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Without tenderness, we are in hell.

—Adrienne Rich

… to the past that never stops happening.

—Don DeLillo







PROLOGUE

The Fall
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Monday, July 1, 2019

At the front door, I hesitate.

Ali is still in bed, and for a moment I wonder if I should go back into the house and ask her to join me for my run, as she does every morning. But if she’d wanted to, she could’ve set her alarm, right?

I’d slept in the guest bedroom last night, too angry to lie next to her. Even now, remembering the way she’d spent a huge portion of the evening sitting on the couch chatting and laughing with Jan at the party, I feel my throat tighten. We’d left early, after I’d feigned a headache and said I needed to get home. She’d known that I was faking it, of course, but maybe she also knew she’d gone too far this time and knew better than to argue in front of our friends. We’d fought the whole way home, my rage growing as she accused me of having a suspicious mind, swearing that she didn’t have the slightest interest in Jan and that I’d imagined the knowing looks that had passed between them all evening long.

We were a few streets away from home when she twisted in her seat to face me. “I’m so sick and tired of your jealousy, Samantha,” she said. “For fuck’s sake. I’m not your father. I’m allowed to talk to a friend at a party without you…”

“Enough.” My hand hit the steering wheel so hard, my nerves buzzed for a few seconds. “Enough with the gaslighting. This isn’t about me or my dad. It’s about you embarrassing me time and time again whenever we’re around Jan. You did this last time, too. Remember? No, Ali. Face it—you’re just a shameless flirt.”

I regretted my words almost immediately, but I was tired, and my head was hurting for real by now.

We rode the last two blocks home in silence. The streetlights were still out—two days ago a blown transformer had resulted in a power outage in many areas of Cleveland Heights, and our Cedar Lee neighborhood was still in the dark. Thank heavens Ali had insisted on installing a small generator last year so that at least our phones and the refrigerator were still working. Despite my anger, I was grateful for her foresight. As I turned into our driveway, Ali unlocked the car door before I’d even pulled all the way in, as if she couldn’t wait to get away from me. She was almost out of the car when she said, “I’m telling you, Sam, I’ve just about had it with your jealousy. This is your issue, not mine. So, deal with it.”

I stayed in the car until she let herself into the house. Already, I felt incredulous at how out of hand this fight had gotten. I knew Ali would walk over coals for me. No doubt in my mind. I knew I should let go of this tired, absurd argument. But I couldn’t. If I had noticed how close Ali had sat to Jan, how they’d giggled at jokes that excluded everyone else, how thirstily Jan’s eyes followed Ali across the room, then surely others had noticed also. The thought of our friends gossiping about us, maybe pitying me, made me see red.

I sat in the living room for an hour to keep out of Ali’s way, but the lines of the novel I was reading by candlelight kept blurring and I had to read them over and over again. Mostly, I kept tabs on the sounds coming from upstairs, where Ali was getting ready for bed. I listened as the sound of running water ceased and heard the creak of the floorboards outside our bedroom. I waited another fifteen minutes and when I was sure she’d gone to bed, I grabbed a flashlight and went upstairs. I was turning down the sheets of the guest bed when I heard her call my name. “Sam?” she said. “You coming to bed?”

God help me, relief and gratitude sparked in my heart. But then I remembered how she’d hugged Jan goodbye for a fraction longer than necessary when I’d approached them and declared it was time for us to leave, and I stood still, unsure of what to do.

“Sam? Will you come in here? Please?”

I made my way down the hall. “What?” I said, standing in the doorway of our bedroom. She had candles burning on the mantelpiece and I fought against the urge to tell her to extinguish them before she fell asleep.

I heard her fumble for the large flashlight on the bedside table. The sudden light made her dark hair glow. Her beautiful brown face looked small, and her nose was a telltale rust. As I watched, she sat up and leaned against the headboard. “Will you come to bed?” she whispered. She freed her left hand from under the covers and held it out toward me.

I felt myself soften almost immediately. I always did. From the day we’d met in grad school eight years ago, I’ve never had any defenses against Ali, especially when she beseeched me. But this time I thought, Not so fast. This time, I remembered what my therapist had said to me a few weeks ago—if you give in to her every time, Dr. Yates said, you’re simply rewarding her behavior. Ali was an incorrigible flirt, and she knew it hurt me terribly. And though it felt odd, I had to lay down some limits.

“I’m sleeping in the other room,” I mumbled, forcing myself to meet her eyes. “I told you, I have a headache.”

She made an indecipherable sound at the obvious lie. She was quiet for a moment, then slumped into the bed and switched off the flashlight. I stood in the sudden dark for a second and then made my way out of the room.

“Good night,” she called after me, but her tone said, Fuck you.

A strange sort of satisfaction gripped me as I went back to the guest bedroom. I had stood my ground and it felt good.

But my gratification was short-lived. Just as I was about to drift off to sleep, my phone pinged with an accusatory text from Ali. My heart sank at the ugliness of her message, and I responded angrily, too. We exchanged several more of such awful texts. But would you believe me if I told you that even while I was typing inflammatory things, some part of me knew that this was all performative, or rather, that we were merely playing roles that had been decided for us decades earlier? And that no matter what insults we hurled that night, nothing would really get in the way of our love for one another?

Because that’s how fucked up we are.

Now, I stand in the driveway wanting to leave behind last night’s ugliness, debating whether to go back in and wake her up for our daily morning run. Or, better yet, get into bed with her. We leave at three to pick up Sally and Maureen at the airport and we need to find our way back to one another before company arrives. Having guests over the July Fourth holiday is a shitty time to not be speaking to your spouse.

As I bend and retie my shoelaces, I decide: I don’t want to wake up Ali if she’s still asleep; she’s probably had as disturbed a sleep as I have. And I need to clear my head, rid it of the tangle of last night’s angry thoughts. A good, vigorous run, my body trembling with exhaustion and dripping with sweat, will do the trick.

It’s a beautiful morning in July, the mild morning sun filtering through the canopy of trees. The sight is so glorious that my immediate thought is, I wish Ali could see this. As if last night’s fight hadn’t happened. As if the faint sunshine is boring holes into the last of my resentment. This is what eight years of living with someone does to you. It messes with your head.

The birds are awake, sounding as self-important as college graduates on their way to convocation. The sunshine and my feet flying across the pavement are beginning to fill me with a liquid joy. I’ll have to do a shorter run today—Sal and Mo will be here for ten days, part of our annual July Fourth tradition, and Ali and I still have to clean the house and go grocery shopping. In the dim morning light, I notice a child’s lemonade stand on someone’s front porch. It will be hours before they set it up on the sidewalk. In any case, all I have on me is a credit card to pick up a loaf of bread from the Stone Oven bakery on my way back. When Ali drives past a lemonade stand, she will make a U-turn, if neccessary, to give the kids some cash. Selling lemonade in her old neighborhood in Columbus is one of her few pleasant memories of her childhood, back when her mother was still alive and her life had not turned to shit.

But also, that’s just who Ali is, kind to all living creatures. I think about the small graves in our backyard for the robins and squirrels and chipmunks she’s been unable to nurse back to health. I kid her about how every injured or sick animal finds its way to us, as if news of her kind nature spreads through some underground network shared by all the feathered and furry creatures in our Cleveland Heights neighborhood.

It’s one of the first things that drew me to her, actually, that kindness, that generosity. I remember how patient she was with me in the early days. I was attracted to Ali almost from the start, but I’d never been in a gay relationship before. Ali, on the other hand, had been dating women since she was fourteen, first keeping them a secret from her conservative Indian Muslim family and then, being openly defiant. I think those early years of battling her father have left their mark on her. After our first fight she told me flatly that she believed in freedom—total, uncompromising freedom. That she wouldn’t tolerate any restrictions on who she would love or be friendly with, not even from me. In the face of our ardor, it was easy to look past such a declaration. But over the years, my own shitty family history has battled with hers. Ali knows damn well that my proud Irish father taught me that keeping up appearances was the most important thing, to never tolerate public humiliation. And humiliation is exactly what I feel watching Ali flirt. I’ve told her that my earliest memory is of Dad punching a guy at the neighborhood bar because the man had made a joke at Dad’s expense. I was four, but I still remember the rage on his face, his sour, drunken breath as he staggered home with me in his arms, my timid mom cowering in the kitchen after taking one look at him.

I turn the corner and pick up my pace, as if merely thinking of my parents makes me want to run faster, as if I’m still trying to get away from my childhood. Which, I suppose, I am. Which, I suppose, we all are.

Ali, too. But she won’t acknowledge it. She has little self-awareness that her childhood has left her as damaged and reactive as mine has. I remember how once, just once, she’d told me that when she was growing up, the only brown kid on her street, the white kids used to tease her and call her ugly. Nobody in their right mind would call Ali ugly now. I’ve seen how people’s eyes light up around her. Still, that might explain her inveterate need to flirt, as if she is still trying to prove those white kids wrong. I try to remind myself of this every time we’re together with our friends. Sometimes, I succeed. Sometimes, like last night, I want to slap her silly.

A movement to my left catches my eye and as I turn my head I falter before I regain my balance. I’m running fast enough now that I’ve already passed the house, but my brain is still trying to make sense of what I had just seen: A naked man sitting cross-legged on a couch on his front porch, his pink flesh gleaming in the early morning light. As I process the surreal image, I realize that he was probably in his boxers or briefs but still, the sight of all that naked flesh is discombobulating. Hell, I won’t even go to my driveway in my nightclothes to get the daily paper—it’s one of the reasons I switched to the digital subscription last year—and here’s some oddball I don’t recognize sitting like the Buddha on his porch, with nary a thought about how he appears to others. Must be nice, this male privilege.

I head toward the park. I want to pause for a few minutes on the mulched path that circles Lower Shaker Lake; I want to hear the honks of the wild geese and maybe spot an egret on the placid water. The next ten days with our guests will be a blur—trips to Amish country and Niagara Falls. A Cleveland Orchestra holiday concert at the Blossom Music Center on July 3. The five of us—my friend Nathan will join us also—lying on our blankets, looking up at the fireworks that will follow the music. Today is my final chance for some solitude, to be alone among the trees and the summer sky coming down upon the water.

The houses get bigger, sitting back from the road. It’s even more quiet than usual, people taking off for the holiday week. There’s not another soul out, not even a car, and the only sound is that of the gossiping birds. I have run this route so many times in our three years in this neighborhood that some of the older dogs don’t even bark as I go past their homes. Ali and I used to run listening to music on our phones, but three months ago we decided to give up that distraction, too. Now, for an hour, we run unencumbered by the dings and whistles that announce the encroachments on our lives.

I see a white SUV coming down the street, the first moving vehicle I’ve seen this morning. The driver must’ve spotted me too, because the SUV suddenly swerves, as if avoiding an invisible dog crossing the street. The movement distracts me, and I forget to look for the rickety raised slab of sidewalk that Ali and I usually avoid, remember it only when my toe stubs against it and I feel the sudden, sharp pain that electrifies its way up my shin. And then I am falling, going down

down

down
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