. Maybe that sounds childish, but it's true.


  



  I could kiss goodbye the hot bath I'd longed for, but that wasn't what really mattered to me. Randy and Kenny were out in the storm somewhere, probably stranded, and I had to hope to God I could get through to Randy on our cell phones. Randy was supposed to work until five then pick Kenny up from daycare. If Randy were stranded and couldn't pick Kenny up, what would happen?


  



  I tried his cell phone, but only received his voice mail. I left him a message asking him to leave a message on my phone, since I didn't want to drain my battery waiting for him to call back. I would have been happy knowing that he'd collected Kenny and that they were safe. In the meantime, I balled up on the couch with a blanket over me to keep warm by my only available means.


  



  I heard nothing. I checked my messages every ten minutes and found an empty inbox. I couldn't help but think they'd become stranded somewhere. And if they were, Kenny would have had no food, no milk, no warm clothes and no fresh diapers.


  



  At six forty-five, I glanced out the window and saw Randy trudge up the driveway with Kenny in tow. I opened the door for them and slammed it shut the moment they were inside. Randy kissed me, his lips being the first warm thing I'd felt in hours.


  



  Randy's first words were, “You wouldn't believe how frigging ugly it is out there.”


  



  A thirty-five minute drive took me an hour and a half to get home,” I said. “And even most of that was trying to drive through town. I'm out of gas too. So yeah, I definitely know how ugly it is out there.”


  



  Randy kicked his shoes off and threw some warm blankets over Kenny, who hadn't fussed since he'd been inside, thank God for that.


  



  “I thought I was going to have to pull over and wait until the weather let up,” I said. “Good thing I didn't. I'd still be waiting!”


  



  “I noticed that some people had abandoned their cars altogether. Not worth trying to drive home in this, I guess. Listened to the radio the whole way home too. They're saying the power's out in every home and business in Fort Erie, and all over Buffalo too. And we're the only two towns affected for some reason. Not one town around us has seen a single flake.”


  



  First, I was reminded of the White's house in Carrie, which had been the only house on its block to be assaulted by a hail of stones. Then my heart sank once I realized we could be stuck like this for days. How had Randy and I become so depended on the rest of the world? We ate cold cereal for dinner, making sure to ration our milk. Thankfully, we were overstocked on baby food, which reassured me that we could survive the disaster without our baby boy going hungry.


  



  After dinner, we unloaded the fridge and downstairs freezer, repacked everything into boxes and grocery bags, and stored the goods on the back porch. Since it was freezing out, I figured there was little chance anything could go bad. After, Randy decided to slip out, check on our neighbors, and help them with their generators if they needed it (and could they spare one for us?) Most of them were older to elderly and their kids wouldn't be able to help them in this weather. So I cradled Kenny and promised to take good care of him in the meantime.


  



  Randy returned home two hours later, his face red from the cold, and his nose running. He yanked his gloves and toque off, wiped his nose, and combed his fingers through his hair.


  



  “Still pretty awful out there,” he said. “Weather's let up a little, but it's still a disaster. I haven't got much gas left either, so we'll be stuck here until everything gets cleared out. Could take days.”


  



  “What about work?”


  



  “Betcha the library won't even open tomorrow if the roads aren't cleared.”


  



  “All the better if you ask me. We can keep our house from caving in.”


  



  By nine o' clock, Randy had gathered all the flashlights and candles he could find. Given how briefly we'd lived in the house, we'd amassed a respectable hoard of candles. Some were decorative, but we would burn them just the same. Randy had kept two flashlights with fresh batteries, a Bic lighter, and a fire extinguisher in a bottom kitchen cupboard for emergencies. Like a good boy scout, Randy meant to be prepared.


  



  After we were married, Randy had bought a carton of fire logs that came wrapped in paper, that clean-burning kind. He'd figured it would be romantic for us to cuddle before a roaring fire with glasses of wine, but we never got to using them much. Kenny came to us so quickly that we had very little one-on-one time.


  



  Randy jerked open the fireplace glass, opened the flu and positioned the first log. An outdoorsman he isn't, but he knew how to improvise. He lit the log at both ends and rubbed his hands together over the flames. “This should last at least a couple of hours,” he said. When I eyed the carton, I couldn't help but count the few remaining logs and calculate how long we would be warm. Would we have enough to stay toasty if the power outage lasted for days on end? I doubted it. But I said nothing, so as not to discourage him, yet I couldn't help but glance at the clock to gauge the time needed to burn the first log.


  



  By ten-thirty, we were both exhausted and wanted to steal whatever sleep we could in such bitter cold. Randy set up Kenny's bassinet and positioned it as close to the fireplace as he could safely manage. Then he wrapped him in extra blankets and a toque to make sure he didn't freeze.


  



  Randy slipped on an extra layer of socks, crawled onto the couch, and pulled the afghan over himself. I cocooned myself in blankets on the recliner. Frost etched the windows and I saw my own breath swirl into a cloud. Then I closed my eyes and listened to the cracking sound of tree branches cracking under the weight of leaves and snow. Each time I drifted off, I was awakened by that wretched sound, like a dagger in my heart.


  



  From the start, I understood that we wouldn't weather this storm without some additional crises. But I had to press through it, had to think positively for my family's sake. So I hugged myself, felt my teeth chatter, while I dreamed of the three of us in warmth and safety.


  


  



  CHAPTER 13


  Babies are simple to predict because they operate like clockwork and Kenny was no exception. We tended to him twice a night, first around two and a second time around five. The first trip out of bed was to feed him and his diaper change was the natural second. Randy rolled out of bed to take on most of these chores, but he too would grow fatigued, so I would change that poopy diaper with one eye open.


  



  But I didn't go uninterrupted. I heard Kenny's cries on the baby monitor and felt the mattress lift as Randy rolled off his side, and felt it depress when he crawled back on. The between time was spent in a half-sleep, praying I could drift back into dreamland. Because of the hectic regimen having a child brings, Randy and I never caught up on weekends and I occasionally nodded off in my office. Randy took naps during his lunch hours. Kicked back in my recliner, I awaited Kenny's first cries, if only to break up the monotony of sitting through the storm.


  



  In the morning, I meant to tell Randy that we were getting the hell out of town, no matter what. We could take whichever vehicle had the most fuel, swipe the gas can from the shed, and trudge through the crusted snow, tree branches and wires until we had crawled far enough out of town to find an open gas station. Niagara Falls would be snow-free, with power and warmth and it wasn't that far away. From there, we could check into a Holiday Inn so we could stay warm and toasty for Kenny's sake, if not our own.


  



  As I listened to tree branches snap like a whip cracking, I understood this was a pipe dream. We would never have enough gas to travel out of town and we would be lucky to burst free from the chaos in the streets. I imagined us being stuck, the Chrysler's tires spinning, and Randy's muscles strained from pushing. We have landed ourselves in a larger predicament than before. We were trapped in the house whether we liked it or not.


  



  I distracted myself by listening to Randy's light snores and watching his chest rise and fall. The way he clutched the pillow was too cute, but he never did that in bed. After a while, I couldn't stand the monotony of his snores either, so I climbed out of the recliner, stood before the fire and hugged myself. The log had burned almost to ash, so I grabbed the poker and jabbed the remnants to scatter orange embers all over.


  



  Then I turned, ran my hand up Kenny's trunk, rocked him back and forth, and sang to him. Sometimes I made up my own lullabies, tailored to my little man, and other times I sang the old standbys like “Rock-a-by Baby.” I've never been much of a singer, but I hoped singing would strengthen the mother-child bond. I thought the poor kid was freezing even while bundled up in those blankets, so I scooped him out of the bassinet, cradled him, and sang my own lullaby while Randy's buzzing underlined each note.


  



  Normally I would receive some flicker of response from Kenny, but nothing I would call intelligible. He's a baby and will respond as best he can, even if that response is only grable or gak. Sometimes he would stretch, smack his lips, and resume his original position. But now, my baby was silent, still, and made not a blubber, not a cry, not a laugh. What I heard was silence (aside, of course, from Randy's snores) that sliced through me.


  



  Kenny's lips were still and so were his fingers. Beneath all those layers, I couldn't see if his chest was rising and falling. Sometimes he was deathly still if I scooped him up in the middle of a deep sleep, and his head, arms and legs would hang. But I wasn't willing to chance it, so I lay Kenny back in his bassinet, fought my tears back, and dashed over to the couch.


  



  I shoved Randy, rolled him back and forth, but he wouldn't wake up. Then I hugged his arm and tugged. “Randy! Wake up for Christ's sake! Kenny's not breathing!”


  



  That I didn't know for sure, but there was no sense in fooling around. Randy hauled himself up half-way on the couch, looking dazed. “Who? What?” His voice sounded like his throat was chock full of gravel.


  



  “Kenny!” I barely had the strength left to repeat myself. “It's Kenny! I checked on him and he's not moving!”


  



  Speechless, Randy dragged himself off the couch, staggered over to the bassinet, and hovered over our son. First, he rocked Kenny and tapped his cheeks with his index and middle fingers. Just then, I remembered that he'd taken First Aid training at the library a few months before. I doubted he would remember what he'd learned in the two-day seminar, but I hoped to God what he had remembered would work.


  



  “Okay Carol, call 9-1-1.” Randy's face never left the bassinet. “I'm going to start working on him.”


  



  “C-c-can an ambulance really make it here in this weather? And w-w-what should I tell them?”


  



  “Just DO it!”


  



  I would have frozen inside if not for the blinding cold. My insides tightened. That was the first time I'd ever heard Randy shout for any reason.


  



  I scrambled into the dining room to grab my cell phone from my purse. Thank God I'd rationed my calls otherwise we would have had no way to phone for an ambulance. In the dark, I nearly tripped over a box by the dining room table, and I found my purse moments later. I fished the phone out, fumbled it then snapped at it to regain a firm grip. Given the circumstances, I needed to pause, take a deep breath, and calm myself enough to punch in the numbers.


  



  Luckily, the phone rang only twice before a nasally voiced operator answered.


  



  “9-1-1 Emergency, my name is Rhonda. Can you tell me the nature of your emergency?”


  



  “My baby, I think he's . . . I dunno, but I don't think he's breathing. He wasn't moving when I checked on him.”


  



  “Has anyone tried to administer First Aid?”


  



  “I think so. My husband's doing something to help him. I think it's First Aid.”


  



  “I want you to listen to me carefully, Ma'am.” Nothing could have changed Rhonda's steady tone. “If your husband has started First Aid, I want you to tell him to keep doing it and not stop until an ambulance arrives. And be prepared to take over if he gets tired.”


  



  “You're going to send an ambulance right away, right?”


  



  “Yes Ma'am, we're sending an ambulance right away.”


  



  “You need an address, right?” I stopped to catch my breath. “God, I can't even remember if I gave you my address.”


  



  “It's okay Ma'am, take your time, and tell me where you live.”


  



  Take my time? How in the blue fucking hell could I afford to? I sucked in another deep breath. “I live at 479 Parkridge Avenue. Good luck getting here.”


  



  “Okay, I'll dispatch an ambulance right away. The weather's been nasty, but your son is going to be our top priority. In the meantime, I want you to remain calm no matter how hard it'll be. And be ready to take over for your husband if he becomes too tired to continue First Aid.”


  



  “I will, I will.”


  



  When Rhonda clicked off the line, I felt like a handful of dirt had been tossed onto my coffin. She'd said all the right words and had kept me calm, but how the hell was I supposed to believe her? I couldn't perform First Aid without any training either. And worst of all, there was no way paramedics could reach us in weather like this.


  



  “Did you call them?” Randy's voice boomed from the living room. “Is an ambulance coming?”


  



  “They're sending one!” I shouted back. “Are you going to start First Aid?”


  



  “Already started. Who knows how long an ambulance will take to get here.”


  



  “The lady says we've got to keep doing it until the ambulance arrives. Just tell me if you're getting tired and . . . I'll take over and do the best I can. You can coach me through it.”


  



  In the living room, Randy had stripped off the layers of blankets, the winter jacket, and extra shirt we'd used to bundle him up, and left his bare chest exposed. Wouldn't he freeze? I thought. Randy pressed his ear to Kenny's chest, tilted his head back, and blew air into his lungs. Then he used his index finger to pump his chest cavity. He counted to eight while he pumped then repeated. That he had remained composed throughout amazed me.


  



  My head swam. Everything that had happened seemed to last an eternity, but I knew the 9-1-1 call itself and my scramble to the living room had all taken less than five minutes. Maybe that sounds clichéd, but it's the best I can tell you.


  



  My legs folded beneath me, so I sat cross-legged on the floor, hugging my knees, my bottom lip pushed out, and ready to cry. I didn't want to act like a marshmallow, and I wouldn't give up. Kenny needed my strength, but I felt paralyzed. Maybe you would too had you been in my shoes. I couldn't gaze into the bassinet while Randy worked on Kenny because I knew the sight would suck up the last of my strength. Whenever I glanced out the window, I wondered how the paramedics would reach our house. Would they even come close? Or would they get stuck half-way like others had? What the hell would we do then?


  



  I dragged myself to my feet because I couldn't stand to sit on the floor and feel sorry for myself a minute longer. If I wanted to save Kenny's life, I knew I would have to be proactive, and take over for Randy if he grew tired. I too had taken a First Aid seminar at the college, but I barely remembered a thing. Why would I have expected to actually use it? I worried I would make matters worse by getting in the way, so I did what I could to help. First, I gathered up the clothes, shoes and toys that cluttered the house, and shoved an armchair out of the way to create a clear path for the paramedics once they arrived.


  



  I spent the between time chewing on my fingernails so intensely that I could have torn one of them off. Kenny was so healthy. How could something like this have happened? At first, I wanted to make excuses so I could absolve myself of all responsibility. Then I took a polar shift and blamed myself for everything. I was an unfit mother who was getting her comeuppance. If only I'd done this or not done that, I told myself as I paced the floor. I wished I'd read more parenting books so I could have known what to do. I even bargained with God.


  



  Once more, I stared out the window like a puppy awaiting its maser's homecoming, while sounds of Randy counting and pumping continued in the background. When I was ready to turn away, a set of headlights appeared, but I realized they belonged to a Cherokee trudging through the snow. I slapped the wall. My wound-up heart deflated each time I saw headlights, only to learn it wasn't am ambulance, yet it left me with hope that an ambulance could venture down our street.


  



  Finally, I sucked in a deep breath and accepted everything as it came to me. I had no choice but to deal with a freak storm, and no choice but to make do with being confined to my own home. And now, I would have to accept the consequences these variables would have on my son, no matter how awful or grey they might be.


  


  



  CHAPTER 14


  After what felt like a lifetime, I heard sirens and saw red and blue flashing lights sweep across the snow. Our entire living room was illuminated. The ambulance wasn't alone. A fire truck and police cruiser had joined it and they crammed together in a small cluster in front of the house. Rhonda the 9-1-1 operator had come through in fine form.


  



  I rushed to the front door to let them in. The ambulance backed into the driveway as best they could and I prayed that they wouldn't get stuck. Two paramedics hopped out, trudged through the dense snow with a stretcher in tow, rushed past me, and headed straight for Kenny. One paramedic reminded me of the EMO kid who'd aided me after my fall at the college, save for the earrings. The other was an Asian man who couldn't have been more than thirty. He took over for Randy by lifting Kenny onto the stretcher then using a plastic device to blow air into Kenny's mouth. The EMO paramedic bundled Kenny up and they rushed him into the ambulance.


  



  Randy and I slipped our shoes on and flocked out into the snow to follow the paramedics into the ambulance. A third paramedic sat in the driver's seat and rolled out onto the street. As the lights flashed, and we inched through the snow, I collapsed into a mess of tears. The EMO paramedic glanced up at me with a questioning, but not unsympathetic, look.


  



  “Is my baby going to die?” I couldn't hear my own words.


  



  “Not today.”


  



  Isn't that what these guys are trained to say? No news was better than horrendous news, I'd supposed.


  



  The siren wailed, grinding my insides. My first ambulance ride, I was unprepared for the experience. Randy held my hand throughout. I tried speaking to the paramedics again, but (thankfully) their attention never left Kenny. I inched closer, so I could at least see him, but their backs blocked him out. Aside from asking me if he had any allergies, medical conditions or heart defects, they didn't speak to me at all.


  



  At the hospital, the siren died and the ambulance backed into an alcove. The paramedics popped out the back doors, rushed the stretcher through a set of sliding glass doors, and headed straight to the emergency warm. Randy and I trailed them, but a young black, bespectacled woman in a white lab coat blocked our path. Randy almost bowled over her but she stood her ground.


  



  “You'll have to stay in the waiting area while our emergency physicians work on the boy,” she said. “They'll do everything they can but they'll need their space.”


  



  Finally, a very sympathetic look warmed over her face. “I'm sorry.”


  



  My leg muscles slackened and Randy threw up his hands. To that point, we'd done everything we humanly could for Kenny, and placing our faith in the doctors was our final card to play. Though I know I should have trusted them, actually doing so was the hard part. The churning in my stomach wouldn't subside even as a thirty-ish male nurse ushered us to a waiting area. I craned my neck around to see past him, but the stretcher had disappeared behind a curtain.


  



  Every ten minutes or so, the same nurse-I noticed the name 'Brent' on his scrubs-brought Randy and I coffee or water, but we waved it away each time. Later, I would write the hospital to commend Brent and his co-workers for how perfectly we were treated on such an awful night. Of course, we couldn't be bothered with anything that would break our attention away from our worry over Kenny. That included books that Randy and I would normally keep with us while waiting anywhere.


  



  And so we waited, sitting hunched over our laps. My appetite had been abolished and I felt like my insides were ready to melt. After an hour (I figured, but it sure felt like longer) a man in a tie and white lab coat appeared at the end of the hall and waved us over. Randy squeezed my hand as we hauled ourselves off the hard plastic chairs and approached him. The man had greying hair and a beard and his face was deadpan. I expected him to tell us that Kenny's condition was serious but that he'd been saved and was out of the woods.


  



  He stuck his hand out. “Dr. Heatherman. Please, let's have a seat in the other room.” The corners of his mouth lifted into a small smile then his free hand ushered us into a dark room with a table. When he switched the light on, the florescent bulb above buzzed, and somehow accentuated my exhaustion.


  



  Taking the heavy footsteps of a man who's been at work far too long, Heatherman sat on the opposite side of the table. Randy and I sat in red chairs that were too small for us and felt harder than the ones in the waiting room. The doctor reached across the table as if to hold our hands, but reserved himself.


  



  “I won't waste any time in breaking the news to you folks.” His voice sounded cracked. “In spite of our greatest efforts, we weren't able to revive Kenny. I'm so sorry.”


  



  Randy bit his lip but said nothing. The words glazed over me and I couldn't force a reaction however badly I wanted to.


  



  “Did he even have a chance to make it?”


  



  Heatherman exhaled. “The deck was stacked against him from the get go. He was pronounced dead shortly after he arrived here. The paramedics tried to revive him in the ambulance, but were unsuccessful. I understand you did a valiant job in trying to stabilize the situation.”


  



  Randy bowed his head.


  



  “How could something like this have happened?” I asked. “I know it was freezing cold and everything, but we did everything we could to keep him warm. We bundled him up in his winter jacket, a toque, extra blankets-”


  



  “What may have happened to Kenny is what we call Sudden Infant Death Syndrome. Sometimes it can occur if the baby is sleeping in the wrong position, but it can also happen if a child is bundled up too much. Mind you, that's just a theory and I don't want you to blame yourself. You did the best you could. More parents should be as caring as you and your husband.”


  



  “Does this happen to very many children?” I asked.


  



  “Sometimes children are born with sleep apnea, which can be devastating to anyone's health if it goes undetected and untreated. But we're willing to perform a full autopsy if you want us to. I'm so sorry for your loss.”


  



  And I think the doctor genuinely meant it, but nothing could console me at that moment. I felt suspended in time and like my limbs had been packed in ice.


  



  “Will you want an autopsy, Mrs. Fuller?” Heatherman asked.


  



  I shook my head without consulting Randy. Then I glanced over at him and he shook his head as well.


  



  “Maybe that gives people peace of mind,” I said, “but I don't think knowing what took our Kenny from us is going to change anything.”


  



  Heatherman took a moment to examine himself. “Ordinarily I'd advise you that you'll need to contact a funeral home, see to some practical matters, but people in your situation can't be rushed. So please, take your times. Besides, we won't be able to get anyone in here until tomorrow at the earliest.”


  



  “Does this mean we can see Kenny again?” I asked. “One final time?”


  



  Randy pumped my hand at the question. After everything he'd been through, he must have been desperate for sleep, for peace, for a moment to cry. His adrenaline surge would certainly fizzle out soon and a harsh reality would strike home like a hook to the gut. What would the sight of his dead son do to him?


  



  Heatherman said, “If you're up to it, I can take you to see Kenny any time.”


  



  Feebly, I nodded and the doctor took my other hand.


  



  During the slow walk down the corridor, I felt like my legs had turned into 2x4's. I worried I couldn't face what I was about to see. Moreover, I was scared the sight would be stamped into my memory forever.


  



  At the end of the hall, a curtain was drawn, and Heatherman paused. “Just tell me when you're ready. Or if you're having second thoughts.”


  



  “Our minds are made up,” I said.


  



  “We'll have a quick look and get it over with.” Randy's voice sounded cracked and exhausted.


  



  Heatherman pulled the curtain back slowly. The sounds of the silver rings jingling across a rod reminded me of fingers on a chalkboard and sent shivers down my spine. He revealed Kenny lying in a bed that he would never grow into. Thankfully, the bed sheets were green otherwise I wouldn't have noticed him. Every trace of color had drained from his face, his arms, and his little fingers.


  



  His mouth was shut and his head drooped on an angle so his chin pointed to his shoulder. The toque I'd given him was lost and his blonde hair was dishevelled. If not for the pallor, I would have thought he was only sleeping.


  



  Tubes were still stuck up Kenny's nose. An IV needle still dug into one hand and a blood pressure cuff looked massive on the opposite arm. Without a word, Heatherman stepped aside to leave us with our son. My entire life had been stolen from me in a matter of hours. Randy and I had been helpless bystanders in a divine robbery. I couldn't close my eyes, couldn't tell myself I was just dreaming. Kenny's skin felt so cold.


  



  Had Kenny already been gone when I'd checked on him? I didn't want to think so mostly because I want to believe he'd stood a fighting chance. But who was I kidding? I just didn't want to believe that it was my fault and that I'd left my little boy to die.


  



  When Randy massaged my shoulders, and I released Kenny's hand, I remembered Heatherman's comment about needing us to contact a funeral home. Sure, he'd been sensitive and hadn't rushed us, but how could we do it all? Not that I couldn't think of some good places in town to make arrangements, but I couldn't bear to think of some stranger coming along to cart my precious little boy away. And the thought of having him embalmed and buried, or cremated and dumped in a cookie jar . . . we just couldn't do that, could we? But I shoved those thoughts from my mind since I quickly became too consumed by my own grief for much else.


  



  “We shouldn't stay here forever.” Randy sniffled.


  



  “I know, I know, it's just that I need to have these last few minutes with him.”


  



  That was horseshit. I'd only ever considered the human body to be a vessel and have always believed that the person was gone. Where they'd traveled to was another debate. I remembered having spent time at my grandmother's bedside in the hour and change between the time she'd died and when the funeral director arrived to cart her away. Having done so convinced me that she was really gone and I needed that moment with Kenny to convince me that he was really gone.


  



  When my grandma died, I remembered feeling happy for her because she'd been relieved from her pain. But I also felt sad because I'd never see her smile or hear her sweet voice again. I realized how much Kenny's smiles, dimples and laughs had fuelled me, and the challenge to erase them from my memory that lay ahead.


  



  Randy's hand rested on my shoulder. “Let's go.”


  



  “Do you think we'll ever have another baby?” I regretted the question the moment it escaped my lips. How could I have said that? Was I really trying to replace Kenny before his body had been carted away? I don't think Randy was perturbed by it, but I still look back on the question with disgust.


  



  “Sure we can.” His voice barely reached a whisper. “And we will. Why, we'll have-”


  



  I expected Randy to conclude by saying that we would have Princes of Maine and Kings of New England, a line from The Cider House Rules that he liked to use sometimes. Being that John Irving was among his favorite authors, I was stunned that he didn't finish the quote.


  



  But judging by his unflinching expression, I knew Randy hadn't taken Kenny's death as a defeat. No tears filled his eyes, and he stood firm, but deep down I know it ravaged him. I soon learned how badly he wanted to have a son again, but not by replacing Kenny.


  



  Not ever.


  


  



  CHAPTER 15


  Randy spent his workday lost in a haze, his every thought revolving around Kenny and what had happened in Nana's room. Correction: Kenny's room. As exhausted as he felt, he swore he'd been floating through a dream all day. Before he knew it, eight hours had passed, the day was over, and he boasted next to no finished work. I'll catch up on everything later, he promised himself. A promise not to become consumed sounded much better.


  



  He wondered how many times co-workers (or bosses) had crisscrossed his desk to find him staring into his computer screen or sitting with his arms propped-up on his desk with his chin resting on his hands. Thankfully, he had only needed to work a few hours on the information desk, in which he'd struggled to appear alert. He didn't care to tell anyone about the trouble between him and Carol yet, and he hoped no one would notice the funk he was in.


  



  At home, Randy threw his coat over Bupa's recliner and searched the house for Kenny again. He called for him until he was hoarse, checked every room and closet, and prayed that Kenny would leap out at him. If he was old enough to fend for himself while Randy worked, he was old enough for a game of hide-and-seek.


  



  Kenny was also old enough to run and play outside and wrestle in the yard. Maybe they could play catch or kick a soccer ball around. He might even be old enough to start riding a bike with training wheels or, if the kid was a natural, no training wheels at all. Randy shut his eyes and sighed when he considered the possibilities. These thoughts had arrested his imagination for the day.


  



  Troy Spellman, who he'd befriended in his school-and who'd fathered his first child before they'd graduated-once told him that each age brought surprises, but that each age was special. Randy had witnessed the sparkle in his son's eyes at age four and was enraptured by the sweetness in his voice. And what an intelligent little boy he was! What tender surprises would the next age bring?


  



  Then he stopped in the middle of the living room and wondered again about how he would keep Kenny a secret from Carol. Then he would consider how he would raise Kenny and keep him a secret from everyone else. He had imagined being a single dad would be a trial, he just hadn't anticipated it being impossible. While at work, he agonized over what trouble Kenny would find at the house. He could easily walk into danger without an adult presence. Arrangements would need to be made for his care, which meant someone would have to know. How he would explain the ordeal was another matter.


  



  For now, he decided to wait and see what tonight brought. But why should he wait until tonight? He wondered. If Kenny was in the house, he would have shown his face by now. But his intuition told him that he should have faith that he would find his son. Kenny was no ordinary little boy. He came and went as he pleased, and Randy struggled to accept that their father/son rules would be different.


  



  If Kenny showed up tonight, he would touch him once more, just to make sure he was real then he would phone Carol. He would need to swallow his pride, and he would have to sound like a lunatic, but he would trudge through the pain and humiliation because he'd made Kenny a promise. And if he knew anything about kids, it was that they never forgot when someone made a promise.


  



  On the other hand, he resented Carol so intensely he nearly spit the bitter taste out of his mouth. He wasn't used to feeling that way and he hated having tense muscles, a splitting headache, and angry thoughts because nothing productive came from them. But she was the one who had made life so difficult, the one who had turned a simple marriage into a web of confusion, and who hadn't bothered to phone him since he'd walked out. As far as he was concerned, she was responsible for catching up with him, not the other way around. If not for his promise, he wouldn't bother with her at all.


  



  Besides, Kenny had appeared to him and not Carol, which must count for something. But that came as no surprise to Randy. He had developed and nurtured a bond with the boy in the time they'd spent together before he'd died, and he knew they would enjoy great adventures ahead.


  



  Also, Randy believed in the importance of a child being raised by two parents for practical reasons, not to mention balance. Little boys were full of energy and needed constant attention. But sometimes exceptional circumstances arose which meant taking unorthodox action. Randy decided he would assume both roles in order to raise Kenny.


  



  Still, a promise was a promise. The first tenet of responsibility he would teach Kenny was how to make and keep a promise. To survive in the adult world, one must be accountable and he wanted his boy to learn that virtue at a young age. And he'd made no promise to Kenny that he couldn't keep, he decided. He'd only promised that Kenny would see Carol again. He'd said nothing of how soon, and hadn't uttered a word about her coming to live in the house (or them returning to the Crescent Park bungalow). Just how he'd master that feat continued to stump him, and he worried he wouldn't have enough time to cook up something clever.


  



  The stroll into the kitchen reminded him that he needed to set an example for Kenny. He'd read a parenting book in which the author said that kids won't always do what you tell them, but they will always do what they see you do. Randy took that truth to heart and wanted to be the best role model a child could ask for.


  



  He opened the fridge, grabbed a can of Canada Dry ginger ale and cracked it open. On the first pull, he remembered the bags full of goodies he'd bought on the way home from work that he'd forgotten in the back seat. Technically it wasn't on the way home, he corrected himself. Wal-Mart was situated on the other end of town, but he'd driven up there because he couldn't resist the urge. He likened it to the way a drug addict must crave their next fix. In Kenny's first six months on this earth, Randy found himself regularly scouring Wal-Mart's aisles, always wanting to buy this toy or that. Something to treat Kenny with for being the greatest boy in the world, even if he wasn't old enough to know he was receiving a treat. Educational toys and books only. He wouldn't dream of buying his boy anything less.


  



  Randy slipped his shoes on, strolled out to the car, and opened the back door. Inside he'd left two bags, one with small soccer ball and nylon t-shirts and shorts within. The second bag was filled with books, both the picture books he'd once read to Kenny, some primary grade books, and a coloring book for fun. If his assumption was correct, there was a chance he could start teaching Kenny to read and write on his own. The mere thought of that warmed his heart.


  



  In the dining room, he took another pull on his ginger ale, and dumped the bags' contents out onto the table. Should he wrap them? He wondered. Then he hoped the surprise alone would be enough to enrapture him. Surely, he would love it! For the first time, he could offer Kenny a gift and bask in his joyous expression. With any luck, he would love his gift enough to forget all about Carol.


  



  But he knew he couldn't pull a fast one on him so easily. Kenny had already proven how perceptive he was. Any son of his would be able to see through any transparency a mile away because Randy Fuller didn't raise any fools. He would know emotional bribery when he saw it too. Except these gifts weren't really an attempt at emotional bribery. He simply wanted to spoil his son like he had before, and to make sure he was ahead of the educational curve.


  



  Maybe next week he would pick up a bathing suit and water wings so he could take him swimming. He reflected on the joy that summer afternoons in his father's pool had brought him and he wanted Randy to experience the same joy. On the other hand, maybe he would take him for a dip in the Niagara River. The possibilities were endless.


  



  If he took Kenny to the family pool, he would have to do so in secret, he decided. Then he remembered that Kenny would ask about his grandparents eventually, and he would be lost for a story. Most of all, he would have a hell of a time keeping Kenny a secret from them since they would be along soon to start cleaning up the house and dividing the assets. He'd witnessed the same sequence of events at his other grandparents' house. The relatives all tromped through the place and removed everything bit by bit until the walls were bare and the rooms were empty. They would see that his Nana's room had been completely made-over into a four year old's room. All of her belongings-particularly the valuables-were now missing and Randy couldn't account for them. And he certainly couldn't return the room to its former self in time for relatives that could rear their heads at any time. And, truth be known, he didn't want to.


  



  Staring into his father's eyes and lying was something he was ill prepared to do, even if he so desired it. The old man was so kind, gentle and unquestioning that he hated to risk betraying his trust. This was the man who'd turned over the keys to their ancestral home without asking a word about his and Carol's problems. He'd done it out of love. If anything, Randy wanted to break the truth to his dad first because he knew he wouldn't be judged. Moreover, he wanted to reunite him with the grandson he'd so adored.


  



  When (or if) Randy did that, he planned to ask for his dad's advice. He'd only had the first six months of Kenny's life to learn how to be a dad, and he hadn't had time to adjust to raising a four year old. If he could confide in only one man, that man was his father. Nevertheless, Randy froze at the notion of actually saying it to him, the way a person does not want to be the first to stand up in a prayer group.


  



  Randy finished the last of his ginger ale and listened to the tinny sound of his lips slurping the last of his drink from the can. Then he pounded it on the table and wiped his mouth with his hand. He had way too much to think about he decided. It was time to slow down. Complicated matters never worked themselves out naturally, yet he wanted to be optimistic. He decided he would enjoy the time he had with his son and untie the knots later. After all, he'd already missed out on three and a half years of his life.


  



  He checked his watch, saw the long hand reach for seven, and realized he hadn't even decided on dinner. A frozen meal could tide him over, but he remembered how seldom they agreed with his stomach. But truly, he wasn't hungry and hadn't been all day. In fact, he'd picked at his peanut butter sandwich and tomato soup at lunch, and hadn't thought about food again until now. He wanted to catch up on some sleep too, but he worried that it would be impossible.


  



  How could he be sure Kenny would show up tonight? He thought. The boy had proven that he had a mind of his own. Though he couldn't be sure, the scenario reminded Randy of being a kid at Christmas. His greatest gift awaited him and he felt electric with glee. How could anyone sleep? The minutes and seconds dragged on forever, but the wait had always been worthwhile. He would slip into bed, close his eyes and pray that he could hang on until his little boy returned. Then he would offer Kenny the gifts he'd bought him and he could behold his smile once more.


  



  The phone rang for the first time since Randy had moved in and he appreciated sounds in the house aside from his own footsteps. He even talked to himself occasionally to avoid the loneliness. Despite his short stay, he hadn't expected any calls. The power and water had remained in service, but he had expected the phone to be disconnected by now. The call wouldn't be for him though, he decided. It was probably a telemarketer without the good sense to know that his grandparents were dead. He'd had the same experience while living in his other grandparents' house.


  



  At first, he meant to ignore it. He was exhausted and worried that he'd snap at anyone he spoke to, but the shrill, grinding sound of Nana and Bupa's rotary phone grated on him. The cream-colored phone (yellowed with age) hung on the wall beside a mirror cluttered with family pictures. He listened to the phone ring eight times and would have let it continue had Nana and Bupa been ones for modern gadgets, including voice mail. Another ring; the caller was clearly persistent.


  



  So he stomped across the linoleum floor and yanked the phone off the hook. “Hello?”


  



  At first, he was met by silence.


  



  “Hello?”


  



  “Randy?” Carol's voice sounded weak, timid. “Please don't hang up. We really need to talk.”


  



  He switched the receiver to the other ear. “You want to talk? Fine. I'm listening.”


  



  “Your dad told me where you went and gave me the number for the house. Sorry I had to do that. I tried your Blackberry but you never answered and, I dunno, I feel funny about leaving you a voice message. Too awkward and impersonal after everything that's happened.”


  



  She wasn't calling to apologize, he thought. Maybe that was too much to expect from a woman like Carol. He felt the intense urge to say something rude to her pulse through him, but he sucked in a deep breath and calmed himself. She was still his wife and the mother of his son and he was still a civilized human being.


  



  The part of him that knew he loved her as much as he ever had also helped keep his temper in check. That part left him feeling hapless, like she could take charge of this conversation at any moment, and made him raise his guard. In his opinion, their relationship was still solid, but needed to be reformed, so she could never make him feel the way she had ever again.


  



  “Guess you've got your reasons for calling,” Randy said, “so go ahead. Speak.”


  



  Carol took a moment to respond. “Honestly Randy, I'm trying to make amends. I'm reaching out here. I don't want to have another fight because we know how productive that is. That's what led to you storming out of the house like some sort of mad man, isn't it?”


  



  “Reaching out, huh? I figured you were calling to ask for a divorce or something.”


  



  Carol sighed. “I don't want anything like that. You're the one who walked out on me, remember?”


  



  Randy could have checked down the list of variables that had led to his walking out, but even reflecting on them made his muscles tense up, and his headache return. Randy Fuller was not an angry person and he had no desire to morph into one. Irrational behavior was nothing he aspired to either, so he sucked in a deep breath and calmed himself. “Fine. If that's the case, what do you want?”


  



  “We haven't gone more than a day without talking to each other in years. Now it's been two going on three. I at least want to keep in touch with my husband, but I want to talk you into coming home if you'll at least listen.”


  



  “Look, I'm sorry if I hurt you, but you've got to understand where I'm coming from too.”


  



  In his opinion, Randy had considered Carol's feelings above his own since they'd begun dating, and he felt no guilt in caring about himself this time. Nevertheless, he wanted to be careful what he said and how he said it. If Kenny was anywhere in the house, he might overhear him, and he didn't want to wind up trapped into inventing an explanation. Besides, he needed to set a good example for his son, and he was determined to sparkle.


  



  He would speak to Carol the way a mature adult speaks to their spouse, even when times are rough, so Kenny could learn how to solve problems peacefully. If he were listening, he would know that his dad meant to make good on his promise too.


  



  “I'm gonna try,” Randy finally said. “I can't promise I'll be able to, but try to understand that I'm trying like crazy.”


  



  “The problem as I see it is that you're not really over Kenny yet. Neither of us is, and we need to take it slow. I know how much you loved him, and I did too, but if we're going to be parents again, we can't try and replace the child we had. That isn't fair or healthy for a child we're bringing into the world and it won't be healthy for us.”


  



  “And that means doing some of the things you did? Some of the things you said.”


  



  Randy heard silence on the other end, which he fully anticipated. He reflected on the nights when she'd frozen him out, rejected him, but he refused to let his blood boil. She had continued to use the pill even on the nights when they hadn't made love, which seemed to increase in the weeks and months that had followed Kenny's death. He would kiss her neck, her cheeks, and when she didn't respond, he would ask her for sex directly. Sometimes she would say, “Maybe tomorrow night” but other times she treated him with silence. He would lie on the other side of the bed with his hands on his chest, feeling his dick wilt as she pretended to fall asleep. This he did because he loved and cherished her.


  



  At the beginning of the marriage, the cold shoulder treatment was unheard of. Being long-time sexual partners, they didn't paw at each other with the fervency of newlyweds who had waited until they'd tied the knots for a roll in the hay, but he would have given their sex life a clean bill of health. If she wasn't in the mood, she always gave a reason. Not that Randy was a sex fiend, but being rejected without a reason made him feel like an inferior partner in their marriage.


  



  Still, she would greet him with a kiss at the breakfast table every morning to show him some semblance of affection. If not for that, he would have questioned if her feelings for him had changed.


  



  “I can't defend everything I've ever said or done,” Carol said, “But I am willing to apologize for the things I've done wrong. I'm sorry if I hurt you, I'm sorry if I wasn't more sensitive to your feelings, but you've got to meet me half-way too. So, the ball's in your court.”


  



  “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”


  



  “It means we need to start ironing out our problems. There's plenty of blame to go around here, so we shouldn't waste time pointing fingers. Now I'm game. The decision is yours.”


  



  Randy exhaled through his nose. “My family needs me here right now.”


  



  “And your wife needs you to come home so we can pick up the pieces and move on with our lives.”


  



  “Can't do that. Not now anyway.”


  



  “What's gotten into you? The Randy I know and love would never be this difficult.”


  



  “I don't know.” Randy combed his fingers through his hair. “I just know I can't come back to our house yet. I've got a job to do and it's here. I can't go back on my promises even if I wanted to.”


  



  “What the hell do you mean you've got a job to do?”


  



  Randy stepped several paces forward but was lassoed back by the phone cord.


  



  If he told her about Kenny now, she would certainly think he was crazy, even if she never said it. That would give her all the advantage she would need in a divorce if she ever wanted one. He decided he should distance himself from the woman until he had jockeyed himself into a position in which he could bring her to Kenny.


  



  “I think we need to take a break . . .” Randy himself couldn't believe he'd said it. “ . . . a break from each other. I'm not talking about a split, just something temporary.”


  



  “For Christ's sakes Randy, taking a break sounds like something teenage couple do when they get bored with each other. If that's the case, what the hell does that make us?”


  



  “I dunno, Carol. I just feel like our lives have changed so much and we just aren't the same people anymore.”


  



  Dead silence. For the first few speechless moments, Randy had some idea what Carol might be doing on the other end. She might be drumming her fingers on the table while she cooked up a sly rebuttal. On the other hand, she might be twining her hair around her index finger the way she did when she was deep in thought. Nevertheless, he heard nothing, she said nothing, and that very nothingness knocked him off balance. Then she finally broke into tears, which struck him like a dagger to the midsection.


  



  In their entire relationship, he'd only seen her cry out of distress once and out of joy a few other times, their wedding ceremony included. His first instinct was to apologize immediately, but he decided he would stick to his guns this time. Not because he was the man either, but because strong people stuck to their principles. Kenny should learn how to be consistent, even if he was proven wrong, he decided.


  



  Despite that, he knew he must be firm and to make sure she couldn't just weasel her way into forgiveness. He'd come out on the short end of enough 'peaceful' conversations' with her that way. As much as he didn't want to seem difficult, he saw little other choice.


  



  “I don't know how we're going to be productive like this,” she said.


  



  “I just need to decide where I'm at with my life and we'll see where we go from there. I'm not saying I want a divorce, I'm saying I need a little time on my own to iron everything out.”


  



  “Randy, I can't believe you're being this-”


  



  Randy slammed the phone back on the hook before he had to listen to another word. If anything, their conversation was unproductive and he didn't want Kenny to hear him arguing with Carol. Not if the fight escalated anyway. He didn't want Kenny to think that hanging up on people was the right answer either, but it saved him from raising his voice to her.


  



  Then the phone rang. That woman just wouldn't quit. He turned to face the phone and even considered answering it but he turned away and stuck his pinkies in his ears. He felt ready to crack the way he had after so many discussions with Carol, but he refused to break.


  



  Decisions must be made and he thought sealing them would be impossible, the way he doubted he could choose between one of his children. He was still bound by love for Carol, that he would gladly admit, but somehow this decision didn't seem so hard. After a moment's thought, he managed to settle. He decided that the decision wasn't truly final and that he could reverse it if he saw disaster on the horizon.


  



  He unplugged his ears. The phone continued to ring. Randy grabbed the cord and yanked it hard enough to tear the wire off and leave the plastic plug jammed into the jack. The ringing had stopped, which meant more to him than anything. The argument was over unless Carol decided to hop in the car and drive over (and he hoped to God that she wouldn't). He could switch his Blackberry off and would have no one to bother him.


  



  His eyes feeling heavy as boulders, he realized that the past few days' events had finally caught up with him. He couldn't let himself feel so tired with so much to do. He leaned against the kitchen wall and closed his eyes. Maybe he could take a little nap and gain his second wind before tonight.


  


  



  CHAPTER 16


  Randy's eyes snapped open. The lamp on the nightstand had been left on and the covers were pulled up to his chest, but he had no idea how he'd wound up there. Last he knew he'd been downstairs leaning against the kitchen wall. He'd ripped the phone cord from the jack to stop the incessant ringing. Carol (that bitch Carol, if you please) had phoned, jumped on his back, wouldn't leave him alone and he had taken care of the problem. That he remembered perfectly. But what the hell had happened between then and now?


  



  He remembered how tired he'd felt, and that he'd closed his eyes for a quick reprieve, but he couldn't explain how he'd traveled upstairs and climbed into his own bed. His sleep had been dreamless, unless the conversation with Carol in itself had been a dream. But that couldn't be. He remembered having gone to work, having eaten a late supper, fetching Kenny's gifts from the car, and then having the mother of all arguments with Carol.


  



  After the argument (or the thoughtful discussion as they used to call them), he'd become excessively sleepy. He never remembered having been a sleepwalker, but he wondered if he could have drifted off, climbed the stairs and crawled into bed but had simply forgotten the steps.


  



  More than anything, he craved something to drink. Sometimes late at night, he liked to sneak into the kitchen, pour himself a glass of ice-cold milk and chug it right down. Every night he enjoyed a tall glass of water after he'd brushed his teeth, a tradition he'd missed out on tonight, and his mouth tasted tangy as a result. When he regained his bearings, he remembered to check Kenny's room. How could he have forgotten?


  



  He thought he heard noises coming from down the hall. They were very light, subtle, but he was certain he'd heard something. He rolled over in bed and leaned so far towards the bedroom door that he nearly fell out and tumbled onto the floor, and even that didn't help him hear it any better.


  



  He thought he heard noises coming from down the hall. They were very light, subtle, but he was certain he'd heard something. He rolled over in bed and leaned so far towards the bedroom door that he nearly fell out and tumbled onto the floor, and even that didn't help him hear it any better.


  



  “Rrrr pow! Rrrr . . . pow! Pow!! Pow!!”


  



  Randy inched down the hall, still feeling dizzy from his deep sleep and he wanted to make sure his head was clear first. Should he knock? No, he decided he would invite himself in and approach Kenny very gently. So he touched his fingers to the door and pushed it open.


  



  Inside, he noticed that the wallpaper, the bed and the carpet had changed and most of the stuffed animals were missing. They were replaced by a green carpet, wallpaper with cars and trucks on them, a wooden school desk in the corner, and a bed with understated posts. The covers boasted the logos of all 32 NFL teams. Where the stuffed animals once lined up he found a plastic wrestling ring with action figures in the likeness of John Cena, The Mix, Randy Orton and The Undertaker inside.


  



  In the middle of the floor, he saw a boy in a jogging suit sitting cross-legged with two toy trucks that he liked slamming together head-on.


  



  “Rrrrr POW!! Rrrr POW!!”


  



  Kenny? No, that couldn't be right.


  



  This boy had sprouted up significantly from the boy Randy had met last night. He couldn't be the same boy who'd crawled into his lap in the rocking chair so he could read him a bedtime story. He guessed that this boy must be at least eight years old, yet he still swore that he must be imagining things. Then he realized the only way he would ever know was if he asked him.


  



  Randy squatted down to face him. “Kenny? Kenny, is that you?”


  



  “Of course it's me, Daddy.” He barely looked up from his trucks.


  



  “Where did you go, little buddy? I was looking all over for you. Was worried sick.”


  



  “I didn't go anywhere. I've stayed in my room just like you told me to.”


  



  “Like I told you to?”


  



  “I went down to Jarvis street by myself so I could get French fries and you got real mad. You said you don't like me wandering off on my own.”


  



  “Really, eh? Any idea why I said that?”


  



  “You said I needed money if I wanted anything from the fry truck and that I'd have to take the garbage out to get an allowance. And you said I could get abducted and I'd never see you again. What does abducted mean?”


  



  “Well,” Randy said, “it means there are some real nasty people out there who like to steal children. Then those kids would never see their mommies and daddies would never see their kids again. Sounds pretty awful, doesn't it?”


  



  Kenny nodded but kept on with his trucks.


  



  Now he needed to consider things that he might or might not have said, which threw him for a loop, but he decided it was good advice. He was nothing if not a responsible parent, he decided. But how had he grown so fast? If he really was Kenny, where had he gone to do all that growing?


  



  He leaned in to gaze at Kenny's face but was careful not to be caught staring. All the familiar features were present: eyes, mouth, chin and nose. He was Kenny all right, but he still couldn't get over how he'd aged four years in a proverbial heartbeat or how the room could have changed so rapidly.


  



  Worse yet, he had missed out on another four years of Kenny's life, which he could never recover. He thought missing three and a half years had been bad enough, and he reflected on how badly he wanted those special memories and tender moments back, but he decided there was little value in stopping something he couldn't change.


  



  Then he remembered that he'd left the gifts he'd bought Kenny in the dining room and he worried that he would lose any of the attention from Kenny he'd gained if he left the room. Kenny appeared to be more of a football fan than a soccer fan (which suited Randy just fine) but surely he would love the books! That also made him feel like he must buy Kenny's attention much less his love, which made him sink deeper into the doldrums.


  



  Finally, Randy said, “Right, little buddy. That sounds like real good advice. Glad you're following it. But tell me, do you ever get yourself into mischief? It's okay, I won't be mad.”


  



  “Mischief?”


  



  “Yeah, you know, kind of like when you do things you know you're not supposed to do, but you're not really trying to be bad.”


  



  He shook his head. “Sometimes kids at school make fun of me because I won't do the bad stuff they want me to do. But my teacher really likes me. I just won student of the month!”


  



  Randy smiled and thought: That's my boy!


  



  “So, you wouldn't take off anywhere and try to hide from your dad, would you?”


  



  Kenny shook his head, but remained silent and returned to his trucks.


  



  “Must be really into those trucks, eh?” Randy asked. “Who gave 'em to you?”


  



  Kenny kept about his business, but Randy had yet to lose his patience.


  



  “There any particular reason you're not interested in talking to me?”


  



  “Because. You told me I could see Mommy. You made a promise-you pinkie swore!-and I still haven't seen her.”


  



  Randy froze. He knew the boy was going to hold him accountable no matter how impossible the task.


  



  “But I haven't broken my promise yet, Kenny,” Randy said. “I made a promise to you, young man, and I plan to keep it. Tall orders like this one just take Daddies a little longer to come through on, that's all.”


  



  Randy knelt down, sat cross-legged with Kenny, and wrapped his arm around him. “Sometimes grownups have to do things the long way, especially mommies and daddies. Wanna know why? Because things get complicated and we can't always do the things we want as fast as we want to.”


  



  “I know you're mad at Mommy and that's why you don't want to live with her anymore.”


  



  That wasn't true, Randy thought. Not exactly. He'd only said he wanted to separate. But Kenny was farther ahead of the intellectual game than he'd expected him to be. On one hand he wanted to be proud that one could pull next to nothing over him, but his common sense urged him to keep his guard up.


  



  “Listen buddy, it isn't like that at all. Sometimes mommies and daddies disagree with each other, they even get mad at one another, and maybe they yell a little, but that doesn't mean I don't want to live with your Mom anymore. We have too many great memories to just throw it all away. I'm just doing what I'm doing right now because my mommy and daddy need me to help them out.”


  



  “So you and Mommy are going to get back together soon?”


  



  “You bet. And when we do, you'll get to see your Mom all you want.”


  



  As much as Kenny knew it was horseshit (or a small lie, as he preferred to call it), Kenny seemed satisfied with it, and he returned to slamming his trucks together. Randy didn't like himself for deceiving Kenny, but he felt like he'd run out of options.


  



  “I know you're mad at her,” Kenny said. “And I know you say mean things to her.”


  



  “I've never said anything mean to her.”


  



  “You hung up on her didn't you? And you wouldn't talk to her when she tried to call you back.”


  



  Randy felt a million ice needles stab him all over his body and for some reason he began to sweat. If having to defend the things he might or might not have said wasn't bad enough, he would now need to remember that Kenny could see all. His were like the eyes of God and Kenny would catch his every move.


  



  Kenny had taken his conversation with Carol the wrong way, he thought. He had hung up on her and cut off the phone connection to make sure he didn't say anything nasty. If he had, chances were excellent that he wouldn't be able to take it back. He longed to explain it to Kenny that way, but he worried Kenny wasn't in an emotional place to understand. Randy took comfort in knowing that Kenny had been in the house the entire time, but where? Everywhere, he decided. If that were true, he would need to keep his guard up at all times.


  



  “Everything's going to be fine, I can promise you that much,” Randy tousled his son's hair, and Kenny pulled back, like Randy's fingers dancing on his head hurt him. Randy felt blindsided given how affectionate he'd been last night-or four years ago when he thought about it. Was he angry because of Carol, or was it only a phase? He wondered. What else had happened in those four years that could have changed his love for his dad? In any case, Randy felt like he was walking on eggshells.


  



  “I'm going to come through on my promise,” Randy said. “It won't be easy, and it might take me a while, but I'm going to do it.”


  



  Kenny nodded, as if he'd heard that promise a hundred times before.


  



  “Anyway, it's getting a little late, buddy,” Randy said. He didn't mean to cut the visit so short, but he wanted to keep from digging himself into an even deeper hole.


  



  “You're making me go to bed already? What did I do?”


  



  “Nothing, pal, nothing at all. It's just that you're a growing, energetic boy and you need plenty of rest.”


  



  Kenny left his trucks in the middle of the floor and Randy felt too nervous to ask him to stow them away properly. He stood in the corner, back turned to Randy, while he changed his pajamas and crawled into bed. Randy picked up the book he'd been reading to him this week. Apparently, he'd left off a quarter-way through Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing by Judy Blume. Though Randy wished he could have been even more advanced, he was glad Kenny would at least let him read him a bedtime story.


  



  “I can read that to myself too,” Kenny said. “But sometimes I like to close my eyes while you read to me so I can imagine I'm in the story.”


  



  Randy pulled the covers over his son. “You go right ahead and do that.”


  



  When he finished, he kissed Kenny's forehead, which the boy didn't mind. Then he switched the light off, closed the door and escaped into the hall. Whatever was going on here, Kenny was omnipotent, and clearly possessed the upper hand over him.


  



  The rules had changed, he knew that for sure. He remembered how he couldn't expect to get away with one cross word to his father as a boy. Not that Kenny had actually been cross with him, he decided, but his father had always been in charge. Randy himself had felt naturally in charge with Kenny until he realized he couldn't slip one tiny lie past him and that he would be accountable for his every action. He'd never expected Kenny to be aloof with him either, but he decided to accept it. He wanted to make good on his promise because he couldn't live with Kenny's scorn. More than anything, he hadn't expected to be Kenny's prisoner.


  


  



  CHAPTER 17


  Randy heard himself snort as he struggled to open his eyes. His head felt like a boulder, and his left arm felt tingly, paralyzed, because he'd slept on it except he didn't know for how long. His mouth was dried out, like it had been filled with cotton, his tongue feeling like it had been trapped in wet cement, and he resisted the powerful urge to piss. For a moment, he rested his head on the pillow again to steal a few extra moments of sleep before deciding it was pointless.


  



  When he jerked the covers back, he noticed that he'd sprouted an erection that Carol used to call his 'morning wood' before pinching it between his pajama bottoms. Just thinking about it made him laugh even though her noticing it always made him feel self-conscious. He pressed it down as if embarrassed even though no one was around to see it. He also noticed that he had changed into his pajama bottoms and white t-shirt rather than his regular clothes the way he had the last time he'd fallen asleep in that room.


  



  He sucked in a deep breath, patted his trunk and legs with his hands, and admitted to himself that the situation frightened him. When one could no longer differentiate between dreams and reality, Randy realized that was usually a good time to consider seeking professional help, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. He couldn't give Carol a gift-wrapped trump card at a time like this.


  



  Besides, he could determine that his bedroom was real, and that he couldn't be dreaming if he'd just woken up. If anything, his bedroom seemed like more of a reality than Kenny's bedroom had been. If it had been a dream, he decided it wasn't all bad since so much about the encounter had left him feeling unsettled. Kenny resented the hell out of him, and he didn't understand why, but he was determined to at least find out if he'd fabricated it.


  



  So he sucked in another deep breath, grunted as he rolled out of bed, and fumbled to keep his morning erection in check. His head felt fuzzy, like he'd consumed too much NyQuil to treat a nagging cold, and paused to make sure he was steady on his feet. Now he really wished he'd drunk that glass of cold milk or at least been given the opportunity to brush his teeth (if the Gods could have been more agreeable, that is). His bare feet smacked the hallway's hardwood floor as he ventured towards Kenny's room. The door was closed, just as he'd left it. He turned the knob. Inside, he found that the lights were still turned off.


  



  Randy's toes curled over the green carpet and he wondered why he would have picked such an ass-ugly color. First, he noticed the toy wrestling ring filled with action figures, which reminded him of the ones he'd owned when he was Kenny's age. Those had been large, rubber, bendable action figures, which he thought were far superior to Kenny's, but what parent didn't think everything from their generation was better?


  



  He scooped a few up and wondered if he'd given them to Kenny for his birthday, Christmas, or for achieving excellent grades in school. Maybe he'd bought them for no other reason except to show his son how much he cared.


  



  When he glanced at the bed, he noticed that the covers were disheveled and pulled back to the foot, and he noticed a dent in the middle of the pillow. Someone had slept in that bed last night. Kenny was obviously an early riser, but Randy was filled with the hope that he might catch up with his son sooner than later.


  



  Randy skipped downstairs, hoping that maybe Kenny had only been anxious to hit the breakfast table. If he was there, he would be glad to make him anything he wanted (his famous Humpy Dumpy eggs included) just to treat him, but also to make up for last night's misunderstanding. But when he hit the kitchen, he found no one.


  



  “Dammit!” he said to thin air. Then he commenced the same search he'd taken yesterday only to yield the same results.


  



  Opening the fridge, he grabbed the milk carton, poured a glass, raised it to his lips, and tipped it back. He chugged the glass empty and felt relieves by the cool sensation that passed through his insides. Then he wiped the milk away from his lips with the back of his hand.


  



  The reprieve was brief as he leaned back and pressed his ass against the kitchen counter. Last night's encounter had been as real as the glass of milk he'd just pounded, of that he was certain. He needed to please Kenny and set the record straight about Carol in order to regain control of the situation. How he would do that when Kenny continued to elude him was another matter.


  



  His hands over his face, he rubbed his eyes and decided he couldn't go to work, not when his mind was so consumed. Listening to the barrage of concerned comments when Kenny had died had been hard enough, much less having everyone ask what was eating him (like they didn't know?) He glanced at the phone and saw the cable that he'd torn off the wall last night. If anything, he possessed far more gumption than he'd given himself credit for. His Bupa used to call it 'piss and vinegar'.


  



  He ran into the living room to grab his Blackberry off the coffee table and dialled the library's phone number. First, he was greeted by the pre-recorded message that wouldn't allow him to just dial his party's extension. Once the message ended, he dialled up his supervisor Diane, and tapped his leg while the phone rang.


  



  “Diane Walker.”


  



  “Hey, Diane, it's Randy. Listen, I know I'm supposed to work from one 'till nine tonight, but I just don't think I'll be able to make it.”


  



  “Something wrong?”


  



  “Oh, nothing major, just woke up feeling pretty green this morning, you know how it is.”


  



  “Sure do. Would you believe I was off for a whole week with the flu last fall? Oh, wait, of course you would. But what an ordeal!”


  



  “Anyway, I think it's time I cash in some of my sick hours. God knows I've got a load of them coming to me.”


  



  “Hey, don't you worry about a thing. You've been as dependable as can be, besides it's way more important that you take enough time to take care of yourself. Hopefully we'll see you tomorrow, okay?”


  



  “Gotcha. See you tomorrow.”


  



  “'kay, bye.”


  



  When he hung up, he truly felt like he'd parted ways with reality. He worried that his situation with Kenny would interfere with his job, which was something he certainly didn't need. That sort of thing was what happened to alcoholics and gambling addicts. At least he had some control over it and needn't feel defeated. He would use today to regroup, to sort things out, and then head back to work.


  



  Then he reflected on what Kenny had said to him. He was fully expecting to see Carol, and he certainly wasn't amused to learn that Randy hadn't made good on his promise. He'd expected Randy's word to be his bond, which Randy understood because he'd likely taught him that principle in the years that had passed in between, the years he knew nothing about. Most of all, he wanted to pull through for Kenny because a promise is a promise and he wanted to be a proper example for his son.


  



  He reflected on how Kenny had made him feel like a prisoner, but he understood that it didn't stop there. Carol would have a hand in making an impossible situation much worse. Carol had been difficult since Kenny had died, he couldn't keep his promise, and Kenny would hate him forever.


  



  Then he realized just how royally screwed he really was now that he was faced with this scenario. As someone once said, he was caught between the rock and the hard place. Never before did he believe he would have to choose between his son and his marriage. To him, they were part of one unit, the family unit at a bare minimum, but he preferred to think of it as something more powerful. And as angry as he'd been with Carol, he would admit that he still loved her, and that he couldn't imagine having one without the other.


  



  That meant he would have to include Carol whether Kenny forced his hand or not. But that was okay, he decided. Maybe he wouldn't be able to act on his own terms, but who really did? All he'd wanted right along was to have his family back together.


  



  But somehow, the idea seemed too good to be true. Like how he'd wandered into his Nana's room and found Kenny. Was that really him, or was it a facade? He'd woken up the next morning to find that he'd experienced a little bit of each, and he didn't know in what direction it was leaning, and he felt too nervous to take a chance.


  



  Randy worried that any decision he made would wind up in disaster. And why not? He'd tried to please Kenny only to learn that the boy resented him anyway. If he tried to please Carol by coming home, he would never see Kenny again, and would be unable to keep an eye on him. He still couldn't shake the worry that he was unsafe in that house alone. If he chose Kenny and couldn't extend his hand to Carol, he would never be able to have a relationship with Kenny anyway. And if he threw up his hands and refused to make a decision, he knew he should anticipate the same result. Maybe something worse would happen.


  



  Stomping back upstairs, he slipped into the bathroom and splashed water over his face. He'd already missed his morning tea and needed a quick wakeup call. Then he pulled his shirt over his head, dropped his pajama bottoms and jumped in the shower.


  



  If such a decision was necessary at all, he would be much happier, but he knew his hands were tied. That was a part of adult life that he could teach Kenny one day, if he was willing to listen. Randy took some comfort in knowing that Kenny would come back to him. Whether he would be safe in the meantime was another question, one that gave him another reason to long for nightfall. So long as he was careful, he could speak with him, and try and reassure him that he wanted to be a family unit again more than anything in the world.


  



  Whether or not Kenny would believe him was the real question, he knew. He finally admitted to himself that he'd given Kenny little reason to give him the benefit of the doubt. Seeing was believing, after all. Any child would begin to doubt someone who didn't produce, and Randy wanted to believe that Kenny was much more perceptive than an average child. Therefore, he knew he must produce!


  



  If he were lucky, he would have very little trouble mending fences with Carol. He knew she would be royally pissed at him right now (and for good reason, he supposed), but she would never have phoned him up-or phoned him back after he'd hung up on her-if she didn't meant to get back together. Therefore, Randy figured the chips were on his side.


  



  He might need a day or two to let her cool her jets, that was all. But he wouldn't wait too long, because Kenny knew all and the boy had expectations that were much taller than an expensive Christmas gift. But what Randy knew, at the very least, was that Kenny would return to him. After two nights, he had little reason to doubt it, even if the exchange wasn't as pleasant as he'd hoped.


  



  When he saw Kenny tonight, he knew what he should expect and he felt relieved to have some idea of what to say to the boy. First, he would assure him that he needed just another day or two, but that he promised to bring his mom to him. Nevertheless, he also told himself that he'd kept a demanding boy waiting, that he'd had his time and the clock was ticking. And he also reminded himself that Kenny's age could accelerate again and he could miss out on yet another handful of years.


  



  What the hell would he do then?


  



  What if that was the case? He asked himself. Kenny could grow up to be an old man before he knew it . . . or before he could do anything about it. If he could do anything to stop the aging, Randy was determined to find out how, but he knew he must first find out where Kenny was going to do the aging.


  



  Never before had Randy been forced to make such a decision and the sensitive time constraints compounded it. He remembered how he'd thought he was Kenny's prisoner, but now he realized he was a prisoner of Kenny and his mother.


  


  



  CHAPTER 18


  I had an idea of what a funeral director should look like: cold, pale, tall, maybe a little morbid and definitely creepy. But the man we met at the funeral home threw me off. Randy and I met Roland Davis at the funeral home several days after Kenny died, once the roads were cleared of snow and debris, and the power was restored. By that point, the shock had worn off and the reality had sunk in. The trade off was about equal for anyone that wants to know.


  



  For the first few days, Randy and I discussed nothing of practical matters or funerals, we simply had an appointment at Davis and Sons funeral home, and that was it. As it turns out, that had been a smart move since we needed time to lick our wounds. We'd both cried a lot over those few days and my eyes felt like they'd been filled with sand. Randy complained about the resulting headaches. Through it all, neither of us did anything stupid. We were as strong as the proverbial rock.


  



  Of course, the phone rang off the hook once the power was restored. My parents and Randy's parents all phoned us in tears, and they later called at the house. Aunts, uncles, cousins and friends all phoned with clichés like “What a shame!” and “The Lord took him from us way too soon!”


  



  We arrived bright and early on a Wednesday morning for our appointment with Roland Davis. From the moment we strolled through the door, I felt tremendous reassurance. The place boasted a fireplace with several plush couches, a hardwood floor, and a coffee urn. From the window, we were invited to a view of the adjacent woods. The doors to what I had assumed were viewing rooms were closed, but if they were anything like the lounge, I could conclude that the place was very tasteful.


  



  A man with brown hair, a moustache, tinted glasses and a carefully knotted tie appeared in the far doorway and advanced to greet us. Later I told Randy I thought the man looked more like a hotel manager than an undertaker. He shook our hands, told us that his name was Roland Davis and that he was very sorry for our loss. I'd heard that so many times over those few days that it somehow made me feel worse, nauseous. Still, I'm sure his heart was in the right place.


  



  His extended hand ushered us into his office that offered a view of the country road that led into the parking lot. He then sat us down, offered us a beverage (hot or cold, that was up to us) and asked us about “practical matters.” The decision was up to us between a traditional burial and cremation, and he assured us that some very traditional caskets were manufactured for infants. Finally, he offered an image to make my skin crawl. I didn't like the idea of a regular burial, locked in a coffin, body rotting. I made my objection known.


  



  Randy squeezed my hand. “You don't want a burial; you don't have to have a burial. You make the call, anything you want.


  



  “I don't want anyone looking at him either,” I said.


  



  “Lots of people think of the body as a vessel and nothing more,” Roland Davis said. “Some people need to see the body because they can never let go otherwise. Other people . . . .”


  



  “So it's cremation then?” Randy asked.


  



  “I think so, yeah.”


  



  Truth is, I couldn't imagine a fate like that for my sweet little boy either, but the more I thought about it, the more it grew on me. A decision had to be made and neither was too pretty. And I decided I could well need something like this to truly be able to let go. His body wouldn't exist anymore, it would be an afterthought, and that would be the end of it.


  



  Never mind that I didn't want anyone else to see him. Cremation was one way of making sure that never happened. Not that I didn't care about how other people grieve, but Randy and I found it hard to share our grief with everyone. So we told Roland Davis our final decision and that we would bury him in the spring.


  



  We decided not to have calling hours since there was no body to observe anyway. A funeral would suffice since Randy and I wouldn't put ourselves through more than we'd already endured. Though we received an outpouring of support from the community, Randy and I kept to ourselves, but we wrote thank you notes to each and every person who acknowledged us. Our house was alive with the scent of fresh flowers and cluttered with sympathy cards.


  



  “You've got to grieve the normal way,” Randy's mom said. “Have an open casket, let the pain in, face the worst, and then you can put it all behind you!”


  



  If you ask me, Randy and I had already faced the worst. Randy told me he'd seen a dead infant as a teenager when he'd attended the calling hours for a baby who'd died of leukemia. Something about the sight struck him as much more poignant than that of adult remains. Why the parents had placed their baby's remains on display was beyond him, he said, but I suppose they had their reasons. We had ours.


  



  My mother wasn't just surprised at our decision, she was appalled. My mom isn't known for reserving judgment, but she certainly did her best for a woman who never misses an opportunity to opine at the masses. Since “Inconsiderate” was the strongest word she used, I decided to consider myself lucky. What is it with people and the desire to gawk at dead bodies anyway?


  



  Randy's father, as always, was the picture of class and warmth, and he seemed to stuff his grief into the farthest corners of his heart to support us. I suppose that comes from the number of years he spent as the head of his family. Whatever the reason, just speaking with him eased some of my burden.


  



  Our other relatives were a touch too dramatic for my liking. Randy's aunt Lydia wouldn't stop crying and I even saw some rare emotion out of my uncle Ted. They too thought that an open casket funeral-“or calling hours for God's sake” as Ted put it-would have been more appropriate. Ultimately, they knew that Kenny was our son and they respected our wishes.


  



  The church funeral at St. Paul's was the one point where we'd remained traditional. I thought funeral chapels were fairly impersonal and, deep down, I expected a turnout what would be much too large for a tiny chapel. And lo and behold, the turnout didn't disappoint. We estimated about 160 people that jammed into the balcony and foyer adjacent to the church proper. When it comes to children, communities like Fort Erie showed up in droves.


  



  Kenny's ashes sat at the front of the church in a little wooden box because I wanted to forego the cookie jar treatment that my grandmother had endured. We decided to forego hymns, since hymns only make people cry, and we didn't want our son's funeral to be about sadness. That was another tip I'd picked up from my grandmother. But don't think I didn't overhear a few smart remarks about it (“Hippy” and “Godless liberals” being chief among them). I swore that as much as people opened up their hearts to us, there was another population that acted like complete jerks.


  



  We celebrated a full communion and the priest gave an excellent sermon about how temporary our lives are. He said that one day God will create a new heaven and a new earth, which I understand more now than I had that day, but the speech still offered some reassurance. I did notice the coincidence that the same priest who'd married Randy and I was also officiating our son's funeral, but the priest and I would come to know each other much better as time passed.


  



  After, a reception was held in the church hall, which included finger sandwiches, coffee, tea and punch prepared by the Anglican Church Women. Later, a small reception was held at our house for family and close friends. Everyone was on their best behavior throughout, including my aunt Sheila who's known to get a little tipsy at any family gathering that offers free booze. Randy bought a few cases of beer and several bottles of wine, which I thought was practically dangling bait before her eyes, but Sheila managed to stick to ginger ale.


  



  For dinner, we brought in party tray pizzas and chicken wings, which seemed like the perennial meal to please any crowd in Fort Erie. I felt self-conscious about the affair since it was the first time I'd had everyone over to our little house, like I should have prepared something more extravagant. Randy's mom told me not to put myself to that kind of trouble because I'd been through enough, but I didn't want to feel helpless. I wasn't looking for sympathy either. The real problem was that, no matter how much I cleaned, the house never seemed clean enough, and I worried about what someone would think if they found even a speck on the kitchen counter.


  



  As it turned out, the only problem we had was fitting everyone in. Some ate in the dining room, others in the kitchen, and a few settled in the living room with TV trays. My feelings about our company changed. Having everyone in my home made me feel warm inside and, for the first time in days, I felt content, secure. Maybe there was more to receiving some doting than I'd realized.


  



  What worried me was what I would do once everyone was gone. The cacophony of voices and laughs that filled out house would funnel out and we would be left with silence. Sadness. The thought made me long for the “We're so sorry for your loss” comments.


  



  Randy did away with his tie before the pizza had arrived, unbuttoned the top of his dress shirt, and played host much better than I'd thought he would. He'd been seen as ultra-quiet (but not quite anti-social) among his cousins, and his aunts and uncles never knew how to approach him. Our guests stayed long after dinner and eventually filed out around midnight.


  



  After that, silence.


  



  Randy stretched, yawned, and rubbed my shoulders. I told him to run off to bed and let me tidy up. When he asked me if I was sure, I told him that I always meant it when I said I wanted to take care of everything. So he wandered off to bed and I collected beer bottles, wing glasses and plates that were still laden with pizza crust and chicken wing bones.


  



  Part of me didn't want to return my house to its normal clean state because it was a reminder that everyone was gone. If I left the place as it, I would feel like everyone had left just moments ago. I wanted to stay in the moment in which everyone was here for me, the moment in which I felt protected.


  



  In the days that followed, I found myself unable to tolerate a quiet house. First, the house was devoid of crying. Kenny had never been a loud baby, but all infants must wail at some point or another. And there was always something going on between diaper changes, feedings, burpings, baths, grandparents calling or dropping by, you name it. Randy and I both slept through the night for the first time since Kenny had been born.


  



  At night, I cleared the table, loaded the dishwasher, and prepared a few baskets of laundry while Randy sat in the living room with a book. Each time I passed him, I'd find him paused, staring into space with his thumb marking the page. I wanted to ask him what he was staring at, but I didn't dare. Even when he was deeply immersed in a book, he didn't like to be interrupted.


  



  Cards stopped rolling in, including the late ones, and eventually all the flowers wilted and died, and the scent that had permeated our house seemed to have been carried off by the wind. Our abode had returned to being somewhat like it was before Kenny's birth, except for a gaping and irreparable void.


  



  The silence eventually made me break down and cry and I knew it would eventually drive Randy insane. No parent can be prepared for what life will be like after their child has passed on, not even if their child is very young, or if they've received considerable notice. We wanted to live our lives as normally as possible, but that proved to be a task. I would advise anyone not to make the mistakes I did (more on that later) because they only serve to bog you down.


  



  Maybe my biggest blunder was thinking that Kenny's death was the end. Perhaps my reason for having him cremated was to force an ending I wasn't ready to accept on my own. Because, deep down, I think I tried to keep Kenny's spirit from dying, and I never mourned properly because I still genuinely expected him to return one day.


  


  



  CHAPTER 19


  As I've said, when Kenny died, I heard the same phrases over and over: “I'm so sorry” or “That's such a shame.” Others told me that I should call on them any time I needed anything, and maybe a few even meant it. But after a month, the questions became much more brazen like, “Will you and Randy have another baby?”


  



  I can tell you that my answer is much different now than it had been then. Not that I'd ever taken a definitive stance on the issue. I just felt like it would be impossible to journey down that road again when I'd not only failed to recover from the trauma I'd experience, but I didn't even know where to begin.


  



  If it happened then it happened, I'd decided (which was the answer I gave to those who were too curious for their own good). But we didn't need to worry much about an unplanned pregnancy since neither of us had much interest in sex for the first while. A kiss goodnight sufficed, and one un-spirited romp occurred only because we feared what would happen to our relationship if intimacy took a nosedive. We decided that such behaviour wasn't healthy in a couple under thirty and that we would seek help if it continued. Randy eventually regained his sexual appetite in full force shortly after, as did I, but it sure wasn't simultaneous.


  



  Maybe some will think I'm mean, or a tease, but the street runs both ways, and I wasn't going to do anything I didn't feel like doing. Besides, you have to live with someone to truly understand them. I knew what Randy had in mind, which was far more than to keep our sex life alive.


  



  Long story short, life consisted of going to work, coming home, eating, and sleeping. Lather, rinse, repeat. And aside from the occasional roll in the hay, our lives had become painfully dull. We cancelled our vacation to Florida, and didn't go out anymore either, partly because we had an unexpected funeral bill to pay for, but you get the picture.


  



  But we were plagued by another issue, something we should have done, but we couldn't bring ourselves to do. If you ask me, this was as much Randy's fault as it was mine. We both preferred to have an exceptionally clean house. I don't think that made us neat freaks, we just wanted to take excellent care of what little we owned. Rubber cleaning gloves, J-cloths and toilet brushes were as common around our house as the knickknacks. Randy tended to all of the yard work and some handy work inside. In turn, I kept every room spotless. To juggle that with my job, I took on a room every weekday and wound up with the weekends to myself, housework free. Unfortunately, I can no longer boast that now that Randy is gone.


  



  On Mondays, I cleaned the bathroom, on Tuesday, I tackled the dining room, on Wednesdays I scrubbed the kitchen, on Thursday I got on my hands and knees to clean the bathroom, and on Friday I continued to clean Kenny's bedroom. By cleaning, I didn't meant I performed a quick once-over to keep the room from clouding up with dust. Oh no, I kept that room in immaculate shape.


  



  But maybe immaculate cleanliness isn't an accurate way to describe it. Let's call it preservation instead. Yes, I dusted, vacuumed beneath the crib, and washed the bed linens on a regular basis. I opened the window to change the air. I kept the dresser and bookshelves wiped down so regularly that the room always offered a faint scent of lemon pledge. But I can't say that the room was truly tidy. After I pounded the dust out of the stuffed toys, I placed them right back in the position in which I'd found them. The same went for Kenny's board books after I'd wiped them down. They all returned to being strewn about the floor. But I never tripped over anything because I remembered where everything belonged after a while.


  



  I didn't realize I had become obsessed at first; cleaning Kenny's room was simply part of the routine to which I was accustomed. Even in retrospect, I can't fathom the idea of tearing the room down, removing all traces of Kenny's existence, and turning it into something completely different. The best I could have done was to renovate it into an office. And so what? It would be a haven for me to write e-mails and mark papers and nothing more. Randy tried to communicate all of those ideas, but I'm not sure he believed them.


  



  Soon, Randy caught on to what I'd been up to. No, he wasn't being nosy, I'll admit. He stumbled upon my little obsession by chance. He'd planned to give Kenny's clothes and toys to the poor, or so he'd said. I suppose that the boxes and bags he'd dragged into Kenny's room were supposed to compensate for his drained-sounding voice when he'd said it. I don't doubt his sincerity or his generosity, but I wonder if he really could have brought himself to do it. He certainly looked like a man on a mission when he stormed into Kenny's room like no one lived there and threw the boxes down in the middle of the floor!


  



  I snatched his arm. “What the hell are you doing? You can't just get rid of these things!”


  



  “Honey, we don't have any use for these things anymore.” Randy gentle unhinged my arm. “And there are plenty of people out there with nothing who could use them.”


  



  “But these were Kenny's toys! These were his clothes for God's sake!”


  



  “I know they were, Sweetie, but we're never going to be able to move on if we keep a shrine to Kenny in our house. We can give these things to people who need it and we can feel good about ourselves. Then we can turn the room into something cozy like a den.”


  



  “You can't make me tear this room down.” I felt like a little girl saying that. “I bet you can't really do it either.”


  



  I stared at him silently for a moment, waiting for him to move. Judging by the look in his eyes, he meant to, but couldn't bring himself to do it.


  



  “Okay, fine,” he said. “I can't do it. Not yet anyway.”


  



  I wrapped my arm around his waist and led him out of the room. Admittedly, I did it more for my own benefit than his, but I doubt Randy was without his ulterior motives. After entering the room so hell bent, he needed to save some face.


  



  That night, Randy showed his first signs of sexual appetite in months. After our goodnight kiss, he ran his fingers up and down my arm the way he did to grab my attention. Tingly sensations danced on my skin. I felt his erection through his pajama bottoms press against my leg and his lips brush against my neck.


  



  And I was scared. Randy's motor was running, mine was stagnant, and I didn't know what to do. Certainly I couldn't just tell him no or push him away. I mean, I could have done that, but I didn't want to hurt his feelings while he was still fragile.


  



  If I'd had the same amount of interest as Randy, the problem might not have occurred I suppose. But I won't blame myself. Each time he advanced on me, I pushed him away, not because I was trying to be mean, but because I simply wasn't ready.


  



  “You're not still mad at me about Kenny, are you?” Randy asked.


  



  “Of course not. I just don't think I'm in the mood yet.”


  



  He left it at that. Not that the issue was dead, mind you. We would cross that bridge again later, but he managed to stop himself for the time being. Yet his tolerance only lasted for a couple of weeks, and I swore Randy changed. He became much more persistent, and while I suppose he still might have taken no for an answer, he would push his luck to its limit before he let up.


  



  After a while, we worked out an unspoken compromise. I succumbed to him when he felt the urge, let him take care of the work, and was generally uninvolved. I laid back, legs spread, feeling like a backseat passenger on a bumpy country road, something I could tolerate but derive no pleasure. I did it only because I worried that Randy might snap and I had no answer for that.


  



  I took my pill on those nights when I knew he would want to take me. I would lye back while he entered and emptied inside of me. When he was done, he would roll off and lye there like he was asleep, but at least we hit the shower together. In the old days, sex had been a two-way street, and was something we both enjoyed. Now and then, we would talk about ways to spice things up in the bedroom, like role-playing, or maybe some bondage, but this was different. I'm no psychologist, but I wonder if Randy was simply trying to exercise power over me.


  



  I always reflect on those experiences with shame. I'm a strong woman and I feel like I gave up my self-respect. Not that he made me; I could have walked out on him any time. And maybe I should have. So why did I do it? To retain what harmony remained in my marriage, I suppose. I might have hated it, but I knew what kind of person Randy really was, and I wanted to believe that he could be brought back. I'd still like to bring that man back if I can.


  



  Randy had been a warm, gentle person before, and still was to some extent, but not the way he'd been when I'd first met him. The person he'd become had developed an edge, and I have no doubt Kenny's death created that.


  



  Life carried on like that for a while. I hadn't expected life to be happy, not after we'd lost our only child. But when you're young and you visualize what your marriage will be like, you might consider the hardships, but not all of the harsh realities.


  



  So, back to the original question: would I ever have another baby? At that point, I would have said no, even if I wouldn't have articulated it that way. I skirted around the question more than anything, but I think I was unconsciously trying to avoid letting it happen.


  



  These days, my attitude is different. If someone asks me that question, I always say yes, if only I had someone to conceive the child with. I can't imagine being a parent with anyone but Randy. He might be gone, but I know he's not really gone, the way someone is when they're buried or cremated. Neither happened to Randy; he's in another state. What matters is that I know he isn't coming back, which loans it a sense of permanence it wouldn't have otherwise had.


  



  As long as I kept Kenny's room up, I wasn't ready for another child. Randy, on the other hand, wanted to try again immediately, and set about the work post haste. I'm sure that Randy had noble intentions at heart, but I think he was blinded to the reality a baby would bring. If we had another child, they would always live in Kenny's shadow. In fact, the child would have to sleep in our room because we wouldn't have been able to tear down Kenny's room for another to live in.


  



  And God help that child if it turned out to be a boy! Being a girl having to hear Kenny stories ad nauseum until she developed a complex sounded bad enough. But if we were to have a boy, I worried we would be trying directly to replace Kenny and that the expectations on the child would be astronomical.


  



  But I was faced with another question: if I had another baby, would I love it as much as I loved Kenny. A mother's love is natural, which I learned from the first time I'd laid eyes on him, the first time I cradled him in my arms, but I couldn't help but feel like this love would be different. Lesser. The question was too uncomfortable to consider any further. I feel ashamed at the very thought, but I couldn't deny that it existed.


  



  Even now, I question myself, but I think the experience has wised me up. But I'm glad I considered all of those variables first and that I took a stand with Randy. Really, I took a stand for both of us because I think he was a moral person who could understand it on his own. My stand with him is even more of a relief given how things shaped up.


  


  



  CHAPTER 20


  Our anniversary rolled around and I expected it to come and go almost without incident. It was an afterthought. No, we were definitely not an old married couple, but we never made an enormous production over those things either. We exchanged gifts, became friendly later, and that was the extent of it. I bought Randy a new wallet. What did I want? I thought a dozen red roses would bring that powerful flower scent back into our house. Randy took me out to the Riverfront Restaurant, which came as a pleasant surprise.


  



  Randy and his parents had eaten at that restaurant since he'd been a boy, but the business had sold a few years ago to a chef who had designs on sprucing the place up. Still a fine Italian eatery, the place had become more posh and paid close attention to presentation. That meant that we now needed to make reservations. Randy wore a dress shirt and tie, even though a dress code hadn't been set in place, but he wanted to fit in with the other patrons. The lights had become dimmer and the prices had been jacked up. Randy had taken me there when we'd first started dating, which quickly became his idea of a romantic dinner. In spite of the prices, I still applaud his taste.


  



  Over my minestrone soup, I said, “Looks like we've got some of our old energy back.”


  



  “You look great,” was all Randy said.


  



  That was all he needed to say to make me feel good. Little compliments make a woman feel loved, adored. For a moment, I felt like we could forget about our pain and that grief didn't need to consume our lives.


  



  I ordered a lasagna and Randy ordered the chicken parmesan, each with a glass of red wine. When the food arrived, I understood why the restaurant had become so expensive (and popular!).


  



  “This reminds me of the old days,” I said.


  



  Randy smiled. “Back then, we didn't have a care or worry in the world.”


  



  “Except for finishing school maybe.”


  



  Randy's raised eyebrows suggested that I should know what he meant.


  



  We ate silence, save for the occasional comment about how our day had gone. Randy had experienced more problems with the neighborhood kids at the library. I'd just finished a round or marking. After, we went to see a foreign film (I can't remember the name of it anymore) at a boutique movie theatre. Randy slipped his arm around me, and I rested my head on his shoulder, and all the pain that'd haunted me washed away.


  



  During the drive home, we made new plans. Randy mentioned that the Buffalo Philharmonic Orchestra would be giving a concert at the University of Buffalo and wondered if I'd like to go. I told him to go ahead and order the tickets. We made more plans, like a weekend in Toronto. Even if we only talked about these things, they made me feel like our relationship was alive again, and that we were vibrant human beings.


  



  When we arrived home, Randy scooped me up, carried me into the house, and whisked me off to the bedroom. Admittedly, I was excited about it this time, but not so much that I wanted to get straight to business.


  



  “Give me a minute to freshen up,” I said.


  



  Randy nodded, but I could judge by his eyes that he was laden with pent-up energy, and didn't want to wait another second.


  



  I slipped into the bathroom, shut the door, and ran the taps. Part of this excursion really was to freshen up, but I didn't want Randy to know about any of my extracurricular activities. I grabbed the package of birth control pills I'd hidden beneath the sink and pushed one out of the blister package. Then I popped it into my mouth, scooped a handful of water, and swallowed. I pictured Randy pacing back and forth in anticipation, so I flushed the toilet to throw him off.


  



  Back in the bedroom, Randy had already stripped down to his boxers and socks, which he peeled off as I inched inside. When he saw me, he leaned back and slipped off his boxers to show the ready erection that bobbed up and down between his legs. This wasn't terribly unlike the old days, except I didn't need to hide my birth control consumption from him, and he still wore condoms as a safety measure. No such luck this time.


  



  Randy reached for me, pulled me in by the wrists, and fell back onto the bed. I landed square on his chest, and my hair draped over his face. He leaned in to kiss me, his tongue burrowed into my mouth, and his hands clutched my ass.


  



  He helped lift the shirt over my head, unhooked my bra, and helped me undress, piece by piece until I was completely nude. Then he ran his fingers over my arms, legs, ass and breasts with a tenderness that he hadn't offered in ages. When he slid inside of me, he obliterated the last of my resistance. I closed my eyes to absorb the pleasure. A grunt gushed from my lips and yet I was unashamed.


  



  With my free hand, I clung to the bedpost; my other hand was trapped beneath Randy's weight. The headboard smacked the wall and the bedsprings creaked. His lips clung to my neck like a suction cup while he thrust with an increasing tempo. I always knew when Randy was about to finish based on his rhythm alone. He always thrust harder and faster, with his chest and forehead glistening with sweat, when he was about to come. His face twitched, he grunted several times, and the deed was finished.


  



  Just then, his chest lifted like a drawbridge as he thrust in a deep breath and allowed a final grunt. I tried to shove him off of me because, even though I had taken my pill, we still didn't have condoms as a safeguard. But I couldn't shove Randy off of me no matter how hard I tried. Leverage was to blame for some of my helplessness, but Randy was too heavy as well. But moreover, I think he was deliberately stopping me from doing like, like he wouldn't be blocked from planting his seed.


  



  Randy grunted a handful of times and I felt him shoot inside of me. He wouldn't let up until the grunting stopped. Then he rolled off, laid flat on his back, eyes directed towards the ceiling, as his chest rose and fell. Maybe he was lethargic because he was out of practice or because he'd spent a lot of energy on me. If it was the latter, I suppose I should feel flattered, but he made me more uncomfortable than anything.


  



  Throughout the night, my eyes were glued open, and what sleep I did achieve was infected by the nastiest dreams. I woke intermittently, feeling nauseous, but never enough to rush to the washroom. Some women know that they were pregnant from the moment they conceived, but I didn't experience that feeling. Thank God for small favors. Still, I felt weakened by what Randy did. Moreover, I felt violated, but I wasn't prepared to tell him so. Throughout our relationship, I'd always thought I possessed the balance of power, but that night Randy proved otherwise.


  



  At the breakfast table, I picked at my cereal and grapefruit, while Randy skipped into the kitchen wearing an ear-to-ear smile that I wanted to slap off his face. All that was missing was for him to start whistling or snapping his fingers.


  



  “Fine morning isn't it?” he asked.


  



  I sipped my juice. “Sure.”


  



  “Come on, home, no reason to feel down and out. Last night was really something, wasn't it? I feel like I really got my groove back!”


  



  I didn't answer. If he needed that much sexual reassurance, he could continue to fancy himself as some sort of lothario.


  



  Randy hit the cupboards and fixed himself a breakfast of All-Bran cereal, a glass of apple juice, and a banana. Then he pulled up a chair and continued to permeate me with that smile.


  



  “You up to anything big today?” Randy asked.


  



  “Saturday. Papers are all marked and the house is clean, so I might as well try and take it easy. You?”


  



  “We just got John Irving's new book at work, so I got first dibs on it. I'll probably kick back in the recliner and dig in. It'll take me a while, you know?”


  



  I knew the small talk was bullshit; men are so alike sometimes. He was simply trying to set the stage for a more substantial conversation.


  



  He said, “I've been thinking . . . .”


  



  So it began.


  



  “We've given it some time, and I think we've done a lot of healing in the last few months. We both have a lot of love to give, but no one to give it so. So what would you say to having another child?”


  



  What I would have said, had I the nerve, was that he was insane to jump to such a conclusion. And so fast! That he even bothered to ask for my opinion came as a shock given that he'd tried to force it on me last night. Maybe that was his ingenious plan to absolve himself if I had become pregnant.


  



  But what I actually said was, “Randy, baby, I know we've got a lot of love to give, and that your heart's in the right place, but you can't honestly think we've healed enough from that. I'm still too scared to try again because I'm afraid I'll just fall into pieces.”


  



  Randy's face went deadpan, and I didn't know what to expect next. An argument would have made more sense, would have reassured me in fact, but he wouldn't give me the satisfaction. He just kept about his cereal and said, “Are you sure you wouldn't go for this? I mean, we're young, healthy and energetic. And you're a natural mother.”


  



  “But don't you understand that we'd be doing it for the wrong reasons? We can't just bring another person into the world for a reason like that. It wouldn't be fair to them.”


  



  Randy didn't say another word to me the entire meal. He continued to eat as though no one else was at the table. When he finished, he stood up to rinse his bowl out in the sink. Then he headed into the living room, kicked back with his book, and didn't budge for hours. I'd never experienced the cold shoulder treatment from him (or anyone) before, and I nearly demanded that he march his sorry ass back into the kitchen and apologize. Only the old Carol would have been successful, before so much power shifted to Randy's favor.


  



  If his facial expression could have communicated anything, I suppose it would have said, “Yeah, we'll see about that.” After, I left. I just needed to get away from the house, from that man. I wanted to regroup and meditate on how I would regain the power I'd lost, but Randy seemed so determined to keep it.


  



  So I hopped in the car and cruised out of town. I had no set destination in mind; I just drove until I reached Niagara Falls, and stopped for lunch at a quaint little restaurant removed from the hurly burly of tourism. As it turns out, I arrived before the lunch rush, and was one of the only people in the restaurant, so I picked a table and glanced at a menu. Just then, I realized that my marriage could be in serious trouble. The realization struck me like a hook to the gut and I nearly broke down crying before the wait staff.


  



  We'd only been married a few years, and I believed that we shouldn't have been entangled in so many problems, but maybe I was being naive. Certainly, we were struggling, and the root of our struggles seemed like such a shame. Having a baby should seem like a logical decision for a loving couple, but it just wasn't logical for us. Randy had made clear to me what he wanted from our marriage, which significantly different from what I wanted, but also violated my principles.


  



  Hindsight is always 20/20, but I wish I had taken control at all costs when he gave me the cold shoulder. That was the turning point for us. But that wasn't the only event I wish I could have changed, or wish I could have been there for. I wish I could have been present to prevent him from making his deadliest mistakes.


  


  



  CHAPTER 21


  Randy decided to approach the situation differently this time. If he could defeat his own exhaustion, he figured he could find out if he'd spent the last few days dreaming, or if his exchanges with Kenny had been real. And if they were, he hoped he could buy just a little more time.


  



  To make the impossible happen, he needed all the time he could get.


  



  To do this, he sat in his bedroom with a 2-litre bottle of Diet Pepsi, filled a glass, and sipped it a little at a time. Doing so gave him the urge to piss every forty-five minutes or so, which meant having to pass Kenny's room on every trip to the john. When he passed, he resisted the urge to peek inside the door to see if Kenny had returned. But he didn't know when to bother. How was one to pinpoint the time?


  



  He thumbed through a copy of Richard B. Wright's Clara Callan that he hadn't read for several years, but had enraptured him on the rainy day in which he'd first read it. He rubbed his eyes to fight the oncoming sleep, but it felt like a futile fight. If he had any say in it, he would visit Kenny before he fell asleep, so he closed the book, opened the door, and ventured down the hall.


  



  The door was open a crack, and a bar of light seeped out into the hall again, but he heard no noise. Kenny had been so full of energy last night that he couldn't believe he could have quieted himself down. Was something wrong? He pushed the door open and was immediately greeted by “Don't you know how to knock?” The phrase ripped through him.


  



  Randy stepped back, almost paralyzed by the force.


  



  He panned the room and noticed that the wallpaper had been changed yet again. This time, white paper with multi-colored lines that created square patterns throughout hung on the wall. The carpet was a tasteful white rather than the ass-ugly green carpet that he'd stepped on last night. Kenny kept the same bed, only with a plain bedspread, and a larger wooden writing desk sat next to the window.


  



  Then he laid eyes upon Kenny and saw that not only had his age accelerated another few years, but he had grown to be exceptionally large for his frame. His legs looked like tree trunks, his middle was thick, and his face was round and doughy. Beneath his chin, Randy found another layer of fat. The buttons on Kenny's shirt stretched to the max and his shorts appeared to be too tight.


  



  In his hands, Kenny held a book open, which pleased Randy very much. He also noticed a Buffalo Bills poster on the wall, which also pleased him. The room was also very tidy, which surprised him, and he hoped that it was because Kenny was naturally clean, and hadn't needed to be pushed. What displeased Randy was Kenny's slanted eyebrows and reddening face.


  



  “Hi.” Randy heard his own voice tremble. “What's wrong, little buddy?”


  



  “You know what I mean! Do you know how to knock?”


  



  Again, Randy was taken back then he decided that Kenny was right: maybe he should have been more considerate. He understood that Kenny was in adolescence now and privacy was a huge issue, whether he was the boy's father or not. He'd felt the same way when he was that age, but judging by his expression, he wasn't interested in an explanation. Randy did care about the way Kenny had spoken to him though. He wouldn't have dreamed of speaking to his own father that way-nor would he have dreamed of getting away with it-but he was willing to let it slide for now.


  



  “You're right, Kenny,” he said. “I'm sorry. I'll knock next time.”


  



  “What do you want?”


  



  “I want you to start speaking to me with some respect, young man, or I'm going to have to penalize you. Now I've told you I was sorry for walking in without knocking, but that doesn't give you the right to take that tone with me.”


  



  Kenny climbed out of his chair, turned his back and flopped onto the bed.


  



  While Kenny's back was turned, Randy spotted the closet door being opened slightly. He grabbed the door and opened it farther. Inside he found cupcakes, brownies, empty chip bags, cake, M&M's and Reeces Peanut Butter cups. Has he been hoarding all this? He wondered. That would account for at least part of Kenny's weight problem, but he knew he wouldn't keep that much junk food in the house. Randy had no problem with giving the boy some sweets or maybe some extra dessert, but he couldn't believe it could have become so out of control. But then he couldn't keep an eye on him every moment, and he couldn't control how he spent his allowance, he supposed. The best he could do was to cut him off.


  



  Not that he was judging the boy, he thought. He would never do that. He was simply concerned about the damage his weight could do to his health. Randy figured Kenny was about twelve years old and weighed in the neighborhood of two hundred pounds. He'd known people his own age who weren't terribly obese, but who'd made abominable dietary choices, and were already rendered diabetic. Kenny was headed down that road too, he knew, and Randy didn't want to see that happen to the boy. Not when he'd had a second chance at life.


  



  How he would communicate that to Kenny left him feeling stuck. He remembered how much he'd felt like he'd been walking on eggshells last night, when he'd been indifferent about Randy's presence. That paled in comparison to the anger that boiled inside the boy tonight. He wandered over to the bed, sat down next to Kenny, and threw his arm around his wide frame. Kenny didn't flinch or even look at Randy.


  



  “Give yourself a chance to calm down,” Randy said. “Just take a deep breath and let it out nice and slow. You'll feel better.”


  



  Kenny did nothing Randy suggested, but Randy wouldn't let the boy test his patience.


  



  “I just want to have a talk,” Randy continued, “and I want you to know that I'm not mad at you. But I think you need to do something about what you're eating, and how much. It might not seem like a big deal now, but you need to do it for yourself.”


  



  “Maybe you're not mad, but you are ashamed of me,” he said. His voice sounded small and squeaky.


  



  “I'm not ashamed of you, Kenny. Not at all. I don't want you to ever think that.”


  



  “All the kids at school, they make fun of me. How do you think it feels to be called a chunky fat ass and goat tits? And then you get a call from my teacher to hear about how I locked myself in the bathroom to cry my eyes out.”


  



  “I'm sorry, Kenny, I don't know how it feels, but I do know that it's an awful thing to say about anyone. But I hope we can talk about what you can do to change all that, just a little at a time. I promise you, if you take charge of it and have the right attitude, you can lose that weight. You'll start to feel good about yourself too.”


  



  “You're just saying stuff like that!”


  



  “I meant it, Kenny. I know you love the food you're eating. It doesn't mean you can't have any of it anymore, you just need to eat less of it. And we'll throw in some exercise too. You and me, we'll take bike rides together and play catch in the back yard.”


  



  Kenny didn't respond, as if he'd heard these platitudes a thousand times before. He wondered if he'd done anything that had led to his eating problems, or if it was the product of things he'd left undone. What his weight issues must have done to his self-esteem must have been awful, he thought, and his heart ached for him.


  



  What he had done in the four between years was anyone's guess, he figured. Not knowing the type of person he'd been to Kenny left him feeling helpless. Moreover, he wanted to believe that he'd always been a perfect father who had never judged his son.


  



  “So, what do you say, pal?” Randy asked. “You with me?”


  



  “I say you still haven't kept your promise!” Kenny's chest heaved in and out and his breathing became very loud. He'd been so consumed by Kenny's weight problems that he'd all but forgotten about Carol.


  



  “I'm working on that,” Randy said, “and I really want to make it happen. I just need a bit more time.”


  



  “It's been years since I've seen her and I'm starting to think you'll never let me see her again!”


  



  Tears now rolled from Kenny's eyes; Randy advanced to wrap his arms around his son, but the boy jumped to his feet, and his end of the mattress sprang up with him. He stomped towards the door and slammed it behind him. Randy chased his son and shouted, “Kenny, wait up!”


  



  When he yanked the door open, he saw that Kenny had already disappeared, but he'd never heard his feet pound the floor or the stairs. Randy checked each room to find it empty then flew down the stairs after him. He was nowhere to be found on the main floor, so he popped out the back door and checked the grounds. The boy had disappeared on him like he'd never been there, and Randy was certain the boy couldn't be that fast.


  



  Randy slammed the door behind him when he returned inside. He crawled back upstairs and paused in the hall before he backed up against the newel post and slid to the floor. When his ass hit the hardwood, he hugged his knees and struggled not to cry. He worried that he'd really blown it this time. After several opportunities to bring him his mother, he'd come up short. Randy tried to tell himself that he'd had his reasons, none of which were his selfishness, but he failed to convince even himself. Now Kenny might never appear to him again and it was all his fault.


  



  More than anything, he wanted to help the boy. His health would take a turn for the worse if he couldn't turn his lifestyle around. He wanted to tell him as much, but how would receive the opportunity? He knew he could have said and done things in the between years to lose Kenny's confidence that he truly cared about him.


  



  And his son was suffering. He hated to dwell on those words: his suffering. But he couldn't deny that he'd been tormented, inside and out. His emotions were battered from the teasing he'd taken at school, and he felt empty inside from his relationships at home. If he hadn't see Carol in years, he must feel lost to try and fill the void, Randy decided.


  



  And he was angry. Perhaps the most potent emotion he was feeling was the bubbling anger he'd directed at Randy for constantly disappointing him. Randy worried that he couldn't soothe that anger unless he could snap his fingers and make Carol materialize before him.


  



  If Kenny had disappeared then where had he gone? Randy asked himself. After everything he'd experienced, he wondered if the boy could have vanished into thin air. If Kenny was omnipotent, he could have escaped into the walls and go there every time he was upset and needed solace. But how did he get in there? He wondered. And how did he escape?


  



  Randy climbed to his feet, pressed his ear to the wall, and tapped on it. “Come on, little buddy, don't be mad. If you come out of there we can talk this out.”


  



  Then he knocked a little harder, so Kenny was sure to hear him, but stopped because he knew that Kenny would need time to cool off.


  



  Then he wondered if he'd been in the walls all this time. For all he knew, the boy was growing up in the walls, and letting his age accelerate years with each passing day. Randy knew it was true. Kenny was one with the house, and vice versa, and the two were inseparable. He wanted to pull him out of there before he'd lived his entire life without ever seeing his mother again.


  



  Randy staggered backwards and resumed his position on the floor. He wrapped his arms around his legs and wondered how the hell he would ever fish his boy out of the walls. If Kenny could find a way in, so could Randy, he decided. He stared at the wall for what seemed like hours and decided it was only a matter of time.


  


  



  CHAPTER 22


  Randy's back ached and his leg felt paralyzed when he woke. His neck felt like a two-by-four. A strangling pain clutched his right leg until he rolled over onto his left side and let the blood begin to flow again.


  



  Good goddamn, he thought, and rubbed the back of his head. The railing had left tender grooves in his skin.


  



  When he realized where he was, he raised his hand high above his head, and claimed a small victory. He'd woken up where he remembered having sat last night. He couldn't remember the moment he'd fallen asleep but he didn't care since he'd grabbed a foothold on the problem. Maybe that would seem like small bananas to anyone else, but to Randy it was a triumph. He climbed to his feet and needed a moment to stand up straight.


  



  When his vertebrae popped, Randy feared he would buckle, and wind up on the floor. The final crack shot a jolt of pain down the back of his right leg.


  



  First, he hit the washroom and splashed rounds of cold water over his face, then unzipped for a piss. That another night had passed without having pounded a cold glass of water or the chance to brush his teeth dawned on him as he tilted his head back. He unzipped, washed his hands and decided the shower could wait: he'd been on to something last night and he had work to do.


  



  In Kenny's room, he found everything in its place, just as he'd expected. And, of course, Kenny himself was missing. He spotted the closet door as being open a pinch and a second wind of curiosity arrested him. Could he be hiding more in there? He opened the door and found the first hoard of food and empty wrappers that Kenny had stuffed inside. But he also found wrappers for Twinkies and Hostess cupcakes, not to mention half-consumed bottles of Pepsi that he hadn't seen last night. Randy's heart sank.


  



  Had their heart-to-heart only caused him more grief? He wondered. He hadn't meant to hurt his feelings by bringing up his weight and thought he'd approached the topic in the most tactful manner possible. Then he tried to trade places with Kenny and imagined how he must have felt simply to have someone notice his excessive weight. Not that he blamed Kenny, but there seemed to be no scenario in which Randy could win.


  



  Downstairs, he opened the fridge so he could pour the glass of milk he so coveted and found the jug missing. And so was a plateful of leftover lasagna. He'd bought some pudding cups for his lunch that had disappeared. Then he checked the freezer and saw that the chocolate ice cream he'd bought had suddenly grown legs. Randy feared Kenny's problem could be worse than he'd first anticipated.


  



  Randy became quickly convinced that his son had a slow but deadly problem and he didn't want his self-confidence to be completely obliterated. Moreover, he didn't want his son to eat himself into an early grave, particularly because of the deep void in his life. He hoped Kenny hadn't taken his reaction as being judgmental; he simply hadn't expected such a drastic change in his appearance. Randy himself had gained a few extra pounds here and there-which he'd promptly shed once he disliked what he'd seen on the bathroom scale-but he'd never had a serious problem. If he couldn't understand the difficulty in pushing food away when he was hurt, knew he couldn't understand Kenny's trials.


  



  He'd already confronted Kenny about the problem and had been disappointed by how unsuccessful he'd been. He didn't want the boy to despise him simply because he needed to tell him the truth. He certainly would do him no favour by lying. When Carol had become pregnant with Kenny, Randy's dad pointed to that as a reality of parenting, and Randy had listened attentively at the time. Now he wanted to dismiss it. He couldn't risk intensifying Kenny's hatred.


  



  Hatred. Randy couldn't believe that such a poignant word applied to his relationship with Kenny. As much as he reassured himself, he knew that Kenny's animosity was that deep. He decided it was another unanticipated reality of being a parent and one that his father hadn't prepared him for. But weren't kids supposed to love their parents as unconditionally as their parents loved them? He wondered. But then he remembered how often parents fell short in that category as well.


  



  But not Randy. He wouldn't let his love for Kenny falter one little bit, no matter how fierce his spite became. Before the situation flew out of control, he decided he would call Carol and tell her that he was ready to talk. He wouldn't show her his entire hand; that was begging for disaster. Seeing is believing, he decided, so he meant to show her what had been going on inside his grandparents' house so she would take him seriously and never accuse him of insanity.


  



  He climbed upstairs and figured he should crawl into bed and enjoy a few hours of comfortable sleep before he contacted Carol. When he reached the top step, he noticed a tiny knot in the wall. How had that appeared? He wondered. The hole was half-again the size of a quarter, so an accident while moving furniture was unlikely. He inched towards it with the caution a caveman might have taken with fire then slid his finger through it. On the other side, he felt nothing. He would have expected his finger to have been stopped by dry wall at least. Next, he ground his finger in farther to widen the hole.


  



  Randy then crouched, stared into the hole and saw darkness. The darkness is endless he thought. That was a nonsense phrase he decided, and didn't understand why he'd thought it. Maybe he really was beginning to lose it? But he wasn't crazy. He could see the hole in the wall as plain as day and surely something must exist on the other side-or within! And yet the wall's insides seemed to stretch on forever, so far as he could tell.


  



  That was how Kenny moved in and out so quickly, he decided. The hole allowed him to move as quick as a flash and disappear without a trace! Any time something traumatic happened, he could vaporize and escape into the walls and be safe. Inside those walls, time could mean nothing, and he returned from his reprieve a few years older every time.


  



  The more he reflected on it, the more rational it sounded to Randy. Now the question was how to lure him out.


  



  “Kenny!” Randy shouted at the hole. “Kenny, are you in there? If you are, I want you to come out right now, you hear me?”


  



  Nothing.


  



  Randy wanted to widen the hole enough so he could wiggle through, but he calmed himself before he acted on the urge. He didn't want to enter into something he didn't understand, much less a place he might not return from.


  



  Suddenly, he felt more helpless than he had when he hadn't known what to do to stop Kenny's aging. At least then, he could have considered it human if highly abnormal, but he could do something to stop it. Now, he knew there was nothing he could do, and it dashed his every hope. He was too scared to try anything lest it backfire the way all of his well-intentioned actions had.


  



  And how long had that damn hole been in there? He wondered. Could he have strolled past it in the last few days and simply not noticed? He refused to believe that he'd been oblivious to it for years. But maybe the hole itself meant nothing in the greater scheme of things, he decided. What lay beyond the hole was of a greater interest to him not to mention a world (for lack of a better term) that could go on forever.


  



  If that was the case, that world could have been there as long as the house had stood. And how long had that been? They'd found no official record, but Bupa had said that the house had been built around 1830. It had served as the town's general store with an apartment upstairs for the family. Had anything happened when the house was built? That was worth a search through old microfilm archives at work, he decided. Then he wondered if this otherworld had been part of the design from the ground up.


  



  Whatever it was, Randy was convinced it was as much a part of the house as the bricks and the floorboards. As was Kenny for that matter.


  



  Had Nana and Bupa ever found tiny holes around the house? He wondered. Did they know about what existed beyond the house? Older people often liked to keep those things secret, but they couldn't keep secret the fact that the house was strange. From others he'd heard the house's ghost stories-as had half the town-but he'd never seen anything there himself. Then he paused and reminded himself that that wasn't entirely true.


  



  He'd heard about what he'd experienced at a family party, which was an event that he'd never understood. At three years of age, a family friend named Denise had taken him upstairs to use the washroom. When she'd closed the door, the noises began. Denise opened the door and checked the hall, figuring Randy's mother had come upstairs to take over. What she did find was a man who'd floated down the hall and disappeared into the bedroom (coincidentally the same bedroom in which Randy now slept).


  



  Denise had been startled enough to slam the bathroom door and ask Randy if he'd seen anyone. He'd admitted that he'd seen a man in the hall, but he didn't understand why Denise had crumpled up against the wall and thrown her hand over her forehead.


  



  Years later-on her deathbed, in fact-Denise had retold the story to him. Randy traveled back in time far enough to remember the event clearly. He'd told her that he remembered having seen a man venture down the hall and enter the middle bedroom, but that he'd thought the man was just a person. Given his new information, Randy wondered where the man had come from and where he'd disappeared to.


  



  His Nana had not been completely oblivious to unusual activity in the house. She herself attested to having seen a mist travel through the dining room table. In her later years, she liked to ask what ghosts were, and particularly liked to suggest that they were lost souls. Randy had always listened to her attentively, but he no longer cared what they were. They'd taken Kenny with them and had made him live with them inside the walls.


  



  Randy huffed. He was done playing games and meant to have this problem taken care of. If Kenny got mad at him, then so be it, he decided. That was nothing more than a lesson from Fatherhood 101 as taught by his own father. Though he'd learned how much his decisions had shaped his life, he still felt helpless as Kenny was concerned. Nothing he could say or do would be sufficient in his eyes. The boy had too much power over him as did Carol and the house. Now was the time to take that power back, he decided.


  



  When he checked his watch, he saw that the time had reached 10:30, which meant he was already a half-hour late for work, and he wasn't even close to being ready to go anywhere.


  



  Shit.


  



  He decided that he would phone the library and tell them that he had a fever that had caused him to oversleep. If Diane sounded the least bit concerned, he would assure her that everything was fine. Granted, that meant that he would have to lie with Kenny technically within earshot. He would never condone lying directly and would admit that he had done something wrong if confronted about it.


  



  A final decision was on the horizon, he realized, and he meant to be the one who made it. His own decisions had landed him in this predicament and he meant to use them to climb out of it. And when he did, he would be in charge like his own dad expected him to be, just like he was in the old days.


  


  



  CHAPTER 23


  Randy crawled into bed around noon so he could close his eyes and recharge his batteries with a power nap. Sleep enveloped him almost as soon as his head hit the pillow. But by the time his eyes opened, the time was past five o'clock and he couldn't explain where the time had gone. He'd been sleep-deprived, but this was ridiculous! He pounded his fist on the mattress to vent his growing frustration. When he sat up, his head felt like it had been filled with air, and he worried that he could fall asleep yet again. Then he sucked in a deep breath and decided that there was no use in being upset over something he couldn't change.


  



  He stomped downstairs, determined to have a glass of water to wash the gunk out of his mouth, when he saw three cars pull into the driveway. That he was now blocked into the driveway was bad enough, he thought. But his heart sank when he saw his father and aunt and uncle step out of the cars and start up the back sidewalk.


  



  Shit! He thought and scrambled around the kitchen when he saw the knob to the back door turn. Like a man caught with his pants down, Randy stiffened up and scratched the back of his head. Just move on, nothing to see here, he thought, but decided that the routine would fool no one. His dad stomped through the door with Chinese food in tow and wore a broad smile. Randy relaxed, took the food from him and set it on the kitchen table.


  



  “So, how's the living arrangement working out for you son?” Dad asked.


  



  His Aunt Robin, Uncle Herb and Uncle Stan filed through the door with the remainder of dinner, and began to caterwaul before he could answer. He decided not to bother and let them take over, which he felt was the typical coarse of any family visit.


  



  “Just getting in from work?” Dad asked.


  



  “Didn't go in today,” Randy answered. “I've been under the weather the last few days and figured I should rest up and let my stomach settle.”


  



  “Well, we've got plenty of Chinese food here if you're hungry.”


  



  Randy tended to his stomach, which actually was turning now. “I don't think so, Dad.”


  



  “Come here and I'll give you some chicken balls and rice. That shouldn't be too hard on your stomach.”


  



  Randy felt an answer was unnecessary since Randy had always made his aversion to Chinese food known. That still hadn't kept Dad from forcing it on him anyway.


  



  Dad paused; he knew something was wrong as all good fathers did. Surely that was part of his Fatherhood 101 course. Still, he seemed afraid to ask.


  



  “I would have figured you guys might've called ahead if you were all going to be here, that's all.”


  



  Dad smiled, but ignored the comment. Randy had never quarrelled with his father, but he knew what his expression meant: there was no reason for them to call ahead because it was their house, they were his elders, and it didn't matter if Randy didn't like it. That part of Dad's fatherhood lessons still applied to him as an adult and a father himself no matter how passively the old man utilized it.


  



  Robin, Stan and Herb wandered around the main floor as though they had stepped into a museum for the first time while Dad ladled out the food. Randy stayed on his relatives at all times, sometimes sneaking up behind them, so he would always know what they were looking at. More than anything, he wanted to make sure they didn't venture upstairs and find the hole, or-God help him-wander into Kenny's room.


  



  Moreover, he worried that they would ruin everything. Kenny would be able to see and hear the proceedings from within the walls, and Randy knew he wouldn't appreciate the company. They had come to take things away, to sell the house, so someone else could learn the truth about the place. Kenny didn't even like having Randy there and he worried that he wouldn't appear at all tonight if he remained agitated.


  



  When the crew sat down to dinner, Dad pulled a seat out for Randy and pointed to it, but he wandered into the living room instead. No disrespect to his father, but his mind had become too consumed to eat anything. Then he sprinted upstairs and searched high and low for anything he could find to cover up the hole in the wall. Something heavy but inconspicuous, he decided. He spotted a round, wooden table leaning against the wall in the front room, so he stood behind it and rolled it down the hall. The table nearly tipped over on its side, and he managed to rescue it, but not without nearly causing himself a hernia. The hole covered, he closed the door to Kenny's room to make certain he had a few extra seconds to block anyone who tried to enter.


  



  After dinner, the family scattered about the house, checking out what trinkets and antiques they'd like to keep in their homes, and which ones to sell. Aunt Robin naturally voiced her desire to keep the music box and Randy knew that the others would let that happen over their dead bodies. Stan and Herb both rolled their eyes. Dad, ever the peacemaker, reminded her that they would have it appraised first and come to a resolution later.


  



  Uncle Herb would surely be interested in the abundance of tools downstairs. Bupa had owned a power saw that could slice a person in half-or so he'd said. Dad himself would have liked to have bought the house if not for the endless amount of work and aggravation that came with it. He'd told Randy's mom that he'd spent every weekend working at that house for years and it was time to let the place go.


  



  When he saw Robin climb upstairs, he sprinted after her. She looked to be alarmed at first-something Randy took a moment to clue into-before she relaxed.


  



  “So, how's this old place treating you?” she asked.


  



  “It's okay, can't complain. It's a place to eat and sleep for now.”


  



  Certainly, she was eager to bring up the problems between he and Carol, and his muscles tensed, but Robin surprised him. She simply fixed her hair in the bathroom mirror and didn't say a word about it.


  



  “This place is going to need a lot of work before we can sell it,” she said.


  



  Randy noticed that she'd veered off onto her own topic faster than usual and now he almost wished that she would ask him about his and Carol's turmoil.


  



  She headed for Kenny's bedroom, but he jumped in front of it before she could enter. Surely, that looked as natural as his pose when Dad had walked through the door, he supposed.


  



  “And all this stuff.” She pointed at the round table. “What are we going to do with it?”


  



  “I dunno.” Randy felt winded and light-headed. “I think it's a shame to let this old place go when we could keep it in the family, you know?”


  



  She took Randy's arm. “Ohhh, I know it's hard, but every family has to go through it sooner or later. Just think, we're going to have to go through this place room by room, clear everything out and clean it from head to toe. Can you imagine? Some of the stuff in that attic's probably been up there since the 1800s!”


  



  Randy's stomach sank at the idea of them rooting through the house inch by inch. That meant that they would find Kenny's room instead of Nana's room (and tear it down anyway) and they would find the hole too.


  



  When she retreated downstairs, and the relatives eventually cleared out, Randy nearly collapsed, as the nervous tension had sucked up all of his energy. Dad didn't say anything about his behaviour, but he supposed he would hear about it soon enough. Randy wanted to relax, but he couldn't because he knew that they would return sooner than later.


  



  Finally, he collapsed onto the couch and closed his eyes. As much as he wanted to catch his second wind, he refused to let himself fall asleep. Though he'd been stressed enough for one night, he knew he could contact Carol and pray that she was in a good (and forgiving) mood.


  



  So he fished his Blackberry out of his pocket, switched it on and paused. Once he worked up the nerve, he dialed home and listened in agony while the phone rang.


  



  “Hello?”


  



  “Hello. Carol. Please don't hang up. Listen we need to talk.”


  



  First, she paused, and Randy heard her heavy breathing over the line. “Yeah, I guess we do. Now do you want to explain why you blew up on me like that the other night?


  



  “I was wrong, Carol. Everything I did happened because I was totally wrong and acting stupidly. There, that's what you want to hear, right?”


  



  “It's not what I want to hear, Randy, it's what I need to hear. I have to know you're serious.”


  



  “Fine, I know. And you're right. The last few days have given me plenty of time to think, and I know I can't ever make anything right without you. So, I'm going to leave it up to you. I want us to be together again if you'll have me. Whatever you want, I'll do it.”


  



  “I want us to get together and just talk. No obligations, no commitments, just the two of us speaking to each other like rational human beings.”


  



  “I couldn't agree more,” Randy said. “But maybe we can do it someplace neutral?”


  



  “What place did you have in mind?”


  



  “Why not get together at that little place on Jarvis street? You know, just nice and casual?”


  



  “As much as I hate the idea of people being able to overhear our dirty laundry, you're right. Let's do it.”


  



  “So, what do you say? Tomorrow night at eight?


  



  “Sounds good.”


  



  “I miss you.”


  



  Then there was a break in the line. Finally, Carol said, “Miss you too. Bye.”


  



  “Bye.”


  



  When he'd said, I miss you, what he'd really meant to say was I love you, but he couldn't bring himself to say that. Not yet anyway. They both knew that strong feelings for one another went without saying. And if he'd said it, he would have offered her an advantage that he still didn't want her to have.


  



  And what was with her hesitation? He wondered. The other night, she had been desperate for him to come home ready to plead for her man to return. Now she sounded like she could take him or leave him. If she was doing that to gain an edge, he would let her have it, because he had grown tired of thinking in those terms.


  



  But Kenny must have overheard the conversation and that's what mattered most to him. No longer could the boy rightly say that he didn't care about Carol and hadn't made enough effort to reconcile, because he had heard it with his own ears. Kenny still might try to kick up a fuss for not having solved their problems with the snap of his fingers. But Randy decided that he wouldn't accept any further guff from him because he was the boy's father and he must learn to respect his position if nothing else.


  



  When he met Carol, he decided he would need to let her take charge. He'd struggled to maintain the power he'd gained by leaving her, but he realized it had taken him nowhere. He was glad for the neutral site as well, because he couldn't fathom the idea of seeing his house, with Carol in it, and realizing that he might not live there anymore. The idea made him feel ready to split in two.


  



  He would do all of this because he loved her and it was his chance to bring his family back together. They could be as one. No matter the cost, he would do nothing to foil this opportunity.


  



  He checked his watch-only a few hours to go-and he readied himself to meet Kenny again. And when he did, he would put his foot down. He was the boy's father and deserved respect no matter what. But most of all, he would do his damnedest to stop the boy from escaping again. Living inside those walls would be as unhealthy for him as his binge eating. If he could keep him from returning to the walls, he could prove to him that his life would turn around. Nothing would stop him from doing these things, he decided, and he would do them out of love.


  


  



  CHAPTER 24


  Through it all, we always agreed on one thing: any marriage is worth saving. Yes, there are those that are beyond any possible resuscitation, but one should never be discarded before doing the work. But we didn't reach that conclusion right away. Hell, we didn't even realize we had a legitimate problem yet, but it had been brewing for a while. We later agreed on that too.


  



  Ever the romantic, Randy sprung a getaway weekend on me at the last minute. He'd said that his grandfather used to surprise his grandmother with vacations, but more because she would have worried herself sick if he hadn't. Though I was glad to go somewhere, I quickly understood why that poor woman hated those surprises.


  



  We spent a three-day weekend in Cape Cod to try and forget our problems. During the drive, we manufactured as much conversation as we could. Usually the topic turned to our jobs, which we were also supposed to be leaving behind for a few days. Now and then, I needed to use a rest stop, which I figured should be no hassle given that they appear every twenty miles or so along the New York State Thruway and the Mass Pike. Randy scratched his nose and appeared to shake his head, but I couldn't tell for sure. In any event, he'd said nothing. Eventually he pointed our that we could have made it to the Cape faster if we didn't need to check in at every rest stop. I told him that speed wasn't the point, and that we should take advantage of our time together.


  



  Randy patted my lap, said, “You're right, honey, sorry,” and returned his eyes to the road. Including our stops, we made the trip in seven hours. Randy had researched this charming old bed and breakfast on the waterfront, which we checked into by two in the afternoon. That left us enough time to unpack and freshen up.


  



  We overslept the first morning, but we still managed to grab our complimentary breakfast in time. Later, we cruised the antique shops but didn't buy anything. We were happy to swing a trip with our budget the way it was.


  



  Hand-in-hand walks along the beach were my favorite moments of the trip. I loved watching the seagulls fly, particularly at sunset. We stopped the odd time to skip stones into the water, but I needed to grab Randy's attention every time we stopped. To say that his mind was consumed would be an understatement! But I decided not to waste any more time trying to analyze him. That simply wasn't worth the energy. I had no desire to be negative either. We both had knots in our ropes before driving out there, and the change of scenery seemed to untie them for us.


  



  When we returned home, I thought our efforts were all for naught, because the fighting and bitterness resumed. That told me that we could take all the vacations we wanted, but all our problems would be waiting for us when we returned. Anxiety set in hard and heavy because I thought we'd run dry of options. After a few days passed, I brought up the possibility of seeing a marriage counsellor. Randy was uncomfortable with the idea, and so was I at first. I used to think that marriage counsellors were for people who fooled around or couples that were never meant to be. Then I realized that they are very much for couples who need a hand to make it over the hump and have the happiest marriage possible.


  



  Before long, I convinced Randy to give it a try. We had two sessions with a counsellor named Doctor Debra, who seemed to be very open, and made me feel like no topic was taboo. She told us that to understand our situation, she needed to know everything, and that no detail should seem minute. First, I explained my side of things, starting from the beginning, and covering the aftermath of Kenny's death. I told her, “Deep down, I want the same things as Randy does, but the situation is too complicated to say we're going to do it on our terms. We have to consider the person we're bringing into the world.


  



  “Maybe the day will come that we can have children again, but until then I can't feel like I'm being held hostage in the bedroom.”


  



  The comment elicited an ugly glare from Randy.


  



  “You know exactly what I'm talking about, Randy.”


  



  Doctor Debra had allowed me so much time to vent my own feelings that I figured it would only be fair to let Randy express his, sans interruption.


  



  Randy said, “We were great parents, the two of us. I mean, there's a learning curve and people learn from their mistakes, but together I felt like there was nothing we couldn't do. Our family unit . . . We only had six months of being one, but in that time, I thought we had something more special than most. When Kenny died, I didn't want to feel like that had to be the end. There's always hope, right? We can have a second chance and it'll be brilliant.


  



  “I just wish Carol could understand it that way, but she doesn't and for the life of me I don't understand why she's being so stubborn. I know so many couples who want children so badly and can't. Doesn't that sound awful?”


  



  Upon my next turn to speak, I noted that our physical ability to have children was irrelevant because a couple needed to have kids for the right reasons, and that I will gladly have another child if I happen to become pregnant. Randy said that I didn't need to take such extraordinary measures to make sure it didn't happen. Then I told him that he didn't need to take such extraordinary measures to make sure it did happen.


  



  We attended another session two weeks later in which our hearts were laid completely bare. In that session, I explained in explicit detail the problems that we were facing in the bedroom. Randy appeared to be trying not to cross his arms or shake his head as I spoke. I wanted to believe that he was still the paragon of maturity that he once was, and fortunately, he behaved. That Doctor Debra didn't look completely appalled was a pleasant surprise. I wanted to believe that the situation wasn't too strange and that we weren't that far gone.


  



  At the session's end, Dr. Debra rendered her first professional opinion on our situation. She said that Randy's vehement desire to be a father was admirable and that more people should have such a passion for parenting. However, she stressed that no spouse in any partnership should have to feel forced into any sexual situations. And, even if the partner consents to sex, it should always be on their terms. That meant that we should always use birth control and condoms if that's what I want.


  



  Randy nodded through her entire speech and neither agreed nor disagreed. I don't want to be presumptuous and say that he was thinking otherwise. I believe that he wanted to make a serious effort at patching up our problems.


  



  What mattered most to me was that neither of us was all right or all wrong. We both had reasons to be dissatisfied with one another and we both had areas that we needed to work on. We hadn't patched everything up yet, but at the very least we had a launching pad from which to start.


  



  If only Randy hadn't taken it so negatively. He seemed to believe that Doctor Debra had said that he was all wrong and that I was one hundred percent right. At least that was the first thing Randy said on the drive home. There had been days when he would at least glance at me while he was speaking, but he kept his eyes focused entirely on the road that time. If I'd been interested in an argument, I would have asked him what counselling session he'd been present for. But I didn't want a heated debate so I let it go.


  



  A few days later, Doctor Debra's secretary called to book a follow up appointment, but I didn't know about it for another week because Randy didn't bother to tell me. Let me rephrase that: Randy kept the information from me so we wouldn't have to make another appointment, or have to listen to any opinion that conflicted with his own.


  



  And it turned out to be a fairly slick move. I only found out about it because the secretary called a final time to ask if we would be returning. When confronted about it, Randy said, “What the hell does it matter? The woman's a quack!”


  



  “She's a competent professional,” I said, “and I think she's been totally fair and unbiased about our relationship. You won't get that from a quack.”


  



  Randy added ground beef to a pot full of spaghetti sauce and stirred. “I just don't see how one woman's going to iron out all our problems. Besides, what good is it without a second opinion? Seems like a waste of time and money.”


  



  “My benefits at work are paying for the whole thing and you know it.”


  



  “Fine, then it's still a waste of time and energy. I mean, we don't need a stranger to tell us that we've got conflicting viewpoints and need to respect each other's space.”


  



  “But she can tell us how to do that and guide us through a difficult time.”


  



  Randy exhaled through his nose as if to place a period at the end of the conversation. I supposed I'd had as much of a go nowhere discussion as I'd wanted anyway.


  



  I'd heard of marriages that had broken up over problems like ours, but usually it had been the woman leaving a man who was adamant about not having children. That and they hadn't sorted those issues out before they'd tied the knot and paid for it later.


  



  I didn't want such a miserable fate for Randy and I, not that I'd looked that far ahead to find doom and gloom, but I knew that if it'd happened to others, it could happen to us. And I didn't want to ruin something that had otherwise been so wonderful.


  



  Randy spooned two bowls of spaghetti, covered them with sauce, and placed them on the kitchen counter. For good measure, he popped the cork on a brand new bottle of red wine.


  



  “The way I see it,” he said, “is that there isn't any problem we can't tackle on our own. You don't want to have a baby right now, then that's fine.”


  



  “Right,” I said.”


  



  “Just promise me you won't go and have an abortion if you do get pregnant.”


  



  That comment should have been every bit as insulting as it sounded, but I didn't take it that way because I know that Randy knows me too well to think I'd ever do that. However, it did sour what seemed to me like progress. Any true success needed to happen through baby steps, I figured, and I thought that we'd started them. He wouldn't force me to commit to planning for a baby, but that meant he could continue to make love to me with condoms and hope I'd forgotten to take my pill (I was fairly certain he was oblivious to my taking them). Now that the Doctor Debra was out of the picture, he couldn't be pushed into using rubbers either.


  



  When our bowls were reduced to spaghetti sauce residue and forgotten noodles, I noticed the strangest calm between us. I wasn't angry and Randy didn't seem particularly perturbed (or anxious) either. I wondered if maybe he was right, that counselling wasn't necessary, and that we could work our problems out on our own. Time heals all wounds, or so they say. Later, Randy kicked his feet up in the recliner to watch his collection of Cheers episodes, and I caught up on my sewing on the couch. Not a word was spoken about the problems that ailed us and, for a few precious hours, they failed to exist.


  



  As far as I was concerned, that was the way life should be. Peaceful, unbroken bliss between a husband and wife was godly and I believed that we could return to the partnership that we'd once had. But anything that seemed too good to be true probably is. I should have heeded that advice, because that peaceful night in the living room was the calm before the storm.


  


  



  CHAPTER 25


  For the first few days, everything was peaceful. We made conversation without needing to make an equal measure of effort and each exchange was free of sneers or a single feeling of contempt. I didn`t want to dump the idea of seeing Doctor Debra again, but we'd agreed that there would be no commitments or obligations when we'd entered into it. He'd given it a try like he'd promised and that was really all I could ask for.


  



  On a Monday night, we'd eaten meat loaf and I'd done my routine housework. After, I sat on the couch with my sewing and Randy sat in the recliner with the television tuned in to WWE Raw (wrestling was a childhood obsession I couldn't break him of), and everything felt charming. I'd expected him to doze off, in which case I could either change the channel or switch the television off altogether.


  



  But he didn't. His eyes had closed half way, but he eventually climbed out of the recliner and zigzagged around the chair and the coffee table to drop his fanny next to mine on the couch. He took the sewing from my hands, set it down beside me, and grinned. Then he threw his arms around me, kissed me on the check, and ran his fingers up and down my arms. His cue was unmistakable.


  



  “What do you say?” He asked. “You up to it?”


  



  I nodded. “Sure. Just let me get ready.”


  



  He smiled, nodded, and led the way. This time, he seemed to be so mild-mannered about it that I probably could have told him that I was too tired and he wouldn't have kicked up a fuss. But I didn't. By that point, I had regained much of the sexual appetite I'd lost, and I was looking forward to the intimacy. I gave him my hand, but he scooped me up in his arms, carried me to our bedroom, and rested me on the bed.


  



  The lights turned off, he switched on the lamp by the nightstand and pulled his shirt off over his head. When he unstrapped his belt and unbuttoned his pants, I rolled off the bed and reminded him that I needed to freshen up, and he seemed not to have lost an ounce of patience with me. I slipped into the bathroom, ran the taps and opened the cupboard beneath the sink.


  



  I moved the bottles of Pledge, Febreeze and Murphy's Oil Soap as carefully as chess pieces so I could see the birth control pills I've lodged in a crack in the back of the cupboard. First, I blamed the darkness that shadowed the back of the cupboard, and figured that I simply couldn't see them, so I shifted back to let some light seep in. Finally, I saw the back of the cupboard. A giant void filled the spot where my pills once hid.


  



  My chest felt hot and tingly and I swore I'd never begun to sweat as rapidly as I had at that moment. I pictured Randy in the next room, stripping down to nothing, wondering what the hell was taking me so long. I wanted to cook up a believable excuse and I knew I couldn't just say I had a headache or an upset stomach. I longed for anything that would relieve me of this.


  



  But why the hell should I have cared? I wonder even to this day. Those pills didn't just grow legs and trot out of the bathroom on their own. Randy had taken them (and probably disposed of them). And if he had, that meant that he had to have been snooping around for them. Chances were mighty slim that he stumbled upon them by accident.


  



  The ordeal reminded me vividly of being a teenager living in my parents' house. I had no birth control pills in those days, or anything else worth finding, but I knew they had both inspected my room thoroughly. What else were they looking for? The usual stuff I supposed, drugs, tobacco and booze included. I only knew that they'd been searching through my room when I saw that some of my magazines and books hadn't been returned to their proper position.


  



  I hated my parents' constant suspicion and despised the same behavior from my husband even more. As an adult, I should be able to leave those things behind, and not be forced to relive the inspections of my youth. But, like my parents, Randy would not own up to having invaded my privacy.


  



  I wish I could have been strong enough to tell Randy no, right then and there, but when I opened the bathroom door, I felt like I was being marched to an execution site. In the bedroom, Randy laid naked on the bed, wielding a full erection as I'd come to expect. The mere sight of him reminded me of how brutally he'd disrespected me and it made my stomach turn. Any desire to make love dissipated.


  



  Randy patted the vacant spot beside him on the mattress, which I found unflattering given that it looked like the way someone would invite a dog to hop up on the couch with them. I stomped over to the bed and laid down right next to him, but I remained fully clothed and made no move towards him. Fuck him, I thought. If he wanted to make love, he can undress me his damn self. And if that didn't work, he had a perfectly capable right hand.


  



  As if I'd directly communicated that idea, Randy unbuttoned my shirt, but boy did I make him work to remove it. The same drill went for the bra; he looked like a fisherman unable to control his line when he unhooked it. He cupped my bare breasts and then planted a trail of kisses down my stomach until he hit my belt buckle. Then he pulled my pants down but I made sure to make him bear all my weight. I wanted to make him feel like he was undressing a corpse.


  



  But Randy had become a pro by this point. I think he knew that I was putting up significant resistance, but he wouldn't allow me to see his frustration. Call it one of the major rules of owning your spouse.


  



  After he'd slid my panties down, he began performing cunnilingus, which I will admit did provide me with a great deal of pleasure, no matter how hard I tried not to show it. Normally, I combed my fingers through his blonde hair and sucked all the pleasure into my chest when he did that. But I needed a diversion, so he could never witness what power he held over me. I closed my eyes and dreamt of the worst things. A bed of nails or a walk over hot coals sounded sufficiently awful. Anything to keep myself from enjoying it!


  



  When his tongue stopped flicking, I felt relieved. He then spread my legs and readied himself to burrow inside of me. I reached far enough for the nightstand to open the drawer, but my muscles burned from the stretch. I patted around a few time, and lunged far enough to grab some stray condoms, but Randy grabbed my wrist and I dropped them.


  



  “We don't need any of those,” he said. “We can do this nice and naturally.”


  



  “But I really think we should-”


  



  Randy pressed his index finger over his lips to shush me.


  



  Then he slid into me, inch by slow inch, and soon the headboard smacked the wall and the mattress springs creaked. Before long, he ran short of breath, pounded harder and faster, his face contorted, and I did everything I could to shove him off me.


  



  When the muscles in his upper body strained and bulged, I knew that I could never wiggle free, so I freed my right hand, and use what power I had to slug him in the face. The first one landed on his chin and barely fazed him, so I delivered three more punches until he dismounted me and staggered into the corner to nurse his jaw.


  



  I had run out of breath and was unsure if I had the energy to finish what I'd started. So I summoned all of my energy to stand up, stare deep into his eyes, and dare him to try and do that again.


  



  “What the fuck do you think you're doing?” he huffed. His dick was already wilting.


  



  “I'm not doing to do this your way, you understand me? And you're never going to take advantage of me again!”


  



  “Everything was nice and happy until you had to get violent . . . .”


  



  “No, everything was nice and happy until you had to steal my birth control pills. Did you really have to snoop around on me?”


  



  “Carol, honey, you don't understand.”


  



  “Oh, I think I do,” I said. “And I don't need to worry about birth control pills anymore because that's the last time I let you anywhere near me.”


  



  And at that, Randy gathered up his clothes and stormed out of the room, stark naked. He only returned to pack up some smaller items like toothpaste, razors, shaving cream, and deodorant and stuffed them into a duffel bag. He almost packed too fast to tell me that he was leaving. But did he really have a place to go? I doubted it, and figured he would return to me after a week of staying at the Motel 6.


  



  And maybe those thoughts crossed his mind too, but it didn't stop him from storming out the door and peeling out of our driveway. As it turns out, he moved into his grandparents' house by the next morning. So, like a cat, he'd managed to land on his feet, but I wondered how long that arrangement would last. Given the end result, I would have preferred that he have stayed at the Motel 6 since we would technically both be paying for it anyway.


  



  I don't know what that week apart was like for Randy, but it quickly became excruciating for me. Though we'd only been married a few years, I'd grown so used to waking up next to Randy that the void he'd left on his side of the bed seemed gargantuan. I only stayed pissed at him for a day or so and the emptiness didn't take long to set in.


  



  And then there was the silence! I remembered how poignant the house's silence had been after Kenny died, and how much it intensified the pain that Randy and I were suffering. That silence returned with a vengeance. At the breakfast table, I needed to switch the radio on because I wasn't used to eating alone. Our morning conversations prefaced our day and I felt like I couldn't function without it. The same went for dinner, like an epilogue. At night, I switched the television on so I wouldn't feel alone, but the perpetual silence I experienced when I turned it off depressed me enough that I broke down in tears.


  



  By slugging Randy in the face, I'd successfully regained the power I'd lost (for the time being, anyway), but that had come at a price. Randy's Dad had been very sweet and non-judgmental when I phoned. I could hear the tender, understanding tone in his voice as he recited the number at Randy's grandparents' house to me. I phoned the house, and gave Randy the chance to come home and make peace with me, but he chose to hang up on me and ignore my calls after. We each must make our own decisions and I can't be responsible for his.


  



  Was it worth it? We're all forced to make decisions in life, for better or worse. And when we make them, we must live with them. If I'm forced to weigh the pros and cons, I would say there were easily more cons than pros, because I can't mend the heartbreak after what happened to Randy. But your independence, self-respect and personal strength is something you simply can't put a price tag on.


  



  Not that I'm cold-hearted or anything, but that one aspect was missing from my life. I suppose that, in spite of the pros and cons, we must live with the aftermath of our decisions. I didn't desire what wound up happening to Randy. I wanted to be with him, and for everything to return to the way it used to be. Most of all, I still want answers. Who wouldn't? If Randy's fate had to be so bizarre, I would at least like to know the complete truth.


  


  



  CHAPTER 26


  Randy gazed into the mirror: his eyes were bloodshot, but he was unsure as to why. Stress, he supposed, could have contributed to it, or maybe his lack of sleep had caught up with him. He hadn't bothered to shave in a few days and the short crop of beard growth had begun to fill in. Time to take care of that. He wanted to look-and smell-perfect for his coffee date with Carol tonight.


  



  Had he just called it a date? With his own wife? In a way, he supposed that it was. He reflected on their history and remembered how Carol had been the one to do the chasing and that he'd never needed to invest the effort that so many must do on a first date. That, and he'd been spared the nervous tension and anxiety that rack so many on first dates.


  



  So he grabbed a razor and a can of Gillette shaving cream, sprayed some foam into the palm of his hand, and spread it across his face. He ran the Bic razor under hot water and started shaving above his upper lip. At first the bristles were thick, and he felt like the razor was yanking them from the sockets, but soon they shaved off clean.


  



  And what to do about his eyes? He supposed there was little he could do except to pray that she didn't notice. Maybe her eyes would be as bloodshot as his, and they would truly meet as equals.


  



  Once he was finished, he stripped down, stepped into the shower, and drifted off while the hot water sprayed his front, his back. The muscles that had screamed out to him after having fallen asleep in the most awkward places, finally relaxed. He was grateful to no longer feel like he was one hundred years old. As he rubbed soap over his chest, trunk and upper thighs, he wished he'd never need to step out.


  



  Finally, he decided he should get moving, so he twisted the taps off, stepped out of the tub, and toweled off. He'd done some laundry since he'd come to live in the house, so he wasn't short of clean clothes, but he hadn't taken his best clothes with him when he'd left either. That and he didn't dare stop by the house to pick some up either.


  



  As for what to wear, he stuck to a golf shirt with a white t-shirt underneath, and a pair of khaki pants. If he wore anything too nice, he worried that he would look desperate. And Carol would no doubt smell that desperation like blood in the water. Besides, he returned to the idea that they could re-start their lives as equals, which meant that he needn't try and one-up her.


  



  And this truly would be a new beginning, he thought, as he fixed his hair with his fingers and a few wads of hair wax. The history that they shared meant a lot to Randy, but he understood how flawed it had become, and that it would be in their best interests to tear it down. Their relationship could be shiny and new, and he thought it would be a perfect way to forget about all the shit that they'd been through. A clean slate seemed like the only way.


  



  Finally, he slapped on a dab of cologne, slipped on his shoes and headed to the door. A knot tightened in his stomach as he strolled to the car and grew tighter when he pulled the door handle and hopped in. His fingers trembled when he touched the keys to the ignition. Now this was precisely like a first date, he decided.


  



  He kept the car facing out in the additional portion of the long driveway, otherwise pulling out would be nearly impossible. As he pulled out onto the Niagara Boulevard, he switched on the air conditioning, which helped to relieve his stress as he headed downtown.


  



  By 7:30, most of the traffic had filtered out of Jarvis street, and he found a parking space right in front of the shop. He kept a Kurt Vonnegut novel tucked under his arm as he strolled inside and paused at the door. With any luck, Carol would be inside waiting for him, but the shop only boasted a few older couples chatting, and a few university-aged kids typing away at laptops.


  



  So much for re-starting perfectly, he thought, but he told himself not to be negative so soon. That kind of paranoia could ruin everything before it even began. She had never been as timely-or an early bird-as he was in the first place. She was probably enjoying a leisurely supper at home, the same kind he'd enjoyed with her up until a week ago. Again, he told himself to let it go.


  



  At the counter, the two-person line seemed to take forever to clear, and Randy stuffed his hands in his pockets to quell his growing frustration. But he wasn't mad at the girl behind the counter: he decided that his tension was getting the best of him. He ordered a hot chocolate with whipped cream on top and sat at the table near the wall. Sitting there made him feel like he'd stood out like a sore thumb, which in turn would also made him look like some sort of pathetic loner. But then, if he sat in the booths by the windows, he would feel like he was having his conversation with Carol inside of a fishbowl.


  



  He sipped his hot chocolate, and opened his book, but he found the task of concentrating on the words and lines to be impossible. Normally, he could have soaked himself into a book, and Carol would have arrived and he wouldn't have even known it, but he'd lost all of his ability to concentrate. He tried to relieve his anxiety by taking several deep, slow breaths, but the tension refused to fade.


  



  When he checked his watch, he sat that hands had reached to exactly 8:00. Then he glanced over his shoulder to see if Carol was coming, and hoped people didn't think he was staring at them. Each time someone passed, he thought it would be her-and jumped-only to be disappointed.


  



  Next, his watch read 8:15 and then 8:30. Certainly there must be some logical explanation for this, he told himself. Her car could have broken down over the short drive to the coffee shop. An emergency could have come up. Having forgotten about their date still seemed like a long shot, but was possible. But she couldn't be simply blowing him off, not after she had sought out reconciliation with him first, he figured. Not unless she'd lost her nerve.


  



  Sitting all by himself, he'd never felt so self conscious nor so alone in the world. This was something he had created himself, he decided, but he wouldn't give in entirely. He was there and he was willing to work thing out, which must be worth something. Why was she jerking his chain like this?


  



  Instead of sitting around and looking stupid, he fished his Blackberry from his pocket and dialled home. First, he felt tentative in dialing the number, but he finally worked up the nerve to hit send. The sound of the phone ringing grinded him like a rusty razor. Pick up dammit! He thought. Finally, their voicemail picked up but he didn't have the nerve to leave a message.


  



  Then he switched the phone off and tucked it back into his pocket. He checked his watch again and saw that it was nearing 9:00. He covered his face with his hands and didn't give a damn what anyone thought of him. What have I done to deserve this? He wondered.


  



  He decided that this must have been the way Carol had felt on the night he'd walked out on her, as she must have sat and wondered if her husband would ever come back. Then there was the rotten feeling that must have followed her throughout the days he'd been away from her and most certainly on the night he'd hung up on her.


  



  When he felt a hand tap him on the shoulder, he removed his hands and glanced up. One of the counter girls stood above him, smiling.


  



  “We're getting ready to close,” she said.


  



  “Oh? I'm sorry, I must have completely lost track of time.”


  



  And he had lost track of time. How long had he sat in that shop with his hands over his face? He wondered. At the very least, it kept the time from dragging on, but it did end in an inevitable and unpleasant conclusion.


  



  “We're not trying to rush you out the door or anything.”


  



  “No worries, I'll just head on my way,” Randy said.


  



  He checked the dregs of hot chocolate mixed with a swirl of melted whipped cream in the center, raised the cup to his lips, and then decided against it. On the way out, he chucked the cup in the garbage, which struck the rim and nearly popped out. He dashed forward to grab it, and dunked it into the bin. That would have been just his luck on a day that couldn't get any shittier, he decided.


  



  He waited outside the shop until the girl locked the front door, turned the 'CLOSED' sign, and shut out the lights, given the remote chance that Carol might show. Then he realized he was fooling himself and that he shouldn't cause himself any more pain.


  



  On the short drive home, he felt a lump grow in his throat until it seemed to have consumed his entire esophagus. Don't do it, he thought. Don't freakin' cry. He knew that was the one way of admitting to both defeat and abject failure, but he also knew he could not control his emotions once they'd begun to flow freely.


  



  When he arrived home, he threw his car keys down on the kitchen table, dragged a chair out, and resumed the coffee shop position. Let the time fly. That would take him nowhere fast, he decided, but a person sometimes needed to take a breather like that before they hopped back into the game. And, by the looks of things, he would need a prolonged reprieve.


  



  Once more, he fished his Blackberry from his pocket, fumbled over the numbers as he phoned home, and received no answer. The voice mail picked up-she hadn't changed it from the outgoing message with both of their voices-and this time he was determined to leave a message. The message wouldn't be angry per se, but would be peppered enough to make sure she understood that he'd shown up for their date on time, and waited several hours for her. A return call with an explanation would be up to her.


  



  “Hi Carol, it's Randy.” He knew his heavy breathing over the line would be apparent, but he did so to keep from using an angry tone. “I just wanted to catch up with you about our coffee date. I showed up, I waited for you, and I just wanted to see what's up. Maybe we can reschedule. Bye.”


  



  When he hung up, he decided to forget about it. How exactly he would erase it from his mind-and his heart-sounded easier said than done. He didn't want to believe that this was the end, but after his own wife had stood him up, what was left for him to think? If Carol really had pulled the plug with him, he would be in serious trouble with Kenny.


  



  But that couldn't be right, he decided, or fair. Kenny must have overheard him leaving the message and he wanted the kid to know how much effort he'd invested into trying to bring his mother back to him. He'd endured heartbreak and humiliation-whether or not those around him had known it-just to try and reconcile with Carol enough to facilitate a meeting between him and his mother.


  



  Kenny could kick up all the fuss he wanted; Randy decided that he didn't care anymore. He wanted to be the boy's father, not his slave. And, while he was putting his foot down, he would teach Kenny a lesson about how to be understanding about human failure. He would explain to him that sometimes people had to make promises that they couldn't keep. And, when they did, decent people always forgave. He would explain that if he'd done that with Carol, this mess wouldn't have even started. Kenny should learn more from his father's mistakes than his triumphs, he decided.


  



  But if the last few days had taught him anything, it was that Kenny didn't have to understand anything. That or he could simply refuse to be forgiving.


  


  



  CHAPTER 27


  Randy left his Blackberry on in case Carol tried to reach him, but he figured that if she hadn't done so yet, he shouldn't hold his breath. With all the surprises he'd encountered in the last week, Carol's snub had surprised him the most. She wasn't supposed to have blown him off, and he wasn't supposed to do it to her; they were supposed to smooth everything over so they could move on with their lives.


  



  Only then did he realize that he wouldn't have a happily ever after ending. He thought that he'd learned that when Kenny died, but it only became completely apparent after his rebirth and rapid maturity in the walls. Kenny's blasé and eventually angry attitude towards him should have been an indication of worse to come, he supposed. And how he realized how irreparable his family was not that Carol had essentially pulled the plug on him.


  



  When he considered it, he realized how few consequences he'd ever faced. Whenever anything had gone wrong, he'd always had the chance to redo it, to make it right, and that threats (particularly from his parents) had always been empty. He realized that he'd expected the same to happen now only he had run dry of opportunities.


  



  When he climbed upstairs, he wanted to head straight for his bedroom, so he could crawl under the covers, bury his head under the pillow, and sleep away his sadness. But he paused when he saw light shining from Kenny's room and heard a buzz of music travel into the hall. He had all but forgotten about the boy until then. Part of him didn't want to bother because he knew that he could do nothing right for the boy and that anything he said or did would only raise his ire.


  



  But he loved the boy too much to give up on him. For him, one point had remained constant: he would fight to his death to help his son through any trial he was facing. If that meant absorbing further abuse then so be it.


  



  So he approached the door, sucked in a deep breath, and pressed it open. Inside, he found no one. The room had undergone yet another makeover, but Kenny was nowhere to be seen. Randy supposed he'd entered the room at the wrong time, or that Kenny had deliberately eluded him once more. If the latter was true, he didn't care for the mind games, but he reminded himself that Kenny held the upper hand in their relationship.


  



  A sweet scent like incense wafted through the room, while a ceiling fan sliced the air. The walls had been painted dark red with white and blue streaks of pain splashed across it. A stereo sat in the corner, playing a Hedley CD. When Randy stared down at his feet, he saw that he was standing on a hardwood floor and preferred no carpet at all over the ass-ugly green carpet Kenny had had when he was twelve-or a few days ago in Randy's time. However, a white rug sat in the middle of the floor and Randy approved of his taste.


  



  Kenny owned a beautiful brown, wooden desk with a DELL laptop on the surface. The desk itself blocked the closet where he used to hide his junk food. When he noticed a stack of paper beside the computer, he thumbed through it and found that Kenny had been writing a novel. He wouldn't have time to sit down and learn what the novel was about, but he was breath-taken with pride to find that his son wasn't afraid to be creative. It instilled in him a hope that perhaps Kenny had regained some of the self-confidence that his schoolyard bullies had obliterated.


  



  The urge to skim through Kenny's desk drawers was too powerful to resist, and he now realized why parents were always so unabashed about doing it. Still, he felt some pangs of guilt because he knew a boy's privacy was sacred and that he'd hated when his parents had done it. But the urge consumed him. So he glanced over his shoulder to make sure Kenny wasn't approaching, and opened the top drawer.


  



  Inside, he found a pack of cigarettes. Du Maurier. With them, he found several Bic lighters. He picked up the package, opened it, and found white cylinders with brown filters inside. His heart sank at the sight. Hadn't he had the smoking conversation with him? (And if he hadn't, he certainly wouldn't know!). He wanted to believe that Kenny would be too smart to pick up such a habit, particularly with modern understanding of tobacco use, not to mention the constant public campaigns against it. Besides, smoking accompanied by his weight problems was certainly a recipe for disaster, and Randy felt a renewed concern for Kenny's health.


  



  Beneath the cigarettes, he found a stack of skin magazines, which he didn't want to lose sleep over given that he'd owned his share of dirty magazines when he was young. His father had found them underneath his dresser-one one of their treasure hunts that Randy had hated-but he hadn't given him the third degree over it. Having explained that young men are often curious, he simply called it a rite of passage.


  



  But when he looked closer at the stack, and sorted through them, he realized that the magazines were different from the ones he'd snuck home. These were Playgirl and All Boy magazines. One cover boasted an issue full of campus hunks and the other claimed to be a double issue of twinks. As if further convincing were necessary, he flipped one open and saw various pictures of young, trim men sporting impressive erections. At first, Randy thought that the magazines were only to satisfy a youthful curiosity, but the more he rooted through them, the more he realized that Kenny owned no other kind of skin magazine.


  



  What would make Kenny want to do something like this? He wondered. And why? Whatever the reason, Randy knew that he could not deny the fact of the matter. He wondered if Kenny had been open about it, or if he was learning about this for the first time. And if he'd known, how had he reacted?


  



  Randy instantly felt ashamed because he realized that his opinion of Kenny had changed in a split second. Not that his feelings for the boy that slipped into the doldrums, but he knew that he now regarded him differently than he had, even during the angriest and worst of times.


  



  And why? He would never have predicted that he would feel this way, but he couldn't deny that it was true. He'd never felt any animosity towards gay people before. In fact, he'd vehemently supported gay marriage when it had passed in Canada, not to mention gay adoption rights. He'd always joined gay rights groups on Facebook, but he understood that this situation was different. He knew that he couldn't handle it because it was his own son.


  



  Just then, he heard footsteps behind him, but he didn't have enough time to stuff the magazines back in the drawer and slide it shut. His heart sank again. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw Kenny storm into the room, and his shoulders drooped.


  



  “Holy shit, Dad, how many times do I have to tell you I don't like you snooping through my room?”


  



  Before him stood what Randy thought of as the spitting image of himself from ten years ago, right around the time he'd met Carol. He was a very attractive young man if he did say so. Randy supposed Kenny was about eighteen years old and had lost all of the weight that he'd packed on. Thank God, Randy thought. Now he only needed to work on the smoking. He wore a royal blue dress shirt and black slacks as if Randy had dressed him himself.


  



  For Randy, the hardest part of this situation was having to admit that the kid was right: he shouldn't have snooped through his room and he knew no defense to use. Therefore, he would consider the boy's intelligence and not bullshit him, because he would smell it from a mile away.


  



  Kenny planted his hands on his hips. “And just where the hell did you find those?”


  



  Randy set them down on the desk. “I won't lie to you, Kenny. I found these because I was snooping and I shouldn't have been. So I'm sorry.”


  



  “Oh, you're sorry, eh? You won't sorry for the way you blew up on me the first time you found out about my little secret. Were you sorry about not wanting to have dinner with me and my 'friend'?”


  



  “I'm sorry?” Randy couldn't have known who or what Kenny was talking about, and his mouth dropped open.


  



  “Trevor! His name's Trevor, but I know you're not so big on calling him by his first name.”


  



  “I don't want to say I'm sorry again,” Randy said. “I've said it enough. I really mean it, but I know you're too smart to hear it that much. You have to realize that I can't defend everything I've ever said or done, so how 'bout we call a truce, huh?”


  



  “Truce my ass, Dad. You've been trying to find a way to weasel out of everything you've done wrong for a long time. But I'm going to put my foot down and put an end to it so you can't hurt me or mom anymore.”


  



  “Your mother? Let me tell you something, I've done everything I can to make things right with her. Really, I have. If you want to be mad at me for that, then I guess I'll just have to live with that. And if you want to be understanding the way grownups should be then I'll explain it to you some more.”


  



  “No, because that hasn't stopped you from trying to hurt me or to understand that I'm trapped. But do you understand? Have you even tried to understand?”


  



  “Of course I have Kenny, and-”


  



  “Cut the bullshit, Dad! I haven't seen mom since I was a really little boy. And every time I ask about her, you make it sound like you're trying to protect me or something.”


  



  “Kenny, that's what good father's do and I-”


  



  “You always had to make mom the bad guy no matter what. And you've made how I live my life sound like a choice instead of me just doing what I need to do to be happy.”


  



  “Of course you should do what makes you happy,” Randy said. “I wouldn't have it any other way. Really.”


  



  Kenny stared at Randy with what he thought was a hybrid of disbelief and disgust.


  



  “I don't want anything to do with this anymore. I'm through.”


  



  And with that, Kenny stormed past him for the second time in as many days, and slammed the door behind him. Randy chased him into the hall, but he had already disappeared.


  



  Back into the walls.


  



  “Come on Kenny, don't do this!” He peered into the hole and shouted. “You know I never meant to do anything to hurt you!”


  



  But like with so many other things, he couldn't be so sure, but he knew he must do everything possible to set a suitable example. He would struggle with himself to set his own prejudices aside to accept Kenny as he was.


  



  Prejudiced was a word Randy hated to apply to himself. He again reflected on his change in feelings towards Kenny when he'd found the magazines. He'd always considered himself to be a tolerant, understanding and progressive person, but when it had come to his own son, he simply couldn't deal. Even the idea of him having a special friend crawled under his skin. To admit that some small part of him really was bigoted frightened him. He wanted to believe that he knew himself inside and out, and that he knew what was in his heart, but learning of Kenny's sexuality taught him that maybe he didn't.


  



  Maybe the surprise had caused those feelings, he thought. Even when Kenny had been a baby, Randy had envisioned the day when Kenny would leave the nest, and had even daydreamed about the girl he would marry. Now that the reality would be different, he had simply been too surprised to respond with sensitivity. He decided that he would accept Kenny as he was because nothing was worth losing his son.


  



  Most of all, he couldn't shrug off Kenny's remarks about how trapped he felt, and how badly he longed to be free. That had caught his attention far more than the magazines. Kenny was suffering inside, in a world that was forcing him to grow up too quickly, and Randy meant to stop it.


  



  Randy was determined to free his son.


  


  



  CHAPTER 28


  Randy had a new excuse for having bloodshot eyes: he'd now been awake for more than thirty six hours, and there was no chance of rest in sight. After Kenny had stormed out on him again, he'd returned to his spot on the floor, hugged his knees, and stared at the wall. If he waited long enough, Kenny might come out, he hoped. But he wouldn't let himself fall asleep, no sit. If Kenny came out again between now sunset, he was determined to catch him.


  



  And what would he do if he showed his face? He prayed that Kenny would come out so he could lead him as far away from this house as possible. He could help nurse his emotional wounds and take him to see his mother. Those walls had held Kenny hostage since he was a baby, refusing to let him move on. And they'd held Randy hostage just the same, because they wouldn't let him move on either.


  



  Let this cup pass from my lips, he thought. If only he could do this the easy way. He shuddered when he considered the alternative. However, he would follow through as he had promised himself last night, which was to do anything necessary to free his son. In doing so, he hoped he would be freed as well.


  



  First thing that morning, he'd taken the time to close every blind and curtain in the house so the neighbors couldn't see him. If he wanted to pace back and forth, or just sit there and stare at a hole in the wall, he was free to do it without fear of reprisal. He thought about draping towels over the mirrors as well so he wouldn't have to look at himself. Making and keeping a promise should have felt better than it did.


  



  The library would be calling soon. He hadn't told them that he wouldn't be in to work today, not because he didn't care to, but because if they spoke to him directly, he would be able to tell them nothing but the truth. He felt like he simply couldn't lie about his condition or his plans. And being so forthright would cause much more concern than pulling a no call - no show at work. That would get him a slap on the wrist. The truth would land him in a mental hospital at best.


  



  In the hours that had passed since Kenny had walked out, he'd had time to devise a plan, but he needed to build up the nerve to actually do it. He compared it to a skydiver who needed that extra blast of courage to leap out of the plane, or a person holding a razor above their wrist who needs more chutzpah in order to break the skin.


  



  To finish this job, he would need to hope that Bupa still had enough tools in his basement. And, if he didn't, there was always a shed in the back yard-assuming vandals hadn't looted it. What he needed could be impossible to find, just like when his dad had sent him to find wrenches and screwdrivers as a kid. In any event, Randy would finish this job even if he must use his bare hands.


  



  His Blackberry buzzed in his pants pocket and he figured it would be Diane, his supervisor, wanting to know where the hell he was. In fairness, he knew she would be more concerned about him as a person and wanted to make sure he was okay. He doubted he was ready to speak to anyone, but he fished his phone out of his pocket anyway. On the call display, he saw his own name.


  



  “Hello?” Randy said. He thought his voice sounded even more tired than it was.


  



  “Randy, is that you?” Carol asked.


  



  He struggled not to let his emotions consume or control him, and he didn't want to become angry either, but total self-control seemed impossible.


  



  “I just wanted to let you know I got your message,” she said.


  



  No shit you got my fucking message! He wanted to say but reserved himself.


  



  Instead, he said, “I waited around for you for a couple of house. Just me and the people working behind the counter. Thought something awful might've happened to you or something.


  



  “I know I didn't keep my promise and I'm sorry. I didn't meant to worry you sick. The least I can do is give you an explanation.”


  



  And it had better be a goddamn good one, he thought. But he said, “Fine. I'm listening.”


  



  “I promised you that I'd come and see you . . . .” Her breathing grew heavy. “And I meant to. I really, really did. But when I showered and got dressed and was about to walk out the door . . . I just couldn't do it. Like an anchor was tied around me ankles. The timing just didn't seem right.”


  



  The timing didn't seem right, so you just left me sitting in that coffee shop looking like the biggest asshole on the planet?”


  



  “It's not the way I wanted it to be. I'm so sorry.”


  



  Randy knew he'd controlled his temper admirably, but he couldn't deny the bitterness that peppered his voice. She didn't know what it was like to sit in a booth with everyone thinking she was a loser. Maybe they didn't really think that, but he worried over it just the same. He would forgive her only because he needed to and he knew the wound wouldn't heal quickly.


  



  And if that was the best excuse she could derive, he decided that a lesser man would have hung up on her and not to look back, but he wanted to be bigger than that. Emotion had led to one mistake after another until he could glance back at the entire course of errors he'd made and how they'd dragged him down the road to ruin.


  



  And if he was the master of his own destiny, he knew he needn't let the petty things of this world get him down. Yes, Carol had snubbed him, and yes, he'd been left to look like an idiot, but none of those things needed to matter. 'Tis better to forgive and forget, as his father had told him, and as he badly wanted to teach to Kenny. If he wanted Kenny to learn that principle, he would do no less himself.


  



  “Okay,” Randy said, “if that's how you feel, then I'll take you at your word. No need to say another word about it.”


  



  “Really, Randy?”


  



  “Really. But cut throw me a line here: there any way you might consider rescheduling.”


  



  “Sure,” she said, “'cause at the end of the night, I couldn't help but feel like I'd made a huge mistake.”


  



  “Any chance you're available tonight?”


  



  “I can do that. Are we meeting up for a coffee again or what?”


  



  “Nah, no coffee. Why don't you just come to the house? I know we wanted to stay neutral but sitting in that coffee shop reminded me of how hard it would be to have a private conversation, you know?


  



  “Okay, I'm fine with whatever you want. What time is good?


  



  “How 'bout 10:30?”


  



  “Why so late?”


  



  “I got called in to cover a shift,” he lied, “so I won't finish until 9. That way I'll have a chance to come home and be nice and ready for you.”


  



  “I might be upstairs when you come, but don't worry about knocking. Just come on in, I'll leave the door unlocked.”


  



  “Okay,” she said, “sounds good.”


  



  “Love you.”


  



  “Love you too. Bye.”


  



  Given that she'd said those few little words, he figured that he had something going for him, so long as she didn't try and pull a fast one on him like she had last night. Everything was now falling into place. He could execute his scheme as planned.


  



  But really, Randy didn't want to make himself sound as evil as a cartoon villain. The idea was to make sure Carol could be present to witness everything that would happen. He would never use her as bait to lure Kenny out of the walls because he figured that would be too dangerous. When she arrived at the house, and saw what he was up to, she would at least become concerned if not suspicious about his behavior and take off on him.


  



  If anything, he needed a witness to make sure someone could relay the truth about what had happened. She would see the walls come crumbling down! He thought and stifled a laugh. On the other hand, she could try and stop the entire thing. She could call the police, the fire department, or whomever she needed to call in order to stop him from endangering himself. But by the time she showed up, he would be far too immersed in executing his plan for her to stop him. And he fully intended to come through for Kenny. Make a promise keep a promise, just like he'd told him.


  



  The plan still felt like an enormous cross to bear given that the house still meant a tremendous amount to him. The walls were chock full of memories from his childhood and beyond. It seemed to him like the floors, the walls, the ceilings and the windows were alive with generations. His only reason not to tear the walls down was because he didn't want to part with his memories, but he knew that he must, for Kenny's sake. Also for Kenny's good, he knew that he must part with his special boy too.


  



  If his Nana and Bupa could have known what he was about to do to that ancestral home-and there was a possibility that they could-what would they say? He thought. Of course, he cared that they would think and it made him pause to re-evaluate the situation. His parents and aunts and uncles would certainly lose any inheritance-or respect for him-they would receive, save for selling a lot. And he would lose any chare he was set to receive as well.


  



  But money was far from the foremost thought on his mind. Having a mission to accomplish was a wonderful thing, but figuring out exactly how he would do it quickly became a chore. He'd never torn down a wall before-much less an entire house-or anything else for that matter. He'd been a student and an intellectual his whole life and had been glad to leave grunt jobs to others. Even when people asked about him what kind of engine he had in his car, he was happy to tell them that he knew how to drive the car, but that he'd be damned if he knew what was going on under the hood!


  



  Whatever method he chose, he would have to consider Kenny's safety above all else. And he would need to use some tools that he hadn't used since he'd helped his dad with the yard work at the house as a teenager, but he was determined that he would manage.


  



  Then he considered what else he would be unleashing by bringing the walls down. For all he knew, there were two hundred years worth of living memories and spirits all pent up within the walls, and they might not want to be released. If anyone else was in there, they would have been in there with Kenny all those days. Years. And then he understood that there was a chance that he could be releasing something far worse than he'd imagined.


  



  Do I want to be responsible for a mistake like that? he wondered. Come on man, don't turn back. Time to be brave!


  



  Finally, he wondered what Carol and his family would think of him. He thought he'd passed the point of giving a damn what anyone thought of him, but he didn't want to leave a blemish like this on his personal legacy. He didn't want to be known as the librarian who'd gone off his rocker or had an emotional breakdown. But none of them would understand, he thought. If they'd spent the last few days-or years-in the house, and had seen the suffering that Kenny had been subjected to, certainly they would want him to do what was best for Kenny. And he was the boy's father, which meant that he knew best.


  



  He checked his watch and realized that how slim his time had really grown. With so much to do before tonight, he was determined not to be late for Kenny. In fact, he meant to catch him bright and early.


  


  



  CHAPTER 29


  Just as Randy had expected, trying to find tools in the basement had quickly become a royal pain in the ass. The entire place was a mess in which he would never find anything and he wondered if his Uncle Herb had already helped himself to some of the treasure. A missing power saw had been his first clue. Maybe no one would notice that the smaller tools were gone in that sty. His dad would want to skin his brother alive if he ever found out, but fortunately for Herb, Randy would never have the chance to tell him.


  



  And so he needed to consider his alternative: the aluminum tool shed at the end of the driveway. First, he needed to move the piles of junk and boxes that stood before it to even access the door. When he reached the door, he found a rusted old lock on it, and could devise no other ingenious way inside, which called for another trip to the basement for the one tool that he could use: and equally rusted out hammer.


  



  He rapped the lock with the hammer until it busted open. Certainly, no one would miss an old lock like that. Inside, he found the relic of the riding lawnmower that his Bupa had used to mow his ample parcel of land. Randy reflected on the Saturday mornings in which Bupa had sat him on his lap while he mowed and pretended to let Randy take the wheel. On the wall, he found Bupa's hardhat from the steel plant where he'd worked for forty five years hanging from a nail.


  



  Along the back wall was a tool bench that Randy would have thought would have been more at home in the basement, but to each his own, he figured. He squeezed around the mower and made sure not to smack his head on anything while he rooted through the tiny shed.


  



  After having rooted through piled of junk, Randy spotted an old pickaxe leaned up again the far corner. The wooden handle was splitting and the metal looked old, rusted, and clunky. No doubt, it belonged to Bupa's father and his father before him. But no matter; anything that would do the job was fine by him. Besides, he found the irony alluring.


  



  Somewhere in the bed, he hoped he would find something that he could use as a suitable backup. The pick axe was still a relic and he didn't want to wind up using the hammer he'd used to bust the lock off-or his hands-like some sort of old fool if he broke it.


  



  Back in the house, he climbed upstairs, and listened to the cartilage in his knees crack and felt his lower back stiffen, and he realized how much punishment his body had taken over the last week. A hot shower sounded good, but there was no time to spare for that, and his physical comfort wouldn't matter in a few hours anyway. Where Kenny was going, pain would exist, but moreover he hoped that he could be at peace.


  



  As if in an act of cardinal sin, Randy slipped into Kenny's room without knocking. Kenny wouldn't be inside anyway, he knew, but he didn't want to be caught again the way he had been last night. He worried that Kenny was gone for real now anyway, the way he worried that Carol was gone forever in spite of her promise to visit him tonight.


  



  He picked the novel up off the desk, thumbed through the pages, and regretted that he still wouldn't have time to read it. Sliding the manuscript into a bag, he decided to at least keep it in safekeeping. Then he slid Kenny's laptop into its travel case but left it on the desk.


  



  When he slid the top drawer open, he once again found the Du Maurier cigarettes, snatched them up, and felt his upper lip curl. He would accept anything else about Kenny, but there was one thing that simply had to go, so he tore the smokes apart and chucked the pack in the garbage. Little bits of tobacco were left between his fingers so he dusted his hands off. Then he glanced at the guy magazines at the bottom of the drawer. If that was how Kenny felt then that was good enough for him. He was an understanding and progressive person and he meant to stay that way, come hell or high water.


  



  What next? He wondered. He glanced at the bed and was astounded by how neatly made it was. He remembered a grade school teacher who'd said that he'd had to make his bed tight enough so his commanding officer could bounce a quarter on it while in the military. Randy figured his son would have done that teacher proud. The bed looked like no one had ever slept in it, but Randy knew that Kenny would have slept in it ever night except for last night. He pulled the sheets and blankets off the bed, folded them, and left them in stacks atop the bed.


  



  Randy dragged some boxes into the room and packed up all of his books. The boy had stuck to Atwood and Irving, but wasn't afraid to read Dickens, or to pick up books from the small press. Then he searched the closets in other rooms and returned with a suitcase to pack up Kenny's clothes. Every shirt and pair of pants was folded neatly and placed in the suitcase with loving care. His undershirts and socks were placed on top. Randy couldn't help but wonder where a kid Kenny's age made the money to buy clothes like that, but he supposed it didn't matter now.


  



  Once the room was almost bare, Randy observed the boxes, bags and suitcases, and wondered what the hell he should do with them. He knew that he shouldn't-or couldn't-throw them out. The same would have applied to Kenny's bedroom in any other incarnation. He decided to leave them on the floor; that he had torn everything down seemed like progress to him.


  



  If only he could have done that to Kenny's nursery after he'd died, he thought. He remembered how he'd wanted to pack everything up and take it to charity. But when it boiled down, he realized how fragile he'd been. And he wouldn't blame Carol, because she'd been just as weak as he'd been. But if he could have done that, he decided that this mess would never have escalated. He combed his fingers through his hair and was determined not to let himself think about that. The job at hand was of far greater importance.


  



  In his own room-or Bupa's room, properly, he did the same. He packed up all of the clothes that had hung in the closet, which included old sweaters, dress shirts, two fedoras, moth-eaten shirts and a bathing suit that looked like it had come from the 1920s. With a remaining empty box, he packed up the pictures, the pipe Bupa hadn't smoked since he'd been young, and some books that he didn't recognize but were copyrighted in the 1800s. Much of what resided in that room must have belonged to Bupa's father before him, he figured. After, he headed downstairs to clean up everything he could including old dishes, pill bottles, newspapers and everything to suggest that Nana and Bupa would return one day.


  



  He dumped the various antiques on shelves and along windowsills into boxes and set them in the middle of the floor. Someone could get a good buck for those items, he thought, but money wouldn't help anyone to relinquish those items entirely. First, he had done himself a favour by packing up Kenny's room, and then he had done himself another favor by packing up the rest of the house. Then it dawned on him: his relatives had left the house that way for the same reason that he and Carol had left Kenny's nursery intact.


  



  They might not know it now, but Randy meant to do his father and relatives a favour. He hadn't been strong enough to tear down the nursery that had enslaved him, but he was determined to tear down the house that had enslaved his family. The must go first and mountains were moved a little at a time. The house would be obliterated one brick at a time.


  



  That he could carry all this on his shoulders made Randy feel liberated. His most difficult challenge was yet to come he knew, but he felt ready for anything. He decided that if he could take that all-important first step, the second could only be easier. He was the skydiver who was far from tentative and ready to take the plunge.


  



  He checked his watch and saw the hands reach for 6:00. In a few precious hours, the house would come down, and generations of his family would be free.


  



  Randy's stomach growled, and he'd lost sight of the fact except for a hastily-prepared peanut butter sandwich, he hadn't eaten all day. So he took a long break to prepare a dinner of chicken with mashed potatoes, broccoli and carrots. As he ate, he decided that now was a good time to slow down his pace. He didn't want to make this meal out to be like a last supper-such things only happened in the movies-but he wanted to make sure the final supper eaten in such a fine dining room left him feeling satisfied.


  



  After, he packed up his own belonging-not that he'd brought much of anything with him-and left them by the back door. The few books that he'd brought with him sat atop his duffel bag. He also took down all of Nana's paintings, all of her brushed and supplies. In her studio, he found old sketches of her bakeshop painting in which he'd held out his hand for the cashier. Randy felt the last of his resistance slip away from him, so he placed the sketches with the rest of her art material. He could think of no better a place to store these items than anything else, but what mattered to him was that the walls were totally bare, and that he'd garnered the courage to take step number two.


  



  Finally, he took the shower that he'd longed for and stayed inside the tub until he felt his fingers start to wrinkle. He'd bought some shower gel scented like watermelon and the sweet smell filled his nostrils. There was no better feeling that being clean and fresh, he decided. Besides, he wanted to make sure his muscles were in good working order to handle the job he had ahead of him.


  



  When he stepped out of the tub, he towelled off and dressed in the finest clothes he had: a wine-colored dress shirt with black dress pants. Randy thought that the shirt looked nicer with the V-neck sweater that went with it, but figured the day was too warm for that. Still, when he sent his little boy to heaven, he wanted to look his best.


  



  As he searched the house, he couldn't help but feel like he'd forgotten something. The place was so enormous that he could easily overlook something and was amazed at the job he'd done in a single day. Then he spotted Bupa's war medals hanging in a frame. As a child, he would stand in the hall, stare at those medals, and marvel at the mystique behind them. In the frame, a black and white photo of Bupa in uniform at eighteen years of age was pasted in the middle. His medals and draft card surrounded the picture. Randy took the frame down, clutched it to his chest, and set it in a box.


  



  As the hour grew late, he unlocked the door for Carol, just like he'd promised. Make a promise keep a promise, he remembered. Then he climbed the stairs once more, but this time he wouldn't wait for Kenny to appear. He meant to be the master of his own destiny.


  


  



  CHAPTER 30


  Randy paced the front hall and listened to the floorboards creak and groan beneath his feet. He grinded his teeth and felt beads of sweat form on his forehead and his temples. He checked his watch; it was 10:40. Carol was late already, but he couldn't say that he was surprised. He knew that she was ready to pull the plug on him when she'd stood him up last night.


  



  The ordeal reminded him of a banner that his Nana had sewn that read: Blessed are those who don't expect much for they will not be disappointed. Regarding Carol's absence, he couldn't say that he was disappointed because deep down, he knew something like this would happen.


  



  Staring out the front window, he waited for Carol to pull into the driveway, but every set of headlights he saw approach always sped past the house. Then he jerked the curtain closed, stormed away from the window and back into the hall. He didn't know why he would give her the benefit of the doubt anyway.


  



  Back in the hall, he glared at the hole, and decided he didn't want to waste any more time. He rolled up his sleeves first, unfastened the top button of his shirt, picked up the pickaxe and wondered if he could really go through with it. His breathing picked up and his muscles and insides tensed up.


  



  You're in too deep to turn back now, he told himself.


  



  If he didn't do it, he doubted if he ever would, so he glared at the hole as he readied himself.


  



  He raised the pickaxe, took a few small swings at the air like a batter warming up, raised it over his head, and tore into the wall. Randy himself crashed to the floor because of the unanswered force. Bricks didn't explode and mortar didn't crash onto the floor the way he'd expected. Nor did the head fall off his pickaxe, or become lodged in the wall. The pickaxe ripped down the wall as if it had only been wrapping paper and emitted a sound like a zipper being fastened.


  



  Bands of darkness seeped out of the narrow opening, covering the affected portion of the hall with pitch darkness. Randy climbed to his feet, nursed his aching knees, pulled the pickaxe out of the vertical gash he'd created and tried to look in but he couldn't. To him, the wall looked like a movie screen that had been sliced down the middle. The wall was not made of bricks and mortar and never had been. What had stood there for two hundred years had been a facade.


  



  Randy rubbed his jaw and noticed that he was already bleeding. He felt hypnotized by the expanded darkness, as if darkness could beget more darkness. For a moment, he worried it would be able to reach out and grab him, but it passed by him the way sunlight would. Blinding darkness, he thought. The words would have made no sense to him any other time but now.


  



  Thus far, nothing had escaped the walls except for the darkness that covered the floor and opposite walls like paint. He also noticed that the hole he'd torn was big enough for him to step into. And, at first, he considered doing it, but then thought better of it. As fearless as he felt, he wouldn't forego common sense, and would make sure nothing happened to him before he could retrieve Kenny.


  



  “Kenny?” he shouted. “Kenny, it's Dad, can you hear me?”


  



  No answer. Deep down, he hadn't expected one, at the very least because Kenny likely hadn't summered down since the fit he'd thrown last night. But Randy noticed the echo that he'd heard when he'd shouted his name. The air seemed to carry his voice on forever, as if he'd shouted into the Grand Canyon-or a pitch black Grand Canyon as the case may be.


  



  Randy thought that there might be no one or nothing inside that hole, and if he climbed in to try to find Kenny, he would wind up walking in darkness forever. He could try to turn back and never be able to find the way. Worse, he realized he might never find the boy as if the massive void had gobbled him up. Randy would be fair game to be consumed too, he knew.


  



  The rip in the wall flapped as though the wind were blowing through. Randy approached the hole and felt a gentle breeze on his hand. But that can't be right, he thought. The other side of the wall should have been his bedroom, not the outside, or whatever place existed inside the walls. If it really were outside, there should at least be streetlights and cars passing by. But there was nothing, just the sound of the wind. Randy thought it sounded as lonesome as the desert.


  



  If Kenny was in there, he could have been long gone, and he worried he would never be able to find him. Then, Kenny moved in and out of the walls, expertly, he thought. Certainly, there must be a way to enter the darkness and find your way back. If Kenny knew that he was there, they could reunite and he could help him return to the house safely. The moment required him to think fast and make a decision, but he had no idea what move would be sensible. Certainly, he couldn't just stand there and wait for Kenny for come out. Wherever he was, he worried that Kenny would not allow himself to be found, or want to help lead him out of the darkness.


  



  How could anyone have missed this? Randy wondered. Did this void exist in 1830 when the place was built? If it had, certainly the contractors must have been subjected to it. And if that was the case then they would have had to figure out how to build the house around it. Just thinking about that drove Randy crazy because he didn't need to be trapped in a brain teaser right now.


  



  To him, the void seemed like one of the best-kept secrets of mankind, but he quickly doubted it had been there since 1830. They had created it, he thought. And by 'they', he meant that generations of his family had created a deep and dark place covered by a facade.


  



  If the void had been created, it could be destroyed, he decided. And now that he had begun a job, he knew that he must finish. He could never leave the house with a gigantic hole in it. The hole was one that he could never repair and opened the door to a world of nothingness. His relatives would be in even greater danger than him because they knew nothing of the history that led to this. So he swung the pickaxe again and tore out another chunk of wall. Having decided that he didn't need the tool anymore, he used his fingers to tear the rest of the wall clean off the frame.


  



  A giant block of darkness now consumed the hall from the middle bedroom to the bathroom. Each time he crossed back and forth, he didn't find himself physically harmed, but he did feel overpowered, like the void possessed a magnetic force to consume him. He was also unable to see anything. He was reminded of the way one tried to see at night and knew that this was different. In the real world, one can at least see something, even without streetlights. A person's eyes or teeth were indicators that someone or something was present. But this darkness was all-consuming and blanked out every trace of light.


  



  As much as Randy wanted to understand what lived behind the walls, he knew he had no time. He rushed downstairs and gave the living room walls the same treatment as the upstairs hall. Like the upstairs hall, he felt a magnetic force, and he pushed himself away from it, but he felt like he was swimming against the current. He expected the walls to miraculously self-heal, like a starfish with a severed limb, or any living, breathing creature. That or anything that fully intended to be eternal, he thought.


  



  After all that he'd suffered through, he wouldn't let the walls or the house defeat him, nor would he let it hold his son prisoner. The darkness itself was something he couldn't destroy no matter how many times he swung his pickaxe at it. It was intangible like air itself. He struggled to climb upstairs, lifted the pickaxe once more, and positioned himself in a spot in which he hadn't torn off any wall and light still shined. He swung the axe to his side and buried it deep into the hall. After several swings, he felt like a lumberjack trying to bring a tree down. Then he stepped back to wipe sweat from his forehead and take a deep breath.


  



  After he tore the first frame down, Randy was convinced that the house was still material, and could be destroyed. His arms felt like spaghetti but he wouldn't let himself quit. He knew he hadn't fallen out of shape, given that he worked out several time a week and performed a flurry of push-ups most mornings. But the work was much more than he'd expected it to be and he worried that he wouldn't be able to continue much less finish the job.


  



  “Hello? Is anybody here?” a voice called from downstairs.


  



  Randy thought the voice he heard downstairs belonged to Carol, so he knew he needed to hurry up, but he didn't want her to get hurt. But he would take whatever risks necessary to finish this because he had a promise to keep.


  



  “Randy? What's going on in here? I can't see a thing!”


  



  “Don't you come up here!” He shouted. “You just stay where you are!”


  



  Randy continued to chip away at the next doorframe and he wondered how the house could manage to remain standing like this. Then finally, he heard a long, drawn-out creaking sound until the roof began to crumble. He dodged pieces of ceiling that nearly struck his head. Just a few more to go and the first phase of the job would be finished, he decided. First, he would need to shift over to the right where some light still shined so he could avoid the ceiling's total collapse.


  



  “Randy, whatever you're doing up there, please stop it right now! You're going to hurt yourself!”


  



  Carol's voice made her sound like they were both underwater and he could barely make out the words. He hoped to God that she would be able to hear him when he shouted at her.


  



  “Get the hell out of here, Carol!” he shouted. “Just go sit in your car and stay safe!”


  



  She didn't respond. A few minutes later, after he'd feared no further intervention from Carol, he presumed that he was safe to resume chipping away at the frame.


  



  Red and blue sirens appeared in the window, and became lost in the darkness. He knew that Carol must have called them, and after he stifled a flash of anger, he understood why. But he wasn't going to let any human being stop him in his quest either, so he turned back to his work.


  



  When he started on the bathroom frame, he felt his lungs catch fire, and felt his chest heave in and out until it reached its limits. He took a final swing, brought the frame down, but the thread that the ceiling had hung from finally collapsed.


  



  The door on the ceiling that contained the steps to the attic slammed open, and two sets of stairs slid down. Randy tried to leap towards the stairs, but the ceiling gave way, bearing loads of old furniture and tables that crashed down on him.


  



  For a time, Randy only saw darkness.


  



  Then his eyes opened. That he'd woken up here instead of a hospital-and that he'd woken up at all-bed amazed him. He'd expected to wake in a world of pain, to be bruised and bleeding, but he felt nothing. He felt like his entire body was filled with helium. No longer did he hear voices and see sirens, but instead he enjoyed a sweet, silent blankness. Though he wanted to wiggle out from under the antique furniture, he found himself floating through and above it.


  



  As he floated above the house, he reflected on how the scenario would have frightened him, but he suffered no earthly fear now. Where he was going, he didn't know, but he could continue on until he reached outer space for all he cared.


  



  In the distance, he saw someone. He squinted and realized it was a four-year-old boy, the same four-year-old boy that he had met his first night in the house. The boy smiled and winked at him and Randy smiled back. Where the boy was going, he shouldn't go alone, he thought.


  



  Randy paddled his hands, as if to swim to the boy, until he reached him. Then he took the boy's hand and they floated into the sky together. Heaven awaited them, just a father, and a son.


  


  



  CHAPTER 31


  So I was a few minutes late, okay? It happens to all of us, even when we know we have somewhere to be. You wind up in a rush to push yourself out the door and then you realized you forgot something. Then you can't find it. Then before you know it, you're a good ten minutes behind and frustrated as all get out. But this time, I really might have paid for my tardiness. I broke more than a few traffic laws trying to make my appointment with Randy on time, and what I saw once I arrived was nothing short of amazing.


  



  First, I parked near Randy in front of the tool shed that looked liked someone had broken into it, so I could pull out more easily. That driveway always was a pain in the ass. I'd seen light on in the house from a distance, but when I pulled up close, the sight was markedly different. The lights were actually off, but small slivers of light were still visible. And I'm not talking about the slivers of light you would get from Venetian blinds. I'm talking about paper-thin, jagged, vertical lines of illumination amid pitch darkness.


  



  Part of me wanted to fish out my cell phone and call ahead before I entered, just to make sure everything was fine, but why shouldn't it have been? I mean, it's not like Randy had sounded suicidal or given me any reason to believe that he was heading over the edge when I spoke with him on the phone. So I stepped out of the car and sprinted to the back door, which had been left unlocked just like Randy had promised.


  



  When I turned the knob, I braced myself and stepped inside. I felt like I'd walked into the middle of a war zone. The entire house had literally torn apart, but I saw huge blocks of darkness consuming most of the downstairs. My first instinct was to turn away, but I felt sucked as in if in an undertow. Also, I decided I wanted to find Randy and haul him out of this place for good. Call it a maternal instinct, but I wanted him to be safe in his own home.


  



  I navigated my way through the darkness as best I could until I'd cleared the kitchen and reached the hallway that led to the stairs. Once I reached them, I heard Randy muttering nonsense words, as if he was shouting at the walls. The sounds were very faint but unmistakable, and they kept me at bay at first. I needed to make sure that he really hadn't lost his marbles and had no big ideas about hurting me. So I shouted at him to get his ass downstairs and leave the house, but he refused. Finally, he said, “Carol, get the hell out of here and stay safe!”


  



  Whenever anyone takes that tone with you, it's best to do what you're told. So I got the hell out of the house, but I didn't get the hell off the property. He would have to have taken a much harder line with me to do that. Randy was (and is) still my husband, and therefore I did not intend to leave him high and dry. After all, who knows exactly what was going on in that house? I hopped into the car and meant to stay for moral support if for nothing else.


  



  But moral support wouldn't do anything to save him. I know that and he knew that. I finally did fish my cell phone from my pocket, but not to call Randy. Instead, I dialled 9-1-1 and told them I thought my husband was suicidal. They asked me if he had a gun and I told him that he was firmly opposed to guns, but that didn't mean he couldn't pull it off other ways. The truth is, I didn't know what Randy was thinking; I just needed to say something that would get the cops to take me seriously. Would Randy have appreciated that? Hell no, but I did what I had to do for his own good. If no one likes that, I can live with it.


  



  By the way, no one should ever make fun of the cops. No pig jokes, no doughnut shop remarks, nothing. After that night, I gained an appreciation for just how fast the police can arrive on the scene, particularly when your case is a huge priority. Kenny's passing in the October storm was the obvious exception to this. I'd barely had time to stuff my phone back into my purse before they arrived.


  



  When I sat the blue and red sirens, and the cop cars pull up in front of the house, I immediately hopped out of the car, and sprinted out to the front lawn to meet them. A muscular cop with short black hair approached me.


  



  “Mrs. Fuller?” he asked.


  



  I nodded.


  



  “You know where your husband is?”


  



  “In there!” I pointed at the house. “He's upstairs and it's chaos in there and I don't know what he's going to do to himself!”


  



  I led the way to the back door. But before he and the three other cops that followed could reach the back door, the roof blew off of the house, and shared of brick and shingle rained on the back lawn and even broke the windows of the house next door. A wide beam of light surged from the inside and I thought the house looked like a lamp on the edge of the neighbourhood. And it wasn't just any light either. The entire street was illuminated at 11:00 PM.


  



  When I stared up at the sky, I saw two figures shrouded in light floating above the house. One floated towards the other and the joined hands as they floated up into space. Judging by the hanging jaws, the cops had seen what I had, but I doubt if they scribbled that into their report. Eventually, the light died off and the night returned. The fire department and ambulance had arrived on the scene by that point as well. Once the house's activity died down, the police felt safe to enter the house.


  



  And when they did, I sprinted up to them and told them I wanted to go in with them.


  



  The first officer I met held me back. His nametag said Daniels. “Ma'm you're going to have to stay back,” he said. “This is now officially a crime scene.”


  



  “But that was my husband in there!”


  



  His look switched to a much more compassionate expression. “I understand that, Mrs. Fuller, but I really have to insist that you stay back here. We'll be running some police tape around the place to close it off shortly. Now Officer Reddon will see that you get home safely.”


  



  I turned away from him and struggled to keep my temper in check. At first, I had no intention of staying back and doing what I was told. That was for weak people and I thought I'd taken enough power back from Randy that I didn't need to feel weak anymore. Why I could have charged right past them and into the house if Daniels didn't like it. The worst they could have done was arrest me. But I also knew that an aggressive behaviour wasn't going to make anything better after what had just happened.


  



  Besides, I understood Daniels' position, that he had a job to do and that's what we taxpayers are paying for, so I told Reddon that I could drive myself home. He didn't mind that at all. I made it back in the door by 1:00 AM, and can you guess how much sleep I got? That was fine; I felt as wired as I would after a couple of pots of coffee and knew I wouldn't get a wink of sleep anyway.


  



  The next morning, Daniels arrived at my house with a detective named Sergeant Roberts just as I was finally falling asleep. How's that for timing, eh? I invited them in, served them coffee and asked them how things were at the house.


  



  “We've begun the initial cleanup process,” Daniels said, “but there's an awful lot that needs to be uncovered. Might take us a couple days.”


  



  With Sergeant Roberts' discretion, we decided that what we'd seen last night would be best left ignored for now. Daniels told me not to like per se, and he wouldn't either, but he said that no one in their right minds would believe our story. Therefore, he said it would be best if we treat the incident as an explosion that could have been caused by a gas leak. What we'd seen float into the sky was a figment of our imagination.


  



  “Is there any chance your husband could have caused this explosion on purpose?” Roberts asked.


  



  “How do you mean exactly?” I asked.


  



  “Well, things weren't exactly perfect between the two of you. Is there any chance that he could have become unstable? Maybe he wanted to take his own life?”


  



  I shook my head. “Not my Randy. I know he changed a lot since our son died, but I still say he was one of the most stable people you'd ever want to meet. That's the most I can tell you without returning to a topic we can't discuss.”


  



  Roberts glared at me like a customs officer ready to pounce on a cross-border shopper as if they belong to Al Quada.


  



  “Besides,” I continued, “how can you prove that he caused it? We're treating it like an explosion possibly caused by a gas leak, right?”


  



  Roberts continued to scribble on his pad, and I knew he would include what he wanted and do the same for what he wanted to leave out. By that point, I was physically exhausted, emotionally drained and this questioning would be over by my doing if not by theirs.


  



  “So, are we just about finished here?” I let it sound like a question, but it really wasn't.


  



  “For today,” Roberts said. “Unfortunately, we're going to need your cooperation for the new few days, or however long it takes to get this mess sorted out.”


  



  “I know you can't let me in the house, but can you tell me something?”


  



  Roberts stood up and threw his coat on. “I will if I'm allowed to.”


  



  “What did my husband's body look like? Was he badly injured? Did he look normal?”


  



  Roberts paused but his expression never changed. “We haven't uncovered a body yet, Mrs. Fuller. Very little of the house is intact, particularly on the upper floor, but there's been no trace of your Mr. Fuller. Like he was never even there. Do you suppose there's any chance he could have escaped from the house before the explosion? Did you see anyone chase up the driveway or the yard?”


  



  I shook my head. “No. Just asked for some peace of mind, that's all.”


  



  And that's really all I was interested in. I suppose I could have told them that I would need to make funeral arrangements and that's why I needed to know, but clearly they knew the reason. And the knowledge Roberts had shared with me has kept me in good stead ever since.


  



  In any case, I've always considered a body to be a vessel. The body left behind never contains the person who lived in it. I believed that when Kenny died, and I still believe it now that Randy's gone. But he's not dead exactly. His body never ceased to operate that anyone can prove, but I know (and the cops know) that he moved on spiritually. That he didn't leave behind a body for me to bury or cremate didn't bother me in the least. In fact, it saved me from having to decide what the heck to do with him.


  



  And the police did need my cooperation again, but it was only a round of questioning that didn't implicate me in anything. Mostly, it was related to insurance from the house. Naturally, an explosion like that might have looked like the family had wanted him to destroy the place to collect insurance money. I wonder if Randy had really considered that?


  



  But it was routine and I wasn't offended by the question. Though Daniels and his men were staying silent on the truth, they wouldn't let the incident turn into something that it wasn't.


  



  Anyway, I think we all know how foolish that would have been given the valuable antiques that could have been sold but were destroyed instead. That and the Randy's family wouldn't have had a hard time selling the place. A number of suitors were heartbroken to see the place go. What Randy's family couldn't do was let go of the place. And as much as I would have liked to have let everything go, that night wasn't the end of it for me. I still had a ton of soul searching to do. And I needed to make sure my story was straight with myself before I could come clean with others.


  



  I've only offered this diatribe because of the misconceptions of others. But to understand the story, one needs to understand the aftermath, and to consider the motivations for doing the things that we do.


  


  



  CHAPTER 32


  I still wouldn't mind knowing what the hell had caused that inky darkness in Randy's grandparents' house, but that opportunity is long gone. The cops never saw it in the first place, and it ceased to exist when the cops searched the place. And I guess we'll never know now because the rest of the house has been gutted and torn down. All that remains is an empty lot. I suppose someone can build a new house in its place if they want to. After all, it's a hell of a nice waterfront location. As for the darkness, we'll have to crack that up to being one of life's little mysteries.


  



  In the explosion's aftermath, I couldn't help but wonder what might have happened had I shown up for my initial coffee date with Randy. I mean, if I had, we wouldn't have had to reschedule for the night of the incident, and maybe there wouldn't have been an incident to refer to. Maybe I'm just supposing here, but I think people sometimes fail to care about the implications of their every action. I don't think it's human nature to second guess yourself after a major occurrence and so I can respect myself for at least caring. Moreover, I needed peace of mind.


  



  The more I second guess myself, the more I remind myself that Randy never knew the truth-not the whole truth anyway. When I spoke with him on the phone, he naturally wanted to know why I'd stood him up on the phone, and he surprised me with his restraint. I told him that I'd meant to come, but that I'd had cold feet because my gut had told me that the timing was wrong. But that was only the half of it. I'm glad Randy isn't here to know the truth because I should have been more forthright with him and I've lost some self-respect because of it.


  



  The night before the explosion, I came home, dropped my purse at the door, kicked my shoes off, cooked a respectable tortellini dinner, and relaxed with a book in the living room. I should have been getting some cleaning done, but after the crap I'd been through that week, the idea of taking it easy sounded perfectly fair. Besides, there was no one in the house to impress except for myself.


  



  Now, a confession: I do take my time getting ready, so I headed for the bathroom just after 7:00. I showered, dressed in a sweater and blue jeans-nice but casual-brushed my hair and slapped on some makeup. Butterflies filled my stomach, I'll say that much. We hadn't spoken face to face in nearly a week and our last conversation had been filled with rage. After a few days of hostility, Randy suddenly wanted to patch things up, but I didn't know what had changed. Or if Randy's attitude had changed. I'd worried that the whole affair could be bad news and would blow up in my face.


  



  Then I considered what those few days without Randy had been like. Other than the bad parts, I mean. I realized how much freedom I'd gained by being on my own. I'd never lived alone before and being married to Randy was the only time I'd spent away from my parents, including my university days. It seemed that every adult venture I'd taken had been with Randy and so I didn't know what it was like to be independent.


  



  And let me tell you, I found a true sense of freedom. I felt like I could be my own person separate from Randy, but the reality of it scared me as much as it exhilarated me. We'd only been married a few years, that much was true, but in that time a person can easily feel died down, like their possibilities have been limited. Anytime I wanted to go somewhere or do something, I ran it by Randy. Not that he required me to do it, but I figured that's what responsible spouses did. But just then, I realized I didn't have to answer to anyone.


  



  I'm no wild party girl and I never have been, so you can rest assured that I wasn't going bar-hopping or guy-chasing. This sense of freedom hadn't come to me so that I could relive my university days, which had been docile years anyway. This freedom allowed me to have my own identity, separate from Randy. I'd lived in Fort Erie all my married years and had earned no more of an identity than being Randy Fuller's wife. And, of course, the identity I earned after the explosion wasn't so flattering, but I couldn't have foreseen that. Though I loved Randy and our union, I wanted to be my own person too.


  



  All that and more awaited me if I was willing to blow Randy off, if I could just muster up the courage to take the plunge. But what would that mean? Long-term separation? Divorce? I hadn't thought of our situation in those terms. I didn't want to be so negative either. When we'd married, I really meant for our marriage to last 'till death do us part. And I don't take vows very lightly.


  



  But there are consequences. If I didn't meet Randy, that would leave him in limbo to wonder what the hell was going on. Maybe he would take a hint, get up and leave, but that apparently wasn't the case. That obviously didn't sound fair to me, but then it wasn't fair that he walked out on me, or that he hung up the phone on me, but we'd always decided to teach our children to be the bigger person. Therefore, I would do no less. I'll gladly admit that I was wrong for snubbing Randy the way I did that night.


  



  So I threw my purse over my shoulder, slipped my shoes on, and raced to the car-I was already fifteen minutes late. But when I slid the key into the ignition, I just didn't have the gumption to turn it. That would mean backing out our driveway and driving down Garrison road, which was one step closer to resuming a life I wasn't sure I wanted. But I could have wanted it. Indecisiveness had become another issue for me. But that's what I meant when I'd told Randy that the timing just seemed wrong for me. About that part I think I'd been very honest.


  



  Was that selfish of me? Absolutely it was. And I can say something to risk making myself look bad-or worse as the case may be-because I want this account to be about the truth above all else. No matter how happily you're married, your gut still tells you to look out for yourself no matter what. And when I pulled the key out of the ignition, I was considering what was best for me.


  



  When I stepped out of the car, I sucked in a deep breath, and didn't have a moment's regret. I wanted to experience freedom so badly that I didn't consider Randy's feelings enough. But he'd trampled over me plenty, regardless of his version of events, so I would say that there's plenty of blame to go around.


  



  Moreover, I quickly regretted my decision, but I couldn't go back on it either. So I returned to the house, slipped into my pajamas, and kicked back with a book again, but I found total relaxation impossible to achieve. All I could do was picture Randy sitting all alone wondering what'd happened to me. I doubted he would have figured I was in an accident; he must have felt completely rejected and abandoned.


  



  I would hate to have to feel what Randy must have felt last night. That such hurt had come from a lover and a best friend must have hurt him even more. If I could have apologized to his face for having done it, I would. But that chance never came and I've had to live with the bottled up shame. We must live with those regrets.


  



  For the first few months, I was bombarded with questions about what had happened. As if questioning from the police wasn't bad enough! If I needed convincing that precious few people had sensitivity about a tragedy, that behavior would have easily done it. Would you believe that Macleans actually contacted me for an interview? Ha! Suffice to say I declined the interview. Besides, it seemed like the entire town not only knew what had happened, but they seemed to have a complete fix on my and Randy's private lives. Like Socrates said, you know nothing.


  



  Anywhere I went for the first while it seemed like people were staring at me. Well, maybe not staring exactly, but glancing at me with hearty disapproval. I got that look at the grocery store, the Royal Bank, Tim Horton's, and any restaurant in which I dared to sit down alone.


  



  I'm only doing this now because of the misinformation that's floating around out there. Think it doesn't get back to me? Anyway, sometimes it really is best to set the record straight because it's therapeutic as well as noble. Maybe I won't change anyone's mind, but I think it'll help to exorcise the demons that have clung to me.


  



  One thing, I am certain: the way my life with Randy ended will stick with me forever. There's no exorcising that demon. Part of it has to do with my own actions and some of it has to do with the explosion, but I know that those events have changed me as a person. More on that later.


  



  In the weeks and months that followed, I dreamed about Randy. Almost every night, in fact, even if I didn't remember it when I woke. They weren't the nightmares that you might expect, but they were no loss poignant. When I woke from them, I always punched my pillow, because of my renewed disappointment and loss, but I'd always gained a greater understanding of the world in which we live.


  



  In some of the dreams, Randy and I are still happily married, and not one worry troubles our peaceful minds. We were living our lives the way they were meant to unfold (as far as I'm concerned) and I couldn't have been happier or more radiant. Sometimes we would be out on our boat-even though we'd never owned one in real life-and sailing down the Niagara River on a sunny day. Other dreams see us on a Sunday afternoon picnic in the park.


  



  Other times, I am back at Randy's grandparents' house, and I can see that all-consuming darkness again. I struggle to reach the stairs, call out to Randy, and again he shouts, “Get the hell out of here and stay safe!” Then I see the roof blow off the house, the light illuminating the neighbourhood like an extended flash of thunder, and those two figures join hands and float into the sky.


  



  But I don't have those dreams anymore. I think Randy has taught me how to strike them from my mind without even knowing it! Though the dreams were mostly pleasant memories, they are ones I must relinquish. I still dream, but I hardly remember what about when I wake up. All I can say is that I enjoy a pleasant and restful sleep. The sleep of the just!


  



  What I know for sure is that much of the outcome would have been different had one decision or another been different. If I hadn't blown him off, for example, maybe he wouldn't have even been in the house that night. But we were in that situation because other decisions-many of than Randy's-could have been different. And therefore I feel no reason to guilt myself over it. Maybe that sounds like an easy way to absolve myself of responsibility, but it is the reality of it.


  



  It takes two to tango, as they say. In our life, Randy was an equal participant, and I never forced his hand, but I don't want to continue to blame him. I don't want to hold a grudge either. As the saying goes, life goes on.


  


  



  CHAPTER 33


  Randy still hasn't been presumed dead. That's a drawn-out process that required more years than it ought to, and seems much easier to achieve in the movies. In reality, the police considered Randy to be a missing person because of the fact that no body was found in the rubble. Under ordinary circumstances, one might think that his body had been burned to a crisp in the explosion, but the combustion that blew that house to bits was far from ordinary.


  



  For one thing, nothing burned down. Not one part of that house showed any evidence of having been on fire. There was no smoke, no charred wood when the police searched it. The fire department had no fire to extinguish. Certainly Randy's body would have been among the smouldering mass had it ever been discovered. I think even some of the antique furniture was still salvageable, for which I'm glad for Randy's family's sake. Some of those items were too old and too precious to earn such a fate.


  



  Because of a pickaxe found, the police did question whether Randy had deliberately committed a criminal act on his family's behalf. I asked them why he would do such a thing and they answered by telling me that they could collect easy insurance money that way. When I asked them how one man could have caused a train wreck like that, particularly given the limited amount of time he would have had to do it. They quickly shut up and entertained other possibilities.


  



  I wanted to return to the house, the place where Randy left this earth, but I was cautious. At first, I didn't know how much Randy's family would welcome such a visit. I'd taken a lot of blame for his emotional state-one that they caught onto very quickly-only because I didn't want to give Randy a bad name. I wanted to at least see the place and his relatives one last time, if only to clear the air.


  



  So I picked up a few Tim Horton's coffees and drove to the house. One car was parked outside, the Taurus that belonged to Randy's dad. I pulled into the driveway and killed the engine. Two hoppers filled with debris sat before the tool shed and giant tire marks from a backhoe branded the front lawn. I stepped out of the car and proceeded with a slow march to the front door. The inside door was open, separated by a wooden screen door.


  



  “Hello?” I called in the door.


  



  “Come on in, I'm just upstairs,” Randy's dad said. I'd hoped to God that he was alone.


  



  Inside, I found a complete disaster of a house, which was worse than what the police had described. The ground floor looked like it had been gutted, except for what looked like pieces of canvas that hung from the frame. Though I didn't have time to observe it up close, the canvas looked like it had been part of the wall itself. I stared up the stairwell and saw the upstairs sans the roof and the sunlight shining down on it. To me the house looked like the ruins of an ancient civilization.


  



  Heading upstairs, I met Randy's dad, broom in hand, amid a serious clutter. He looked like a torchbearer, staying behind to care for the house rather than his brothers and sisters.


  



  “Good to see you honey,” he said.


  



  “Good to see you too.”


  



  “Well, we've got most of the salvageable junk out of the way,” he said, “but there's still one hell of a mess to clean up.”


  



  “I'll bet.”


  



  “At least the police will let me near this place,” he said. “For the longest time it was cordoned off with police tape, and I couldn't even show up here without being escorted. I guess it wouldn't have mattered it thieves had gotten to it though. Not much left to steal.”


  



  I offered him a coffee, which he accepted, thanked me, and pulled back the plastic tab. Steam rose from the cup as he sipped it.


  



  For a moment, neither of us spoke. We just surveyed the wreckage and sipped our coffees. I had Randy on my mind and surely he did too, but neither of us wanted to be the first to bring it up, or speak of it at all if possible. He just slid his arm around me, the way Randy used to do to reassure me, and it promptly felt comforted.


  



  “I don't know what I'm going to do with this old place,” he said. I think he said it to mask the pain he felt from losing Randy. And maybe that pain intensified when he saw me, but I can't be sure.


  



  I wish I could have loaned him the same reassurance he offered me, but I simply wasn't strong enough. He would need to be strong enough for both of us. The house would have been charming for people who wanted a cozy home to live in or a virtual museum for antiquarians who wanted to boast their wares. But potential meant so little. The poor man had been depending on an inheritance from the house to provide for his retirement years and now all was lost.


  



  He sipped his coffee and said, “I know everyone's real hurt over what happened, but I know that you've got it worse than anyone, so any time you need help or a shoulder to cry on, I want you to call me. Day or night.”


  



  The single comment he'd spoken told me everything I would ever need to know about that man. And I was reassured to know that I had an ally in him, particularly with the scorn that I faced in the weeks and months after.


  



  But something dawned on me: he knew exactly the kind of pain Randy and I had felt when we'd lost. He'd experienced an extension of that grief as a grandfather, but hadn't known what it meant to lose a son. Now he knew what misery and heartbreak was. I'm sorry that it happened to him of all people and not just because I'd also lost a husband. I also worried that he would experience the rollercoaster of emotions that Randy had, which led to his downfall. No matter what, I knew I would need to be strong enough to support him too.


  



  He pulled up a lawn chair and finished the last of his coffee. “I've learned a lot from this experience though. Nothing is forever. Sometimes the best thing you can do is let go.”


  



  Wiser words have never been spoken, so far as I'm concerned. That was what Randy and I should have done with Kenny's nursery. And what Randy's family should have done with his grandparents' house. Randy might have helped them with the last part, intentionally or otherwise. But still, that was easier said than done.


  



  Throughout our conversation, we said nothing of the strange circumstances that surrounded the explosion or Randy's departure either. I still wasn't sure that I hadn't lost my mind in spite of having had witnesses, and I'm sure it would have been hard for him to believe too, especially since he hadn't witnessed the great event. For the time being, the house was rubble due to an undetermined cause; he was without a son and I was without a husband.


  



  Then he stood up and lifted his broom. “Maybe we can just have this place torn down. Start from scratch, you know? Not much else we can do with it the way it is.”


  



  I slid my arm around him. “Too bad; it was such a pretty place.”


  



  “I'm sure there'll be some rich Toronto people or Americans who'll want to build a nice new waterfront house here. They can have new memories to build upon. But if they do, I don't want to see it. I just want to remember the place the way it was.”


  



  Hearing that made me feel even worse for the man. Someone as kind and caring as him deserved a few basic things in life, chief among them the right not to face such disappointment. I decided right then that if I ever owned a genie in a bottle, the ability to change the whole scenario for him would be my first wish. Still, I understood that life isn't fair and that good people sometimes had to shoulder a miserable load.


  



  When he resumed sweeping, his broom became caught under what looked like an antique china hutch that's seen better days. He shoved the remains back to find a small stereo busted into several pieces. Then he found a flattened Spiderman Halloween costume. He crouched down and surveyed them like they had no business being there.


  



  “Where'd that come from?” I asked.


  



  “Don't know.”


  



  “You don't think there were any squatters in this place, do you?”


  



  “If there were any before the explosion, I'm sure Randy would've noticed that they'd been here and let me know.”


  



  He rolled a wooden, round table back and found the smashed bits of a DELL laptop (Randy hadn't owned one), and wrappers for more junk food than I wanted to imagine. Maybe Randy had succumbed to binge eating while we were apart, but I suppose I'll never know. We dug even further to find wallpaper with cars on it, stuffed animals, plastic professional wrestler action figures, and children's books.


  



  Maybe there had been no squatters, but one couldn't say that the house had been empty save for Randy. To me-and to Randy's dad too, I'm sure-this proved that someone else had been living in the house with Randy. Neither of us wanted to jump to any conclusions, but we couldn't ignore the evidence. Like the subject of Randy itself, we remained silent about it. We filed it under 'mysterious things happen'. I have my own ideas about what might have gone on in that place, and I don't care to be told that I'm crazy. Frankly, crazier things have happened in that house.


  



  He scooped up the Spiderman costume, the toy wrestlers, and stuffed animals and handed them to me. Should he have simply thrown them out? Ordinarily I would say so, but I understand his reason for studying them first. They were real; not part of my imagination, and I think I needed something like that to leave my mind in peace. After what I'd seen, I needed it.


  



  Then he set the broom down. “I think that's enough for one day.”


  



  Judging by the way he moved I could see that the work had exhausted him. I offered to come and help him in any way I could, but he told me I had enough to worry about. Deep down I suppose I did. I hadn't realized the whirlwind my life had become until he said so. Sometimes we need permission to take a break from the rigors of life. Granted, that might have also been his way of advising me to steer clear of the rest of the family, which was fine by me.


  



  Once the ordeal with police and reporters died down, the remnants of the house were finally torn down. And it wasn't just the house's charm that made the demolition a shame; the history had to mean something to someone. I mean, that house had stood during the time of Beethoven, the Civil War and Lincoln assassination, the Titanic's sinking and Two World Wars. Walls that had stood the test of time were destroyed in two simple phases.


  



  Now that historic house is no more than a giant hole in the ground. The tool shed still stands at the back of the driveway, and a much older wooden garage stand at the back of the yard. No doubt, it's a real eyesore for the people who live behind it! A charming wooden swing still stands near the driveway.


  



  I knew that the place was just bricks and mortar, but the place must have sustained itself on something. A cosmic blast like that explosion needed ammunition, after all. Randy had been enslaved by the place, or maybe something within the place enslaved him. I can never be sure. But what I can be sure of was that it changed the man I knew. Still, whatever happened in that house was his concern, I decided. I will have to live without answers, but I know that it's better than living with constant pain.


  


  



  CHAPTER 34


  I took three weeks off from work after the explosion. The union's contract calls for less than that, but this was no ordinary circumstance. Besides, my department head understood that I was going through more hell than anyone had a right to. But I had no arrangements to make, and the only other inconvenience I suffered was at the hands of police and reporters. I was a victim of my own intellect and conscience, which would chew me up during my time off.


  



  When I returned to work, I worried what everyone would think, from my colleagues to my superiors and my students. After all, the incident had made news all over Ontario and Western New York, and everyone I knew seemed anxious to hear the scoop first hand. Not that I would grant them the satisfaction mind you, but the pressure was there just the same. What vultures.


  



  But I received no looks when I stepped out of my car in the campus parking lot. My colleagues made the usual small talk in the department faculty lounge that they always had-which was usually some pretentious banter that I couldn't be bothered with anyway. Still, I had my classes to consider.


  



  My students were far too respectful and too, far too sensitive to bring up that topic. I slinked into the lecture hall and was met by a band of warmth, smiles and all the reason in the world to believe I would receive no judgment from them. Of course, the time I'd had away from school had been desperately needed, and I wouldn't have been able to return to work without it.


  



  The time I had to myself during my leave was mostly spent reading. And I mean, day and night. I never thought I would ever catch up on all the reading that I've always wanted to do, but that made a believer out of me. And I actually could concentrate on the lines and words this time. Every time I became immersed in a story, I felt my muscles relax and no doubt my blood pressure dropped. As with Kenny's death, the silence in my house was unbearable, but I learned to live with it by switching on the radio, or leaving the television on even when I was in the other room.


  



  Sometimes I get the urge to put the house up for sale and I've even consulted real estate agencies a time or two. Where would I go? Back to St. Catharine's I suppose, where I don't have a true identity either, but is better than having to rely on someone else for one. But it's hard. The place is filled with my memories of Randy, which are really the only things that remain of the man I fell in love with. But my behavior makes me scold myself. If I've learned anything from Randy-or from his family-it's that that inability to let go can be deadly.


  



  For now, I'm staying put, but I won't completely rule out putting this place on the market. If I can't have Randy, I might as well try and start a new life. I'm not too old to try and start over, but I know it's healthier to mourn my loss, even if I didn't lose Randy the traditional way.


  



  When things really start to hurt, I reflect on the night I stood Randy up, all because I desired independence. That was a passing fancy that I wished I'd never acted on. Not I have all the independence I could ask for, and yet I wouldn't trade in my life with Randy for anything. As the saying goes, sometimes you should be careful what you wish for.


  



  Regarding Randy's 'departure' as I call it: I wasn't entitled to life insurance because he technically hadn't died. And, of course, no one knows better than me that he hadn't really died. I will need to wait until he is legally presumed dead to see a dime, but that doesn't worry me a bit. I have a good job and can carry the mortgage on my own. Besides, money can never replace the person that was in my life.


  



  Whenever anyone asked about a funeral, I reflected on Kenny's service and all the heckling I took because I have a non-traditional attitude about death. That didn't stop people from giving the gears to a woman who'd just lost her son and it didn't stop them from doing likewise after I'd lost my husband. I didn't hold a funeral for Randy because, frankly, he isn't dead no matter what anyone says. He left no body to bury and therefore a ceremony is unnecessary. Randy did teach me how intangible life really is though. And I do believe that it's important to mourn, but such a non-traditional departure calls for non-traditional mourning.


  



  Instead of something formal, I took a stroll up the Friendship Trail alone on a crisp fall day. The trail itself is like something out of a Robert Frost poem, but it's manmade and relatively new. I had expected people to zip past me on their bikes and I was surprised by the solitude. Along the trail, I stepped off the pavement, sat in the dirt, hugged my knees, and wept. I'd never felt so soft as I'd felt in that last year when I lost the two most important people in my life. Still, I meant to be strong again, and I was determined not to let tragedy cut my own life short.


  



  As I've mentioned before, I have found my place in the church, which is something I never thought I would do. Even Randy wasn't terribly religious in spite of his insistence that we introduce some religious traditions to Kenny. Maybe he only felt obligated. I attend church every Sunday now and attend a Bible study group, and the people I have met there have kept me strong during almost any crisis.


  



  However, I can't depend on other people to make me learn from my own experiences. Only I can do that. While I still own the house, I've had the bedroom made over. Before, the bedroom had a unisex tone about it, which would leave someone unable to determine whether it was a man or woman's room. That was the way we wanted it. The room still isn't overtly feminine, but I felt a change was necessary, and I did the work myself to occupy my mind. I donated our king-sized bed to Goodwill and bought a queen-sized bed for myself. I must admit that it's nice to be able to keep the covers to myself.


  



  The bedroom was like my project, and when I finished it, I needed another, so I packed up everything in Kenny's room and donated it to the poor the way Randy had planned. I'm sure they would both approve. The eyes of the poor kids were aglow to see what I'd brought them and I was only too quick to part with the boxes. Randy had been right: there were less-fortunate people who could use those clothes and toys. No reason to let them sit in our house. Too bad Randy hadn't had the heart to give them away himself.


  



  Since then, I've turned it into an office. Well, to be more honest, it's an office with a television because there are shows that I really hate to miss. Still, it helps to keep the house from becoming too quiet. Plus, it has made the adjustment much easier for me. Luckily, I'm bogged down with papers to grade to notice on nights when nothing good is on.


  



  I never hear anything from Randy's family-except for his father and occasionally his mother-which is no great surprise to me. Sometimes people just need someone else to blame, or a punching bag, and if they want to place it on me then I suppose I can't stop them. They had a year to clean that house up and place it on the market, so they should shoulder some of the blame. The property finally did sell, and to a rich Torontonian just like Randy's dad had predicted. I suppose they won't be able to do anything else with it except to build a new house in the old one's place. I hope it's a beauty.


  



  Technically, I'm single now, but that depends on how you look at it. In the eyes of the law-and very much in my own eyes-I'm still married. And until he is declared legally dead, our marriage contract is still binding. And that's perfectly fine by me. I intend to honor it. No matter how angry we were with each other during his final days, I mean to uphold my commitment as his wife.


  



  But I know that that principle doesn't hold true for everyone; I know that for a fact. Girlfriends I'd lost touch with since I'd been married renewed their ties with me. Some of them are single (and hopeful!) and others live with their husbands or partners with seemingly little commitment, and others have been through divorces. Kids have always been dragged into them too. The common bond that they all share is that they missed their casting call for Sex in the City.


  



  They take me out sometimes, either to lunch during the day, or more often to a bar at night. One of those singles clubs. I watch them in action, which is amusing to see, even if they're not particularly aggressive. They play coy to let men try and pick them up and more often than not they give in. Like there was any other point to the charade. You see, it's a game they play like cat and mouse, only I much prefer to call it mouse and cat.


  



  Sometimes I wonder why they bother. I mean, aren't they a little old to be playing games with boys like they're still in junior high? It seems that they might be doing it for attention or a self-esteem boost. Not that I mean to judge, but I suppose my attitude is that of someone who has been down the aisle, had a child, and would still have all of those things if not for several tragic circumstances. Maybe they can't understand it that way, but I don't mean to speak down to them either.


  



  Moreover, I feel uncomfortable when they push me into meeting a guy, like it should be foremost on my mind. I freeze up like a statue each time. Don't you want to meet someone? They always ask me. If I did, I certainly wouldn't be doing it that way; I wouldn't search for love online either, but to each her own. I met Randy naturally and we fit together like a glove. He never needed an opening line or needed to appear to be suave. I was more than happy to approach him on my own.


  



  But really, I don't want anyone else. I wear my wedding ring to every club they take me to, and don't think that it doesn't stir up their scorn. Maybe they're jealous because I don't need to try as hard to get attention, but maybe it's because I'm simply able to make my own choices and stand by them. I may be young to say that I've already had my one and only, but that's really just the way it is. We vowed to stay together until death do us part, and until someone can prove to me that Randy's really dead, that's how it's going to be.


  



  Like the principle, Randy and I wanted to impress upon Kenny: a promise is a promise, and once made it is meant to be kept.


  


  



  CHAPTER 35


  When Kenny died, Randy and I sat around in the days before the funeral and discussed our greatest disappointments. Our chief disappointment was that we would never see our little boy grow up. He wouldn't do the things that little boys and young men are expected to do. As a new mom, I figured each stage would be different, that each would offer something special, and that his passing stripped that away from us. After seeing the Spiderman costume at Randy's grandparents' house, I realized that dressing Kenny up for Halloween was yet another phase that we'd missed out on.


  



  We wouldn't get to see him go on his first date, take his first trip by himself, get married or have his own children. Sometimes I close my eyes and let my imagination wander so I can picture him doing all of the things that death stole from him. Parents naturally want more-or at least as much-for their children as they'd had. Knowing that I'd ultimately had more, not including the chance to live my life, made me feel guilty, and I couldn't shake the nagging feeling. Only a parent who has outlived their child can feel that remorse.


  



  For the most part, I have packed up my old life and moved on. If anyone in a similar situation can do the same then good for them. Since it's easier said than done, you never truly get over it, and getting the wheels turning is harder than hell. Turning that corner is the hardest, but once you've done it, the sailing is as smooth as it will ever be.


  



  Except for Randy's father, I still don't hear from his family. That's fine by me. If his aunts and uncles even say hello to me in the grocery store I consider that positive. Because of their animosity, Randy's dad can't invite me to Christmas dinners, but I know he would if that were possible. And I'm never alone anyway. My family has supported me right along, and of course there are my newfound girlfriends if I ever need them.


  



  Still, I constantly ponder an old question: will I ever have another child? The answer to that has changed like the weather since it was first asked, and it depends on the situation I'm in. At first, the answer was no. Then I reconsidered, but I wasn't ready to have another child as fast as Randy was. Circumstances have influenced me yet again. Since Randy departed, my answer has returned to being an emphatic no.


  



  To have another child, I would need to meet another partner, but who would fill that role? I think I've already had the partner I was meant to meet. Yes, I've been told that I'm way too young to act like my love life is over. But hey, that wouldn't be the first time someone has told me that my ideas are weird. And they are weird when you compare them to how traditional people operate, but that doesn't mean that the traditional people are right. I'm unashamed of the principles that I live by, because they've kept my life on track if nothing else.


  



  I've been approached by men from time to time-outside of the singles clubs, of course-who have asked me if I would be interested in having coffee with them. On one occasion, it was a new colleague and another time a student, neither of which would have been professional. But generally these men are educated, charming and certainly handsome, and at a different point in my life, I would have been interested in getting to know them better had I been single. But I know that the drive to do that simply doesn't exist anymore. I politely tell them no, and they respond respectfully, and move on with their business.


  



  Not that I don't miss all the benefits of being attached to someone. I'm as normal as anyone else, and I miss the intimacy I had with Randy. And it isn't all about sexual intimacy either. I miss those special moments we shared both before and after we were married. Sometimes the simple things in life offer the most pleasure. But giving up sex has been no treat. Chastity has sometimes left me feeling empty and broken, but that is an unfortunate part of the life I now live.


  



  I don't feel the need to be a crowd-pleaser though. Kenny was not a planned child, and yet he wasn't unplanned either. He was a product of the love that Randy and I shared, not born because our parents expected grandchildren and my siblings expected a nephew. And now, I feel no obligation to try again, because I want to stick by my guns in believing that it is the wrong reason to bring a person into the world.


  



  Not that I've completely ruled out the possibility of adoption. Certainly I've considered opening my home to a child who needs it (Randy's grandfather was an orphan, after all), but that too is a matter of timing. That and I doubt adoption agencies will look favorably upon a single woman who now has her own studies to juggle and also has a sullied reputation in town.


  



  But that's okay. I figure it's their loss and I have no intention of changing just to please them. Still, I'm regularly queried about what I want to do with my life. The answer: plenty. When I married, I'd always wanted to finish my Ph. D and take a regular professor job at a university. Randy agreed to remain part time and look after Kenny so I could do that once we had better financial footing. We obviously never made it quite that far. Now that I'm on my own, I've finished the qualifying exams and have begun research for my dissertation.


  



  The dissertation itself has already kept me up to my armpits in papers and books, not including the required coursework. Just trying to keep track of the hundreds of sources I've consulted for my bibliography has been a challenge. Randy and I had a truck that involved using recipe cards to remember all of our sources, but I ran short of them one night, and it threw me off completely. Not even our foolproof method can save me!


  



  Maybe I've just spent too much time as a teacher and have been away from being a student for too long. I've long advocated that it's never too late to finish your first or highest degree, and I want to believe that the same principle applies to me too. To me, the only way to finish something difficult is to press on and weather the storm. And I made a promise to myself to finish it. Make a promise keep a promise.


  



  Not that Randy ever held me back-he was my biggest supporter in achieving my doctorate-but I have so many more goals in life. Part of me wants to write a novel too. I would like to resume piano studies I dropped out of as a teenager. Sometimes I feel like there simply aren't enough hours in the day, days in the year, or years in a life to do everything I want to do. I guess you can say that I'm a woman of many passions, and that I'm ambitious enough to tackle all of them.


  



  But for now, I'll stick to writing my dissertation on the Victorian literary era. There are some very thick novels to know inside out and backward, and a lot of sexism to wrap my head around. I sometimes find my mind wandering, but I know that I can stick to this, accomplish my goals, and move on the way Randy would have wanted me to.


  



  And if I really do earn my doctorate and find a better job, I'll have the freedom to move away from Fort Erie, and never have to give this place another thought. Why, I could try to find work at top-notch universities like the University of Toronto, McGill, or the University of British Columbia. Working out west would really remove me from every memory of this place. And maybe I'm just dreaming, but that doesn't seem like such a sin.


  



  And I know how ridiculous it might sound to some. Surely, they will wonder why I'm bothering to write this diatribe if I just want to blow town and forget about everyone in it anyway. Well, everything has a reason


  



  For me, that reason is very simple, that I've taught my literature students that every narrator has a reason to tell a story. Likewise, every narrator has a bias that must always be considered. For me, my purpose is to tell a story to which others are unlikely to be receptive. Why? Well, sometimes the stories that offend the masses are the most useful to society. Literature has always been a social commentary. And the reason for writing is not to create fiction, but to tell the truth.


  



  My story is the truth about Randy Fuller, our son Kenny, and our life together that the people of Fort Erie won't care for. As I've repeated throughout this story, I don't mean to make my husband look like a villain. Only you can decide whether to believe that. But I do believe it's important to make everyone understand that the man wasn't infallible. I'm not infallible either. I can only retell our lives in the most objective way possible, even though I'm as vulnerable to a bias as any narrator is.


  



  When someone can see both sides of a pancake, one can see that it is more complicated than it appears, and that everyone's motivations need to be considered. Randy was the friendly face that people saw at the library, and it's natural to want to take his side, but to forget that it takes two to tango is ignorant. That is the reality of living in a small town.


  



  I also need to admit that I'd never believed in ghosts until the night of the explosion. Yes, you might think I'm crazy, but I'm not writing this text to hold anything back. I'm not sure what it was that I saw on the night of the explosion, but it most certainly was supernatural. But what had caused the explosion has given me much more to chew on.


  



  More than anything, I want to make sure the complete truth us told, uncensored and unabashed. That's what so many stories tend to leave out, and it what makes them weak and I don't care to make myself look like the hero in anything. I could explain all this to a therapist, or I could make sure I express my feelings in the most appropriate forum possible. Then I won't need to give a damn what anyone in Fort Erie thinks.


  



  So, I'll leave this with anyone who cares to read it. Maybe it will result in more dirty looks from passersby, or even some more amusing notes in the mail. Don't think I haven't turned those gems in to the police, friends and neighbors. I have spent much of this text talking about moving on, and as soon as I finish this sentence, I plan to shut down my computer, and follow my own advice.


  



  Make a promise keep a promise.


  



  Thank You!


  



  I’m Derek Clendening and I just want to thank you for reading The Between Years. I would love to hear from you, so please drop me a line at derek.r.clendening@gmail.com . I respond to all email personally. I would be honored if you check out further works by me. Stick around here for the bonus short stories, “Open Doors, Closed Doors” and “Family Ties”.


  



  Also, be sure to check out my blog at www.thehorrorofderekclendening.blogspot.com
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  Open Doors, Closed Doors


  



  



  Rosemary clenches her rosary when she stops before the door to the Tea for Two café on the corner of Central and Garrison. Her legs ache from the long trip.


  The ‘open’ sign buzzes, and the awning is torn at the seams, but the inside is packed with people she used to know. These people pay her no mind now.


  She checks her watch.


  Have to get back soon, she thinks. One chance left and I can’t blow it.


  Have to get back.


  She sucks in a breath of morning air and forced herself inside. A bell tinkles and Colbie Colliat’s “Start at my Toes” is almost drowned out by the cacophony of voices. She stomps the snow off of her feet and everyone ignores her, just like she expects.


  She sees a woman in a house dress sitting alone in the corner with her hands folded on the table. She isn’t what Rosemary expects. There are no beads, funny-colored hair, candles or even a crystal ball.


  Frozen at the empty chair that’d been pulled out for her, she doesn’t move until she is told to sit.


  I’ve been expecting you, the woman says.


  Rosemary wants to know how she knows that she was coming. Does she know how far I’ve come? Rosemary wonders. She would spill every secret to this woman at her command.


  Unsure what to say, Rosemary digs into her pocket for a wad of bills and peels off a twenty. Twenty dollars buys cans of Campbell’s soup, Dempster’s bread, Nielson milk and Crest toothpaste, she thinks. She checks her watch. Answers come at a price.


  Have to get back.


  Name’s Elizabeth, the woman says. I have no control over your life. Please forgive me if what I’m about to tell you isn’t what you want to hear.


  Rosemary bites her lip as Elizabeth shuffles a deck of cards then slides them across the table. Tempted to push them away, Rosemary decides that she can’t refuse the answers at her fingertips.


  Elizabeth smiles and tells Rosemary to turn the first card.


  Rosemary reveals The Chariot. Elizabeth turns over The Magician, The Tower, The Fool then sorts the rest in a square pattern. These pictures mean nothing to her and she refuses to believe them. Still . . . .


  Life hasn’t been easy for you, Elizabeth says. Not that it’s all bad. You have Christ on your side but you still feel forgotten and discarded.


  Rosemary squeezes her rosary until the beads leave marks on her palm.


  You have two children, Elizabeth says.


  No, I don’t.


  Yes, you do.


  Listen to me, I don’t have any children.


  Want your answers or not?


  Yes.


  You have two boys.


  Is that in the cards?


  Your whole life is in these cards.


  Then you know why I’ve come so far to see you?


  No parent can be with their child every waking moment to make sure they’re making the right choices. Most would kill to find out what their kids are hiding . . . some are just more intrusive than others.


  Rosemary’s hangs her head then forces herself to face Elizabeth.


  You’ve had some terrible wrongs done to you, Elizabeth says.


  It’s not the boys’ fault, Rosemary says. The lies they’ve been told about me . . . .


  Ever hurt them?


  Never . . . not intentionally. They’ve had so many problems and I just wanted to help them.


  The older boy has attempted suicide, Elizabeth says.


  Hail Mary, Full of Grace, the Lord is with thee, Rosemary whispers under her breath.


  She wants to hold his hand, squeeze it tight, and stop him from destroying his life but she knows that she is powerless.


  Isn’t there any good news? Rosemary asks.


  Believe it or not, Elizabeth says, you’ll have the younger boy’s love again.


  Really?


  Really.


  Why not both of them?


  I can only tell you what I know. The younger boy desperately wants your love but he’s too confused right now to take the plunge. Believe me, he’ll come around. Count on it.


  When?


  Not until the father’s dead.


  When Elizabeth gathers the cards, she folds her hands again.


  Aren’t you going to tell me more? Rosemary asks.


  There’s nothing left to say.


  You can’t just leave me like this . . . I’ve come all this way. What am I supposed to do?


  Elizabeth’s lips stay still.


  Rosemary checks her watch.


  Have to get back, she thinks.


  After such a long trip, she knows that she must take care of business.


  Have to get back.


  ***


  Rosemary wanders up the steps to Peter’s house. Let the dogs bark and the neighbors call the cops, she thinks.


  Lava colored brick trims the house and a swing hangs in the corner of the porch. Charmed by Peter’s taste, she finds an open door but the lights are out.


  Inside, she switches the lights on and hopes to find Peter. Certainly he will recognize her, she decides. Time cannot fade features and she knows that she would recognize Peter anywhere.


  The designs on Peter’s wallpaper are prettier than the wallpaper and wooden paneling on her walls. The front door, the kitchen, closet and bathroom doors have all been left open. Rosemary stands on a hardwood floor and gazes at a plasma screen television sitting in the corner of the living room. A leather couch sits in front of the television and a love seat is just adjacent. Vanilla hanging in the air soothes her when an orange cat hurries past.


  In the kitchen, she notices a sink full of dishes; some are caked with old spaghetti sauce and noodles, and others with mashed potato residue and broccoli grits. She scrapes the plates off, loads them into the dishwasher, adds a scoop of Cascade and fires the machine up. Some chores need finishing, she decides, and she doesn’t mind doing them. The floor is clean enough to slip on, which pleases her. When she opens the refrigerator door, she finds a carton of soy milk, bottles of Poland Springs water, and a crisper loaded with broccoli, lettuce, carrots and tomatoes. Sliced chicken and turkey breast is the only meat she finds.


  A magnetic calendar is posted on the fridge with red film smeared in the middle. Days at the beginning, middle and end of the month are circled in bright red. Business meetings are scheduled for the first and last Friday of the month and are circled in blue. A woman named Nadia’s spinning classes are scribbled in with a fine black marker every Tuesday afternoon.


  No wonder there’s no time for doing dishes, Rosemary thinks.


  A pad hangs next to the calendar where Peter and Nadia write notes to each other, in the streams of consciousness of an ongoing story. They end each message with ‘love you’ or xoxo.


  Next, Rosemary explores the upstairs where she finds more open doors. She sneaks into the second door on the left and switches the light on. A king sized bed consumes the far half of the room and a television sits in the corner. Boxers, panties, socks and t-shirts are scattered about the floor. She gathers the clothes, piles them into a laundry basket then folds the bed sheets.


  A picture of Peter, Nadia, she assumes, and a little girl with strawberry curls sits on the dresser. The girl looks to be about three years old and Rosemary wonders how much she’s missed while she’s been away. The family crouches before Cinderella’s castle at Disneyland, wearing black mouse ears and smiles. More than anything, Rosemary wishes that she could hold the little girl in her lap. Just learning her name would make her happy. The calendar on the fridge has no dentist appointments or parent-teacher conferences and the house’s open doors are driving her crazy.


  Have to get back.


  Back in the hall, Rosemary finds a closed door.


  She turns the knob, and eases the door open, but not enough to stop a creaking sound. No one can hear her, she decides, but . . . . She switches the light on and nearly chokes. Inside, she finds a bed with posts shaped like school pencils and a dresser in the corner. Rosemary decides that a room like this is no place for a child to live.


  Still, she decides that she must find some way to learn the girl’s name. Answers.


  She inches closer to the dresser, finds a picture of the girl on a swing, and figures that she’s five or six in this one. She lifts the photo, and holds it close, but worries that she will smudge the glass.


  In the top drawer, she finds several hospital bracelets with the name Mackenzie on them. Various ages are printed on them but they stop after age eight. Rosemary drops the bracelets and hurries out of the room.


  Downstairs, she awaits the open door. Time is too short for her to care who will see her leaving


  She has a long trip ahead of her.


  ***


  Rosemary trudges through the snow, and is careful not to slip on the ice beneath. The night has grown silent and she clutches herself for warmth. Her legs ache and she worries that she cannot make the trip back, but she knows that she must. Her escape from Peter’s house had been uneventful, as she moved swiftly out the front door, and was certain that no one had seen her, but still . . . .


  Rosemary wishes that she hadn’t sought out a single answer. This trip has brought her nothing but pain but Peter’s happiness is all that matters to her. On the inside, she knows that he is suffering, just as Rosemary has suffered for years. His Mackenzie is lost and Rosemary is determined to find her.


  She checks her watch. Have to get back.


  The next life is no place for little girls, Rosemary thinks. Not her sweet Mackenzie. When she finds her, Rosemary is determined to throw her arm around her, and take good care of her, until her dear Peter can be with her again.


  When she approaches the Anglican Church overlooking the Niagara River, she bursts through the cemetery gate, and weaves through the gravestones.


  One stone sits alone, buried in snow, but Rosemary looks no farther. She dusts some snow off with her foot, but not enough to uncover the epitaph, and she is glad. At one point, a second stone would have accompanied it, but Rosemary finally understands that everything changes.


  She lies in the snow, rests her aching legs, stares up at the sky, and shuts her eyes.


  


  



  



  



  Family Ties


  



  The only sensible question I can think to ask is why did you stroll back into my life? I mean, it’s not like I sent an invitation, and not like our relationship has been anything better than frigid. Yet here you are. When I saw you, I wasn’t sure how to react. Frankly, I was too troubled to spit out any words. I knew ‘Daddy’ would’ve turned you off and even ‘Dad’ sounded too warm. I figured ‘Father’ was the best I could say, and you’ll just have to live with that.


  In addition to the whirlwind of emotions, countless memories rushed my psyche like a tidal wave. Memories are such funny things, aren’t they? Time stood still when I saw you. Though I remember everything about you, I think your smell stands out the most. That distinct tobacco reek that filled my nostrils every time you lit a cigarette was unmistakable. Du Maurier. I can’t even see that brand at the 7-11 without thinking of you.


  Next, I think of the plaid shirts that you favored, and the stubble that you sometimes wore because you skipped shaving on weekends. Then I remember your large, tombstone-like teeth that were impossibly yellow. I used to wonder when one of those suckers would fall out, but you managed to show up the dentist time and again. That is, until I was a teenager, and apparently longer.


  When I saw you, my mind raced back to being nine years old. You taught me to play the piano. ‘Taught’ seems like too strong a word. What you did was sit me at the piano bench and rap my fingers with a ruler each time I made a mistake. Every child should be a prodigy and master The Marriage of Figaro before their tenth birthday, after all. Welts on my knuckles, blood on my fingers and tears in my eyes meant nothing to you, Father.


  But that was nothing, I suppose. In fact, it seems like a mercy compared to what you did to Josh when he came home with Fs on his report card. Dyslexia is a tool of the child psychologists, you always said. I still remember how you would take him out back, and how I’d had to cover my ears to tune out his screaming and crying. And I remember how he’d always had to stay home from school the next day.


  And you never conjured up contrived excuses for his teachers, I’ll give you that. Yours were never the falling down the stairs or walking into the door diatribes that got parents charged. No, you made sure Josh stayed home at least a day or two then sent him to school as healthy as a horse. No questions asked. And you’re lucky Mom (rest her soul) didn’t work, so you never had to make excuses to her bosses for missing work.


  Of course, I never missed a turn as soon as I was old enough (or, old enough in your eyes). Saying that nothing I did was ever good enough for you would be an understatement. In fact, I’m at a loss to articulate that feeling. The day I told you I didn’t want to play the piano triggered my worst beating. The first time I brought a report card home short of straight A’s was more merciful, but still . . . . Fortunately, you spared my face and left no visible marks.


  I shudder to imagine how you would’ve reacted had I dared to bring a boy home. Looking back, I wish I could’ve rubbed it in your face. Alas, I was never afforded that chance. If I had been, you might’ve spared him the charm that you’ve poured on for so many, and exposed your true self.


  And then came the day you walked out on us. I never understood why exactly. But it was funny, given that it hadn’t been for another woman. You never had other women, which came as a shock to Mom, Josh and I. You weren’t the typical alcoholic bad father either, which I also remember thinking. But I remember the fifteen year old girl I was when you slammed our front door and on your life with us.


  What triggered that, I wonder? You made it clear that you were the king of the castle and that you’d be the last one to go. Were we not perfect enough for you? Mom waited on you, hand and foot. Josh was as good a son as he knew how to be, and as good a student as he could manage (dyslexia and all), and I finally mastered The Marriage of Figaro. I shouldn’t have believed that your jacketed back as you walked away was the last that I would ever see of you.


  And you might be in for a surprise now, Father. But I didn’t want you to leave. I didn’t want to see you walk out the door.


  Sure, those close to us (in other words, those who knew the real you) insisted that it was for the best, that we were finally free. I shed no tears, but if I had, I know that each of them would have told me that better days were ahead.


  But that wasn’t how I saw it, not in the beginning, at least. To me, your walking out on us was the cruellest thing that you ever did. Yes, there were the practical matters that you left behind, like how Mom had to take care of Josh and me with zero help from you. And you sent no card to say where you were (no kidding). Mom never could fend for herself and the bank foreclosed on the house.


  But that was okay by you, I suppose. Men like you always find a way to justify their neglect. You didn’t live there anymore, Mom was no longer your wife, and Josh and I might as well have been bastards.


  No, what made your swan song so awful for me was that you gave up on us. Even in your knuckle-rapping and ass-beating, you were still willing to accept our flaws and move on. When you left us, I knew that you weren’t willing to weather us anymore. You had thrown in the towel.


  I’ll have you know that I survived the rest of my teenage years without you, and even earned a B.A. from Brock University, and went on to earn my Masters in English Literature from McMaster. But I suppose you saw the diplomas on my wall.


  I have a teaching gig at the community college that I love, but you seem to know all about it. You even learned my phone extension at the office, though you should’ve known that I wouldn’t want to hear from you. I guess one can access any information they want these days. Oh joy!


  My home is mine because I count my pennies and because I’m responsible. I don’t plan to lose it the way you lost our house for us.


  But it’s lonely here. Divorce sure wasn’t a pleasant experience, but you couldn’t know about that, since I’ve tossed out every picture of Peter I had, wedding photos and all. Disappointed much? I guess everything I know about keeping a marriage together I learned from you.


  The divorce happened first, swift and peaceful. After Mom passed, I decided that I was completely independent for the first time in my life. But boy was I in for a surprise. Like I said, here you are.


  As I reflect, I ask again: Why did you stroll back into my life?


  ***


  When Lorraine, the English department’s administrative assistant, told me that I had a call from my father on line one, I dismissed it as a joke (albeit a very cruel one). But line one on my phone had been flashing, so I figured that there must have been some substance to it. So I decided to pick up the phone to make sure. All I heard was heavy breathing. I don’t know why that should’ve convinced me it was really you, but it was enough to make me slam the receiver down.


  I refused to cancel my afternoon classes that day. Going home early because of you would have been like admitting defeat, and I’m well beyond that. So I kept on, struggled through my classes, and hoped that my students wouldn’t notice my whirlwind of emotions.


  I worried you would be waiting for me in the hall after I finished class. And don’t say that it’s ridiculous, because you’d already phoned my office, panting like some kind of pervert. And I’ve had friends whose parents have suddenly shown up at their workplace (much to their horror). Alas, the hall was devoid of you.


  When I returned home, I saw the lights on inside my house. The smell of Du Maurier cigarettes struck me before I was the even halfway through the door. That you knew where I worked (and phoned my office for Chrissakes!) was bad enough. But that you knew where I lived, and knew how to sneak into my house, panicked me enough to phone the police. And that you would sit in my house and smoke your filthy cigarettes was an insult.


  I mean, how fucking rude is that? Hey, did you hear that one, Dad? I just said fuck.


  In spite of my anxiety, I didn’t phone the police, not immediately anyway. Why? Frankly, I didn’t know what to tell them, and I wasn’t prepared for their reaction. No signs of a forced entry, the spare key back in its hiding place, and no missing property. All I had to prove that you were here was the rank smell of tobacco (and no cigarette butts were left behind, very smart, Dad).


  When I dressed for bed that night, I knew I wouldn’t sleep a wink. Not when I knew that you were out there, that you knew where I lived, where I slept. You seemed intent on picking up where you left off, to exercise the same iron-fisted control over my life that you had twenty years ago. Somehow, my eyelids grew heavy, and I drifted into a light sleep.


  And then, the click from the doorknob turning startled me from sleep. I opened my eyes and there you stood. At first, I thought you were something from a nightmare. A bit of underdone potato, a blot of cheese, Ebenezer Scrooge would’ve called you. But your smell of Du Maurier cigarettes wafted into the room, powerful enough to wrinkle my nose. You wore your plaid shirt and showed your yellow, tombstone-like teeth, and whisked me back to the girl I used to be.


  At first, neither of us spoke, but I wasn’t interested in anything you had to say. Chances for reconciliation died years ago. I told you to get out, but you wouldn’t leave. Then I told you to get the fuck out (there I go with that word again), but you were intent on staying. Before I could try and throw you out, you leapt onto my bed, wrapped your fingers around my neck, and squeezed. My windpipe shrunk, I gasped for what air I could steal, but the room went blurry.


  Why you walked back into my life after all these years was a mystery to me, but I suppose you had a reason. If it was only to lay one more whipping on me, I suppose . . . I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. But you shouldn’t have been stunned that I would fight you. After all, I’m a grown woman and too proud to take your whippings. So you released your grip and paint-brushed my face, if only to keep me at bay.


  Was I going to sit there and take it? Hell no! Once I broke free from you, I crawled to my cell phone and called the police. To their credit, they showed up on my front door within minutes. They noted the bruises that had blossomed on my arms and neck, and the red marks and scratches on my face. An officer stayed with me while the other probed the house for you.


  But could he find you? Oh no, you managed to evade the officer that night, just as you bested police trouble when I was a girl. I gave the officers your description. The first one scribbled it on his pad, and promised to try his best to find you, but I think he was humoring me. Sometimes the bad guy wins.


  The beatings continued most nights, and I gave up on police help. Some nights, you broke up the monotony and expanded your interests. One night, you sat beside me at the piano bench, and I wore welts on my fingers once more. Blood dried between my fingers again. It wasn’t that I couldn’t play The Marriage of Figaro for you (how could I forget?), but because I play the popular music that disgusts you. But I don’t cry anymore. If I can cling to one thing, it’s my strength.


  Sometimes I like to be flippant. I’ve asked you why you walked out on us, but you never answer. Silence was often your way of solving problems. Silence and violence. Lovely combination, wouldn’t you say?


  Other times, I’ve asked you if you’ve ever visited Mom’s grave. I don’t press the issue, because I know you won’t answer, and because I feel lucky to have escaped the usual whipping with my life. I won’t take risks when I’m right on the cusp of finding out.


  I don’t want you in my life, but what can I do? I’ve considered moving, but I know you’ll find me wherever I go. You’ll just welcome yourself in, make yourself at home, torture me, and find ingenious ways to cheat the cops.


  And yet I know that moving might be inevitable. The college has placed me on probation thanks to all the days I’ve called in sick. But what am I supposed to do? I can’t well show up for class looking the way I do after you’ve really gone off. You don’t spare my face like you used to. At least you wait until I’m home to torture me and no longer phone my office. What few words you say anymore you use to tell me that I’m much saucier than I was when I was young.


  But it’s time to take the gloves off. Oh, you might be bigger and stronger than me, but you can’t break my spirit. You’ve hit me for the last time, you’ve hurt me enough, and I’m determined to banish you from me life. It’s time I became completely independent, and free of you.


  ***


  Every time I think about leaving, I throw some books and knickknacks into boxes, stuff some clothes into a suitcase, and arrange to cancel the utilities. But I stop myself, because I know that you’ll follow me out this door, to a new house, to a new town, but I can’t go on like this.


  I’m not sure what you want from me. Maybe it’s the perfection that I’d been unable to achieve as a child, or I could simply be your whipping girl. Me, I think you’re after the tears that I never shed, and the remorse that I never felt. Don’t hold your breath.


  I clipped the obituary when I heard the news. I was twenty-two, young, but that meant nothing to me. The part of me that wanted a clear conscience pushed myself to attend the burial, but I couldn’t bring myself to face it. Josh wouldn’t go either, presumably for the same reasons, so I won’t beat myself up too much. Still, I can’t help but think that attending would have prevented my current situation. I’m not one to live with regrets, but that one I would do differently if I could turn back time.


  That’s supposed to be therapeutic for many, but I doubt it would have been for me. Speaking the words, recounting our history, and demanding you leave is the only way to end this, to banish you from my life. Words are the only way to exorcise the demon. So, I’ll say it once more, for the final time: Get back into the ground. Leave me alone, Dad. Stay the fuck out of my life.
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