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Places at the Table

I woke to cold air on my arms and knew the season had turned.

The windows had been open since June. Nine weeks of it, the river smell and the freight horns drifting up from the yard at Beacon and the moths that found the lamp on Dinah’s side, and now this — a current off the water that carried the first real edge of autumn, and the bedroom ten degrees cooler than it had been at midnight, and my wife asleep with her back to me and a smell in her hair that was not the house.

I did not reach for her. I lay there for maybe a minute, orienting the way you orient in a room you know in the dark: by sound, by temperature, by the shape of the body next to yours. Saturday. Labor Day weekend. Dinah had come in at two. I had gone to bed at eleven and read forty pages of the Trollope I’d been working through since July and turned off the lamp and slept, and the whole night fit inside that sentence, and I did not think anything of the fit. The clock on the dresser said 5:38 and the dark was the kind that had morning under it, a gray coming in at the window frames that would be light in twenty minutes. Cold enough that I should close the landing windows before she woke up.

I pulled on socks from the chair and went out without changing. She shifted when I stood, her shoulder moving under the sheet, and I held the door at the latch the way I had learned to hold it over twenty-six years of early mornings, letting the bolt slide home instead of click. The landing was cold. I pulled the two windows shut and the house sealed itself around me, quiet, the way a held note is quiet. The third stair was the one that talked, and I took it at the edge where the joist sat solid against the riser. Every creak in this house was a note I knew.

Downstairs the kitchen was still dark. I filled the kettle and set it on the burner and stood there while the gas ticked and caught, a blue ring in the dark room. The radiator under the window clanked once, twice, a third time — the first sound it had made since April, the old iron finding its voice again the way it did every year when the temperature dropped below sixty overnight. The pipes in this house were older than anyone living in it. They had been installed in 1923 and they let you know about every degree of weather, and this morning they were telling me the summer was over, and the sound was good.

I had eleven years of mornings like this one. They used to be harder.

The arrangement was my idea. I had asked her, eleven years ago, in a way I will come to, and she had said yes in a way that took four months to become anything at all, and then there had been a man — a colleague of hers at the practice, three weeks — and then, two years later, another, a friend of a friend, two months, also quiet, also ending without a scene. And then, seven years ago, there had been Gil. I did not know exactly when. That fact would come back to me this morning in a way I did not expect, but not yet. Seven years of Gil, and the arrangement had stopped being an arrangement somewhere in those years and had become simply one of the things the household contained, like the bad radiator and the card file in the shop and our daughter’s Sunday calls. Nell was twenty-four and in Philadelphia and did not know. She would not learn, not from me, and I did not think from Dinah, and what that cost was a thing I kept in a room I did not visit on Saturday mornings.

The coffee was ready. I poured one cup and stood at the counter in the gray light and drank it. The house was quiet the way only a house with one person awake in it can be quiet — not empty, held. I could feel Dinah asleep above me the way you feel a note sustained on a damper pedal, present in the room without being struck. I finished the cup and went out to the porch for the paper.

The bag was there.

Brown paper, folded twice at the top, set on the boards about a foot from the door. Dew on the fold. I picked it up and the weight was right — eight pears when I looked, packed tight without a note, without a name, from the orchard up the county road where the Bartletts came in at the end of August and ran through September if the summer had been good. Slightly underripe, the skins still green at the stem end, the way they always were. I brought the bag inside and set it on the table and took three out and lined them on the windowsill where the morning sun would reach them by seven. The rest I left. They would be ready by tomorrow.

Seven years of this. The bag on the boards on the morning after, left there between the time she came home and the time I came down, and me bringing it in and sorting the fruit by firmness and putting the green ones in the light. It was always pears. In seven years it had never once been anything else — not apples in October, not plums in July, always the Bartletts from the same orchard, always slightly green, as if he bought them two days early on purpose or as if the orchard sold them that way. I had theories about this and I did not examine them. Gil had never come inside the house. Not once. Not for a minute. Not for rain, not for cold, not for the ice storm two Januarys ago when the power was out and Dinah had been at his place for the night and the whole county was shut down. He stopped at the corner. She walked up the hill. What he left was on the porch by morning, and I had never once heard him put it there. In seven years the closest he had come to the kitchen was the boards outside the door, and nobody had drawn that line. It had simply become the shape of things, the way a creek bed is shaped by years of water and not by a surveyor, and it was the last boundary in the marriage, and I did not know whose courtesy it was — his or hers or mine — and I had stopped trying to find out.

I folded the bag flat. I always folded them. I opened the drawer under the sink to put it with the others, and the drawer stuck and I had to pull it with both hands, and it was full. Seven years of brown paper bags, folded flat, pressed together, fifty or sixty or more. I had never thrown one away. I stood there with the drawer open and the gray going to silver in the windows and looked at what I had been doing without knowing I was doing it, and the looking lasted about four seconds and then I shut the drawer and did not open it again.

* * *

Two mugs out of the cupboard. My hand went to the second one by reflex — Dinah’s, the wide blue one with the chip on the handle she wouldn’t let me replace because her mother had given it to her and the chip was part of it now — and I put it back on its hook. She would not be down for three hours. I had known that since before I opened my eyes, the way I knew the third stair and the landing windows and the exact minute the sun cleared the ridge across the river. The mornings after had a shape. They had had a shape for years.

I put on the canvas jacket and went out across the yard. The grass was soaked and the fog was on the river below, a flat white band running north, and the hills on the far side were just outlines. The barn was cold. I switched on the light over the bench and pulled the stool up and opened the Chickering action that had been waiting for me all week.

The action was from the Presbyterian church up the valley, a hundred-year-old Chickering baby grand that had been played hard every Sunday for as long as anyone in the congregation could remember and probably longer than that. I had been servicing it for fifteen years. The minister before the current one had hired me and the current one had kept me on, and the check came quarterly and was never late and the piano was played by a woman named Dorothy who had opinions about the sustain and who called me directly when something felt wrong, bypassing the church office, which I appreciated. The hammers were the problem this time — three of them in the upper register had lost their shape, the felt compressed and grooved from ten thousand strikes against the same three strings, the kind of wear that happens to any hammer that gets used enough. I pulled the first one out, set it in the vise, and started working the old felt off with the voicing needle.

My hands were stiff from the cold and needed a minute to find the motion. The night I asked came back to me while they were finding it. November, eleven years ago, the car outside Amici’s, both of us still buckled, the heater broken that year so the engine was running for warmth. I had built the speech over six months. I had rehearsed it in the shop and in the shower and in the car alone, and when it came out it was none of those versions — it was flat and short and came from somewhere below the rehearsal, and I said it without turning to look at her, and what I remembered was not the words but the fact that my right hand would not come off the steering wheel. The vinyl under my palm. The sound of the defroster. She had not said anything for a long time. Long enough that I thought I had broken something, and then she had put her hand over mine on the wheel and held it there, and that was all, and four months went by before anything happened, and in those four months we did not discuss it once. I got the old felt off. I measured the new piece against the hammer and cut it.

The second hammer needed the same work. I seated the felt and trimmed it and tested the tension, and the repetition of the motion — strip, measure, cut, seat — brought the other thing, the way work sometimes opens a door you did not reach for. The first night. Four months after the car. I had sat on those stairs from nine until one in the morning with my elbows on my knees and my phone in my hand, and I had been sick at ten-thirty in the bathroom upstairs and again at midnight in the kitchen sink because I could not make it back up in time. I remembered him. That man on the stairs, forty-three years old, his stomach wrong and his hands shaking and the house empty around him in a way it had never been empty before. I remembered him with something very close to tenderness. He had been younger in every way that mattered. He had still been able to feel the full dimension of what he’d asked for, and the dimension of it had made him physically ill, and there had been a kind of life in the illness, a proof that the thing was real and that he was at the center of it and that it could still hurt him. I fitted the third hammer. The felt went in clean, first try this time. My hands had warmed up.

I reached for the card file on the shelf above the bench. Four hundred customers in twenty-six years, schools and churches and private homes up and down both sides of the river, every name and address and instrument and last service date in my own handwriting, the early cards in a hand I barely recognized — cramped, certain, the writing of a man in his late twenties who thought a card file was temporary and would switch to a computer any year now. I pulled the Presbyterian church’s card and noted the hammer work and the date. While I had the drawer open I let my hand go back through the cards, the way I sometimes did, reading the handwriting as it aged forward — rounder at thirty-five, looser at forty, the current hand, which was steady and slow and did not look like it belonged to anyone who hurried.

The two men before Gil were in this file somewhere. Not by name, but by time. I could date them: the first eleven years ago, autumn, three weeks; the second nine years back, late winter into spring, two months. Ordinary men, both of them. Neither had lasted. Then Gil, seven years ago, in the spring or the summer or the early fall, and I could not say which. I had tried to reconstruct it before, more than once. There was no first mention I could point to, no night I could say was the beginning. He had arrived the way a season arrives — you look up and it’s been that way for weeks, and the exact day it turned is not a day you can find. In twenty-six years of keeping records I had never lost a date. I could tell you the week I replaced the Steinway hammers at Bard and the month Nell got the scholarship to Temple and the Tuesday in January the barn roof came in under the snow. I could not tell you when Gil started. The gap was there, in the file, where a card should have been, and I looked at it and put it down.

The felt was right on all three hammers. I tested them against the strings and they were even and well-shaped and the tone was good, and the work had taken forty-five minutes and I had enjoyed every minute of it. I closed the action and covered it and switched off the bench light.

The light through the barn door had gone from gray to the first yellow. I stepped out and the sun was just over the ridge, burning a line along the top of the trees on the far side, and the fog was pulling apart over the water. I stopped in the yard. A sprinkler started somewhere up the hill — the Muellers’ system, on its timer — and for one second I heard it as water on tile, the shower upstairs, her shower, and I turned toward the house before the sound resolved into what it was. The Muellers’ sprinkler. Seven o’clock, like every morning. I stood in the wet grass in the sun with my hands in my jacket pockets and listened to a lawn being watered for a second longer than I needed to, and then I went in.

* * *

Her bag was on the hall chair where she had dropped it. The leather was cold when I picked it up. I hung it on the hook by the door, where it lived, and turned back to the front room.

The house had a record of the night, the way a room has a record of whoever was last in it, and I read it the way I read a piano — action by action, note by note, looking for what was off and what was right. Her shoes, not together. The left one by the chair, the right one two feet toward the stairs, the left foot stepped out of first, the angle of a woman not thinking about where her shoes fell. I put them together at the bottom of the stairs. The lamp in the front room still on, the shade warm when I touched it. I turned it off. In the kitchen: a glass by the sink with an inch of water in it. The door chain thrown. The thermostat nudged up two degrees from where I kept it — she did that coming in from cold, always, even in September when the house was fine and the two degrees were not about warmth but about the gesture of arriving.

I washed the glass and set it in the rack. I read the room and the reading was clean. A woman had come home at two in the morning, had locked the door behind her, had drunk a glass of water standing at the sink, had gone upstairs. Nothing in it I did not expect. Nothing I had not seen fifty or sixty or eighty times across seven years. I knew the grammar of these mornings the way I knew the grammar of any instrument I’d serviced more than once — which details were the action and which were the case, where the felt was worn and where it held, what needed attention and what was simply age.

The problem was standing at the bottom of the stairs with her shoes in my hand.

I was going to set them down. I had one in each hand, the left and the right, the leather still cold from wherever they had been, and I was bending toward the bottom step when I tried to find last night and there was nothing there.

I straightened up. I went through it once, carefully, the way I’d go through an action looking for the sticking key. I had read until eleven. The Trollope, the chapter about the election, the one where Lopez stands for Parliament. Dinah’s side of the bed had been empty. The house had been quiet in the specific way that meant she was out — not the quiet of sleep, which has a body in it somewhere, but the lighter, thinner quiet of rooms with nobody home but me. I had turned off the lamp and pulled the blanket up and closed my eyes and that was the whole of it. Eleven o’clock to 5:38. The closing of a book to the opening of my eyes. One breath.

No lying awake. No listening for her car, for the door, for the chain. No hour on the stairs with my stomach wrong and my hands in my hair. Not even the half-wakeful attendance I used to keep in the early years — that thin membrane of listening that meant I was asleep but not all the way asleep, not past the depth where her key in the lock or the chain or the third stair could still reach me and pull me up into the cold knowledge that she was home, that the night was over, that the other thing had happened and was now behind us.

I went further. When was the last time I had lain awake for one of these? I looked for it the way you look for a receipt you know you kept. Not this summer. Not the spring. Not the winter before, the bad one with all the snow, when she had come home at three in the morning with ice on her coat and her boots wet through and I had — what? I had been in bed. I had been asleep. She had come in and I had felt her cold weight against me and I had gone on sleeping. Not the autumn before that. Not the summer. I kept reaching and the shelf was bare. The drawer was empty. The card was not there.

Somewhere in those eleven years was a final night I had sat up and watched the dark and waited for a car or a key or a stair. A night I had lain on my back with my hands at my sides and my jaw clamped shut and every sound in the house registering like a struck string. There had been hundreds of nights like that, and then fewer, and then this morning I stood at the bottom of my own staircase holding my wife’s shoes and could not find the last one. The man who had lived it had let it go without marking it, without knowing it was the last. And there was no way now to find out when it had been or what had ended it or whether it had been a decision or just a tiredness that became a habit that became a fact.

I put the shoes down. I straightened up. The newel post was under my hand, the wood smooth from a century of hands, and I stood there with my thumb on the grain for a moment that had no length I could measure, and the count I kept in my head — the one that was always running, the clock under every other clock — lost a number and did not find it. Then I went to the kitchen.

The pork shoulder had been in the brine since Thursday. I took it out of the pot and dried it on towels and tied it with butcher’s string the way my father had shown me when I was twelve and cut a crosshatch in the fat and rubbed the salt in. I set it in the roasting pan and put it in the oven at 275 and wrote the time on the pad by the stove. Nell’s favorite since she was nine. The one dish she asked for every visit, the one thing I made that she said nobody else made the same way, and she was right — nobody else brined for three days or tied the string that tight or kept the oven that low. Sunday dinner had always been mine.

I tied the apron and washed the pan I’d used and the brine pot and the cutting board and set them in the rack. I put on the radio — low, the college station from up the river, something with a piano and a bass that I came in on in the middle and did not try to identify. The Saturday things. I wiped the counters down with the cloth, wringing it twice, the way Dinah wrung it, which was not the way I would have wrung it but which had become my way through twenty-six years of watching her hands. I sorted the recycling into the bins by the back door. I took the compost out to the pile behind the barn and stood there for a minute in the yard with the empty pail. The garden needed the beans picked. The tomatoes were done — the vines brown and curling, the last fruit split on the ground, the smell of August going sour in the beds. I would clear them this week. I went back in.

The morning was warming. The fog was gone. The sun had found the kitchen floor in the way it only did in late August and September when the angle dropped low enough to come under the porch roof, a wide band of gold across the old linoleum that moved an inch a minute and would be at the table by nine. I stood in that light and felt it on my bare feet and drank another cup of coffee, the second, and the kitchen smelled like salt and pork and the radiator was ticking and the house was doing what a house does on the first cool morning of a new season — remembering that it has a furnace and pipes and a job.

It was a good morning. I was having a good morning, and the goodness was not a performance and not a compensation and not the bright forced surface over something dark. It was Saturday and the oven was on and the river light was on the floor and my wife was asleep upstairs in a bed I had closed the windows to keep warm for her. The morning was good because it was mine and I was good at it. I had learned to be good at it the way I had learned every other skill in my life — through repetition, and through the particular attention that comes from doing a thing often enough that the attention itself becomes invisible, and the thing just gets done.

I went to the bottom of the stairs and stood there and listened up and heard her turn in bed — the creak of the frame and then the deeper sound of the mattress and then nothing — and went back to the kitchen.

* * *

I ate a pear standing at the sink at eight in the morning with the sun coming through the window above the faucet and the oven making its low steady sound behind me. The juice ran down my wrist and I licked it off the way you do when nobody is watching, bending over the sink so it wouldn’t drip on the floor. The pear was not quite ready — still firm at the center, the flesh white and dense, resisting the tooth in a way that a ripe one wouldn’t — and I liked them this way now. I had not always. When Dinah had first brought them home, seven years ago or close to it, I had left them on the sill for a week and eaten them soft and sweet, the way I’d always eaten pears, the way my mother had served them, the way everyone I knew ate them. I could not tell you the year I started preferring them green. It had happened the way everything else had happened. Without announcement, without a line to cross, and visible only from far enough away that the change looked like it had always been the truth.

I rinsed the juice off my hands and dried them on the towel and took a third cup of coffee out to the back steps and sat in the sun. The yard was bright, the grass still wet, the barn doors open from an hour ago. The hills across the river were sharp now, the fog gone, the sky the washed blue that September gets when the humidity breaks. I sat with my elbows on my knees and my cup in both hands and let two o’clock come back to me.

The car at the corner. I had not heard it — I knew that from this morning’s accounting of myself — but I had heard it a hundred times and the sound was in me the way a hymn is in a man who stopped going to church, available without being summoned. The engine at idle. One door. The distance between the corner and our porch — four houses, a slight hill, two minutes at a walk. She walked it. Seven years, always the corner, never the driveway. He did not come up.

Her key in the lock. I had been somewhere in the shallows between sleep and waking and had heard it the way you hear rain when you are almost under — present, accounted for, not acted on. The chain — she always did the chain, every time, the small deliberate act of a woman closing a door behind her, and I had heard the chain the way I heard the radiator and the third stair and the freight at night, as a fact of the house, without waking to receive it. Then her weight on the stairs. The third step, which she knew the way I knew it and stepped the same way, at the edge where the joist held, and missed the creak the same way, so that the house told me she was home in the exact pitch I would have made myself.

Then the bed. She had come in cold. The sheet pulled back and the mattress shifting and her body against my back and her forearms laid flat along my ribs, and her hands and her arms were cold from the walk up from the corner, cold the way September gets at two in the morning when the dew is down, and I had felt them without deciding to wake up and had not minded the cold. Her hair at the back of my neck. Damp at the nape — she had showered somewhere that was not here — and under her own smell, which I could have found in a room of a hundred women, there was another smell, faint and clean, a soap that was not ours, and I had lain there with this knowledge against me the way you lie with a stone in your shoe on a long walk, aware of it, not stopping.

Her body against my back was warm in a way that had nothing to do with the walk or the cold or the hour. Warm and loose all through, down past the muscles into the way she held herself, a depth of ease that sleep alone did not produce and that I had learned to recognize without examining, the way you learn any recurring note in a piece you’ve played enough times. My hands had known. They always had. Eleven years ago this would have put me on the stairs. Seven years ago it would have kept me in the dark until light, cataloguing it, holding it up to the lamp of my attention until every surface was examined and named. Last night I had lain there with her pressed along my spine and her cold hands warming on my ribs and her damp hair against my neck and felt nothing that could not be held.

She was asleep inside a minute. Not an exaggeration — a count. I had felt her breathing change, the way a metronome changes when you slow it, from the shallow attention of a woman arranging herself in a bed to the deep steady tide of someone gone. The last thing she said, her mouth against my shoulder, already most of the way into sleep: “Your feet are warm.”

That was all. Seven years of Friday nights and what she said coming home was about the temperature of the bed. I had said something back — I did not remember what, something that meant stay, something that meant here — and then she was breathing the long slow breathing of a woman with nothing left over, and I had lain next to that breathing in the dark and been glad of it, glad the way you are glad of a fire or a roof, glad at the animal level where gladness is just warmth confirming warmth, and then I had gone to sleep too.

I finished the coffee on the back steps. The sun was full and the dew was going and I could feel the day starting to build heat under the cool, the way it does in September, the season pulling in two directions at once. At half past eight I went up for a clean shirt.

She was in mine. She had taken it from the hamper — a gray T-shirt of mine, the one that was too old to wear anywhere — and put it on at some point in the night or early morning, and she was sleeping in it on her stomach with one arm off the bed and her mouth open slightly and the sun across the floorboards making a bar of light that stopped a foot short of her hand. She was fifty-two. Her hair was flat on one side and her face was the undefended face of a woman performing nothing for anyone, and I stood in the doorway for a while.

I did not go in. Nothing stopped me. She would have opened her eyes and smiled and moved over, and the gladness would have been real. But the doorway was enough. The doorway and the light and the shirt and the arm and the open mouth and the floorboards warm in the sun. I knew that about myself now. I stood there for another few seconds and looked at my wife in my shirt in the sun, and went down without the clean shirt. I was still wearing the one I had slept in and I did not think about why.

* * *

Nell’s text came at 8:47. Driving up at 4 can I bring anything? Murphy says hi and a photograph of the dog on her couch in Philadelphia, the frame blurred because Murphy had been moving, which Murphy always was. I answered with two fingers — Just yourself. Drive safe — sitting at the kitchen table with the remaining pears at my elbow and the oven ticking quietly and the sun almost at the table now.

Tomorrow. Nell would be here by five and she would drop her bag in the front hall the way she always did and the dog would go straight for the yard, and we would eat at six, the three of us at the table in the kitchen with the windows open if it was warm enough, and the shoulder would have been in the oven for twenty-two hours by then, which was right. I built the meal the way I built everything, piece by piece, in order: the pork, and the green beans from the garden that needed picking this afternoon before the heat got to them, and the salad Dinah would make because the salad was hers, and the pears. Seven now — three on the sill, still green, four on the table, close. I would poach them tomorrow morning with the brown sugar and the lemon and a capful of vanilla, the way I did every year at the end of the summer when the bags came, and they would be dessert, and Nell would eat two and say they were good, and I would say they were from up the county road, which was true. I would serve them on the white plate and my daughter would eat fruit that had been left on our porch by a man she had never met and did not know existed, and the salt I put on them would be the same salt and the plate would be the same plate and the table would be the same table, and all of that was simply what tomorrow looked like.

I pulled the card file across the table. Saturday mornings after the shop were for the week’s paperwork — last week’s tunings entered in my own hand, the cards updated, the invoices clipped and filed. A school in Rhinebeck on Tuesday, a Kawai upright that needed voicing. A house in Red Hook on Wednesday, a Baldwin spinet with a crack in the bridge that I’d quoted a repair on but probably wouldn’t get — the family had looked at the number the way families look at a number that means the piano stays broken. The Methodist church on Thursday, a regulation job, routine. The Presbyterian, the Chickering, done this morning. I wrote the cards one by one, my handwriting the same on each, the pen the same, the ordinary Saturday work of a self-employed man keeping his own records, and the work was good and the goodness was real.

Dinah’s phone was on the table where she had left it when she came in last night, face down by the fruit bowl. While I was writing, it buzzed — a short vibration against the wood — and I did not turn it over. I did not reach for it. I did not glance at the screen. The not-looking was easy. It had been easy for years, four or five at least. I could remember when it had not been. I could remember the weight of her phone on a table, the way it could fill a room, the way a single buzz could make my hands stop and my breath hold and my whole body go still with the effort of not picking it up. That man was the same man who had sat on the stairs and been sick into the kitchen sink, and he was as gone, and I did not miss him, and I did not envy him, and one of those was true.

The phone is what brought the other thing back. Not today’s buzz — an older one, a conversation from earlier in the week. Tuesday or Wednesday, the kitchen, both of us at the sink after dinner, Dinah washing and me drying, the radio on. She had said it in the tone she used for everything now, the ordinary flatness of a woman sharing news that was not good and not bad and was simply the shape of the week: “They might send him to Charlotte. Nothing’s decided.”

She had said this and I had said something — huh, or when would that be, something with no weight in it — and she had said she didn’t know, nothing was decided, and moved on to the thing about the dryer vent, which needed cleaning before winter. That was where it had lived all week. Next to the dryer vent and the Methodist church and the beans that needed picking. Household news, filed with the household news, weighing what household news weighs.

My hand stopped on the card. The pen was down and my fingers were still holding it and I was looking at the card but not reading it. I was sitting at my own kitchen table on a Saturday morning with the sun on the wood and the oven going and a bag of another man’s pears at my elbow and the week’s work in front of me, and something had opened under my sternum and I could not close it and I did not try. Five seconds. Maybe longer. The oven ticked. The radiator ticked. The kitchen was quiet with the quiet of a house holding two people who were not in the same room. The oven ticked again. I sat there.

I picked up the pen and wrote the next card. Mrs. Halloran, a Yamaha C3, sustain pedal regulation. I wrote it in my own hand and put it in the file and closed the drawer.

The third stair. Then the second. I heard them and I was already putting the cards away, already standing, already reaching for the pan to warm because she would want eggs or toast or just the pan warming, and I knew which pan and I knew the heat and I knew the sound of her weight on the stairs the way I knew the sound of any note I’d tuned a hundred times, and there were about ninety seconds before she was in the room and I used them.

* * *

She was in the doorway in my shirt and a pair of wool socks and her hair flat on one side, one hand on the frame, and she said “Morning” in a voice that still had sleep in it, and the room went right. The room went right the way a room does when the last person who belongs in it walks in and the air changes and the light finds a purpose it did not have a minute ago, and I poured her coffee and set it at her place and said, “Morning.”

“The radiator came on,” she said, sitting down, pulling the mug toward her with both hands.

“Sometime around six. Woke the whole system up.”

“It’s going to need bleeding. The one in the hall was banging last week too.”

“I’ll do it tomorrow before Nell gets here.”

She drank. She looked out the window at the yard and the barn and the river light on the hills and drank her coffee the way she drank everything — with her whole attention, her eyes going soft, her shoulders dropping — and did not say anything for a full minute, and the silence was the silence of two people who had been sitting at this table for twenty-six years and did not need to fill it. I let the silence hold. Outside the window a cardinal was going at the feeder, the red shocking against the green, and Dinah watched it the way she watched most things — without comment, without needing me to watch it too.

“Nell’s coming at four,” I said.

“I saw her text. I love that stupid dog.”

“She sent a picture.”

“He ate another shoe.”

“I heard.”

“I paid for the vet,” she said. “Don’t be mad.”

“I’m not mad.”

“She couldn’t swing it this month. She’s got the student loans and the rent went up.”

“Dinah. I’m not mad.”

She looked at me over the rim of her mug and her eyes were warm and her face was the morning face I had been looking at for twenty-six years, unmade, undefended, the face she wore for no one but the house, and she said, “The pork smells good.”

“Been in since eight.”

“You’re going to do the beans?”

“This afternoon. Before the heat.”

“I’m at the practice at noon. Elaine’s hip is doing that thing again.”

“On a Saturday?”

“She called yesterday afternoon. She was a mess. I told her I’d come in for an hour.”

“You’ll be back by —”

“Three. At the latest. The traffic on 9G is going to be bad.”

“It’s always bad on the long weekend.”

“Last year I sat in it for forty minutes past Wappingers.”

“Take 9D.”

“9D is longer.”

“But it moves.”

She considered this the way she considered everything — with her whole face, her brow and her mouth and the tilt of her head, as if the question of a back road deserved the same attention as anything else — and said, “Fine. 9D.”

She saw the pears on the sill. Her eyes went to them and something in her expression shifted into the mild fond exasperation I had seen her use for the radiator and the dog and all the small things in a life that mostly worked and occasionally did not work the way she wanted. “He always gets the ones that aren’t ready,” she said, and took a sip of coffee. The pears on the sill were behind her and the light was on them and they were green and firm and three days from being what they would be, and I said nothing about them at all.

“Did I tell you about Nell’s landlord?”

“No.”

“He’s raising the rent. Two hundred, starting October.”

“Can she swing that?”

“Not with the loans. I told her to talk to him but you know Nell.”

“She’ll talk to him.”

“She’ll send an email. From the parking lot at work. On her lunch break. Ray, it’s not the same thing.”

“It’s what she’ll do.”

“It’s what she’ll do,” Dinah said, and there was something in her voice that was not quite anger and not quite helplessness, the sound a mother makes when her child is too old to be corrected and too young to have learned the thing. “I told her she could find something cheaper in Fishtown.”

“She likes where she is.”

“She likes the coffee shop on the corner. She likes the dog park. These are not reasons to pay what she’s paying.”

“They’re her reasons.”

Dinah looked at me. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Take her side by agreeing with me.”

I did not have anything to say to that. She was right. It was something I had done for years, a way of being on both sides of a conversation at once that cost me nothing and gave me the shape of a man with an opinion, and she had seen through it every time, and she was drinking her coffee with both hands and looking at me with a face that said she did not mind.

“The shower curtain upstairs is getting that mildew again,” she said. “The bottom six inches.”

“I’ll look at it.”

“You looked at it in June.”

“I’ll look at it more thoroughly.”

“You’ll stand there and say it’s fine and I’ll buy a new one.”

“That is historically accurate.”

She laughed. The sun was on the table between us now, the band of gold I had watched cross the floor all morning finally reaching the wood where we sat, and she put her mug down in the light and turned it once with her fingertips the way she turned everything — deliberately, as if the position of a cup mattered.

“I was thinking about the garden,” she said. “Whether we should put garlic in this fall. Margaret’s been doing it. She says if you get it in before the frost—”

“We’ve got room along the south fence.”

“That’s what I was thinking. After the tomatoes come out.”

“I’ll clear them this week.”

“Not today.”

“No. Today is the beans and the butter and bleeding the radiator.”

“And sitting here,” she said.

“And sitting here.”

She drank. She looked out the window at the yard and the barn and the river light on the hills and did not say anything for a while, and the silence was the silence of two people who had been sitting at this table for twenty-six years and did not need to fill it. Outside the window a cardinal was going at the feeder, the red shocking against the green, and Dinah watched it the way she watched most things — without comment, without needing me to watch it too.

“I should call my sister,” she said. “She left a message Wednesday and I never got back to her.”

“About the house?”

“About the house. About the roof. About Mom’s china that’s still in the basement, that neither of us wants and neither of us will say so.”

“Your mother’s china is in our basement too.”

“Our basement has the plate. That’s different. That plate gets used.”

“Once a week.”

“Once a week counts.”

There was a pause. She had been looking out the window and she turned back, and she was looking at me across the table with an expression I had seen before and could not place exactly — not concern, not worry, not the careful attending of a woman checking on something she was afraid to find. Just looking, the way she looked at me sometimes over coffee, as if she were reading my face the way I read a room. Her eyes went to the shirt I was wearing, the one I had slept in, the one I had not changed, and something passed through her that I could see and she could not, or could but did not show, and she said, “You’d tell me.”

She did not say it as a question.

“Yes,” I said.

She held my eyes for another second and whatever had moved through her settled back into the place it lived, and she reached across the table and took my face in both hands, her palms flat against my jaw, her thumbs on my cheekbones, a gesture that had been in the marriage for twenty years and meant nothing more or less than I am looking at you, I see you, you are here, and she held me there for one breath and let go.

“Do we have butter?” she said.

“In the door.”

“I need it for the thing at Elaine’s. She wants to make that cake and she can’t get to the store with her hip like that. Do we have enough for tomorrow too?”

“I’ll pick some up this afternoon. After the beans.”

“Get the good kind. For Nell.”

“I always get the good kind.”

“You get the store brand and tell me it’s the same thing.”

“It is the same thing.”

“It is not the same thing. Nell can tell.”

“Nell cannot tell.”

“Nell told me last Thanksgiving that the pie tasted different, and that was the year you bought the store brand, and I rest my case.”

“Do you want toast?” I said.

“No. Just the coffee. Maybe toast later.”

I got up anyway. She asked where I was going and I said nowhere, and she laughed — a short breath of a laugh, the kind that means nothing and costs nothing and is the sound a marriage makes when it is running well — and went back to her coffee.

Two of the pears on the table had turned overnight — the gold just starting under the green, the skin giving when I pressed a thumb to the shoulder. I took the knife from the block. The first pear I cut in half along the core and hollowed the seeds out with the blade’s heel and laid each half flat and cut it into slices, thin, letting them fall against the steel, and the sound they made was the wet clean sound of a knife going through something that gives without resisting. The second pear the same. I took the white plate down from the shelf — the good one, the one Dinah’s mother had given us the year we moved in, the one we used for Sundays and for Nell and for nothing — and laid the slices out in a fan, alternating the two pears because one was slightly more gold than the other and the difference mattered to no one but me. I shook salt over them, fine, a turn of the wrist. She liked them with salt. I was the only person alive who knew that.

“You always do this,” she said, watching me carry the plate to the table. She reached for a slice before I had put it down, already looking out the window at something in the yard — a bird, or the light, or nothing at all.

She ate the pears one slice at a time, the way she ate anything she liked, slowly, with her eyes half on the window and half on the plate, and talking about something — the practice, or the butter, or the thing Nell had said about the landlord — and I was not listening to the words. I was listening to her voice. The sound of it in the kitchen on a Saturday morning, the pitch and the pace of it, the way she laughed in the middle of a sentence and came back to finish it, the way she said anyway to bridge the gap between one subject and the next. The light was moving across the floor the way it moved in early September when the angle was low enough to reach all the way to the table.

The coffee in my cup had gone cold. I got up to open the last window, the one above the sink, because the morning had turned warm enough to want all the windows open, the ones I had closed four hours ago at quarter to six in the dark, and she was still talking, and the air that came in was warm and smelled like cut grass and the river, and I came back to the table.

I set the plate down at her place, and sat down at mine.


Thank You for Reading
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