


[image: This Is How It Always Is by Laurie Frankel. An illustration of a child with fairy wings, against a dark blue sky with stars.]






THIS IS HOW IT ALWAYS IS

Laurie Frankel

[image: Headline Review logo]






Copyright © 2017 Laurie Frankel

The right of Laurie Frankel to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in the United States by Flatiron Books in 2017

First published in Great Britain in 2017

by HEADLINE REVIEW

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

First published as an ebook in Great Britain in 2017

by HEADLINE REVIEW

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 4160 3

Cover illustration by Patrick Insole, incorporating elements © Nowik Sylwia/Shutterstock

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Praise

Also by Laurie Frankel

About the Book

Dedication

Epigraph

PART I

Once Upon a Time, Claude Was Born

One Date

Residency

Bedtime Story

Things They Told Doctors

Losers

Air Currents and Other Winds

Halloween

Maybe

Invention

Naming Rights

Push

Shove

Mapping

PART II

One Thing

Rival Neighbor Princess

Everyone Who?

Strategically Naked

Stalls

Fifty-Fifty

Annus Mirabilis

Preventative Madness

Transformation

Red Roo Rising

Fire

Hedge Enemies

Who Knows?

Parenting in the Dark

I’m Nobody! Who Are You?

Vagina Shopping

PART III

Exit Rows

Away

Aid Ambiguous

Novice

Bonesetters

Oral Tradition

Under Pants

The Color of Monday

An Ending

PART IV

Ever

After

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements




About the Author

[image: Photograph of Laurie Frankel]

Laurie Frankel writes novels (reads novels, teaches other people to write novels, raises a small person who reads and might someday write novels) in Seattle, Washington. She and her husband and daughter live on a nearly vertical hill from which Laurie can watch three different bridges when she’s staring out her windows between words.

Laurie’s earlier novels are The Atlas of Love and Goodbye For Now. This Is How It Always Is is her third novel.




Praise for THIS IS HOW IT ALWAYS IS

‘[A] very special book about a family with a secret. It made me laugh, it made me cry, it made me think’ Liane Moriarty

‘A lively and fascinating story of a thoroughly modern family and the giant, multifaceted love that binds them . . . sparkles with wit and wisdom’ Maria Semple

‘Heart-warming and funny . . . Both unputdownable and enlightening. I’m so glad I’ve read it – I know so much more about life now’ Katie Fforde

‘Uplifting, thought-provoking, unique, beautiful . . . A total joy’ Adele Parks

‘One of those very rare, special novels that examines the way we live – in our homes, in our families, in our bodies – with an astonishing balance of humour, complexity, and above all, kindness’ Ruth Ozeki

‘A beguiling tale of a sprawling, loving, ever-changing, unconventional and yet completely typical modern family . . . Wonderfully moving’ Garth Stein

‘With emotional acuity, admirable bravery, utter compassion, and complete understanding, [Laurie Frankel] has created a family attempting to forge a path through one of life’s most mystifying challenges: how to define what it is that makes your child who he or she is: unique, beloved, and whole. This is a novel everyone should read. It’s brilliant. It’s bold. And it’s time’ Elizabeth George

‘Well-plotted, well-researched, and unflaggingly interesting . . . bright, brave author Frankel’ Kirkus Reviews
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About the book
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This is the story of a family – Rosie, Penn and their five boys. The days are full of drama, laughter, tears, friendship, rivalry and making order out of chaos.

Then the youngest boy tells his parents what he wants to be when he grows up. A chef. A vet. A dinosaur. A farmer. A scientist.

A girl.

When little Claude puts on a skirt and calls herself Poppy, her family love her as much as ever.

But it’s not going to be that simple for everyone . . .




For

D.R.M.H.M.F.

my someone





Do I contradict myself?

Very well then I contradict myself,

(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

Walt Whitman, ‘Song of Myself’






PART
I




Once Upon a Time, Claude Was Born

But first, Roo was born. Roosevelt Walsh-Adams. They had decided to hyphenate because – and in spite – of all the usual reasons but mostly so their firstborn could have his grandfather’s name without sounding too presidential, which seemed to his parents like a lot of pressure for a six-pound, two-ounce, brand-new tiny human. First Roo was born, all pink and sticky and loud and miraculous. Then Ben was born. Then they debated and deliberated and decided just one more and therefore got twins – Rigel and Orion – who were no doubt going to voice hostility about their names when they became older than four, especially when Rigel found out he was named after the constellation’s toe, but who for the moment were too little and too loud to care. The leap from two to four felt astronomical, so their parents had turned to the heavens.

All of which was why, despite being a woman of considerable science, a disciple of logic and reason, a person grounded firmly in the right half of her right mind, and besides all that a doctor who knew better, Rosie Walsh was spending the fifteen minutes immediately preceding the kickoff of Claude dragging her bed from its spot on the wall into the middle of the room so that it faced east-west rather than north-south. The Talmud, her mother reported, was very clear that many sons were born to a man whose bed was facing north, and though Rosie doubted it sincerely, along with most of what the Talmud offered, she couldn’t take the chance. She’d also quietly served salmon to her husband for lunch and, though of course they were adults, chocolate-chip cookies, German folklore prescribing red meat and salty snacks for men in need of heirs and afternoon delight for those desirous of daughters. The same website also suggested putting a wooden spoon under the bed to conceive a girl, and she did, then felt like an idiot and threw it on the dresser then thought Penn would mock her – and rightly – if he saw it there so stashed it the only place close at hand: under the bed. Couldn’t hurt.

The sources, dubious and dubiouser, also recommended missionary position, and she was happy to oblige. Missionary position was, as far as she could tell, like vanilla ice cream: purported to be boring and chosen only by passionless, unimaginative, exhausted people but really the best one. She liked to look at Penn’s face so close that it split into pieces like a modernist painting. She liked the length of his front pressed against the length of hers. She felt that people who needed to do it upside down and backward from behind – or who added candied bacon or smoked sea salt or pieces of raw cookies to their ice cream – were probably compensating for a product that was inferior to begin with.

The dubious sources also recommended that the woman refrain from orgasm. But you could only take these things so far.

Once upon a time, Dr Rosalind Walsh and her husband had had sex that started spontaneously and uncontrollably, sex that demanded itself, sex they had for any number of reasons but also because they really had no choice. Now, with four sons and two jobs, the sex was better but less inevitable. More evitable? Preceded, in any case, by light planning and a conversation rather than the tearing off of clothing and slamming into walls. Rosie was working the night shift at the hospital that week. Penn worked from home. They ate lunch, and then he did some research for his book while she worked out, and then she got a spoon, pulled the bed into the center of the room, and took off all her clothes.

Penn sat on the edge of the bed, still wearing his reading glasses, still holding a highlighter in one hand and an article on World War II food shortages in the other. ‘The last thing I want to do is dissuade you from what’s about to go down.’ He put away his article, took off his glasses and then his clothes, and climbed in next to her. ‘But you realize this is how we got into this mess in the first place.’

‘Trying for a girl?’ It was true. A surely-this-time girl was how they’d talked themselves into more after Ben.

‘Getting naked in the middle of the day,’ said Penn.

‘What mess?’ She smiled.

‘Have you seen the rec room this week?’

‘I never go in the rec room.’

‘Mess would be a generous term. Mess conveys the level of disaster but not the degree of danger. If the rec room were an airport, its security level would be red.’

‘Always,’ she said, kissing his mouth and then his neck and then his mouth some more.

‘Always,’ he agreed, from around her tongue.

A short time later, but not too short, Claude happened, in the way these things do, though none of the three of them knew it at the time. It always struck Rosie that it would be a useful human evolution if the female could feel the sperm enter the egg. That way she could stop drinking and eating sushi and the good kind of cheese a whole month or more before she generally actually got around to doing so. Such an important part of life, conception, and you missed it altogether. Also once upon a time, sex was followed by napping in a heap together, tangled legs still tingling, or by deep, meaningful philosophizing late into the night, or sometimes by more sex. Now Penn fetched back his food shortages article and gave himself seven minutes to read it nakedly against the headboard before going down to start dinner for thirty-five minutes before driving to preschool to fetch Rigel and Orion. Rosie got dressed and then ready for work and then went to the bus stop to meet Roo and Ben. All the while, Claude worked quietly at becoming, first arriving together and then, in the days and weeks and months to come, dividing and dividing and dividing.

What people always said to Rosie was, ‘What are you, Catholic?’ though without raising their voices at the end like you do when you’re really asking a question. Or they said, pretending to be joking, ‘You know there are ways to prevent this sort of thing.’ Or they said, ‘Better you than me,’ which they needn’t, since this was obviously true, or they said, ‘Are they all yours?’ They all were. A mom at a PTA meeting the year before had taken Rosie aside to advise her not to tack condoms to a bulletin board next to the bed, no matter how convenient a storage solution that seemed, a lesson she confessed, nodding at a first-grader in the corner licking paste off his fingers, she had learned the hard way. Making a family seemed just as intimate to Rosie as the usual kickoff to that process and just as impolite to discuss – never mind openly judge – in polite conversation with acquaintances. But that’s what happened to her, usually several times a week. And that’s what was happening at the bus stop while she waited for Roo and Ben and one half of almost-Claude raced frantically for the other half.

‘I don’t know how you do it.’ Heather. Her neighbor. This was another thing people always said, criticism disguised as compliment.

Rosie laughed. Fake laughed. ‘Well. You know.’

‘No, I mean seriously.’ But she did not mean seriously. ‘I mean, I guess Penn doesn’t have a job. But you do.’

‘Penn works from home,’ Rosie said. Again. This was not their first time through this particular conversation. They had it every time the bus was late. Which was every time it snowed. Which was every day some months. She thought Madison Wisconsin’s Public Schools should specially train their bus drivers for snowy conditions – was this not just common sense? – but apparently she was all alone with this idea. Now it was September and hot and smelled like a late-afternoon thunderstorm, so who knew why the bus was late.

‘I mean, I know he works.’ Heather started almost every sentence with ‘I mean’, which Rosie felt was implied. ‘But it’s not a job.’

‘Writing’s a job.’ Penn’s work in progress – he called it DN for Damn Novel – was not yet feeding them, but he wrote diligently, every day. ‘It’s just not a nine-to-five sort of job.’

‘Does that really count?’

‘My job isn’t nine to five.’ She looked at her watch. In fact, she had to be at the hospital in just more than an hour. Night shifts were brutal but easier to schedule around. Sometimes, it was just less painful to forgo sleep than to try to find child care for all the early dismissals and vacations and holidays and staff developments and parent-teacher conference days. It was also true that nights in the ER were often more peaceful than nights at home with her family. Sometimes they even involved less blood.

‘Yeah, but I mean, you’re a doctor,’ Heather was saying.

‘So?’

‘So doctor’s a real job.’

‘So is writer.’

‘I don’t know how you do it,’ Heather said again, shaking her head. And then added, giggling, ‘Or why.’

In fact, how was an easier question than why. How was the same answer as it is for all impossible things you do anyway. One day at a time. One foot in front of the other. All for one and one for all. Anyway, some cliché with the word ‘one’ in it, ironic since it had been so long since she was just a one. She herded the boys – some of the boys – toward the car. If she was going to have to have this conversation with Heather at the bus stop every day, she might just start picking the kids up from school. Driving to and from the bus stop seemed absurd to her. Wasn’t the point of the bus to bring kids from their home to the school? She loved their sprawling old farmhouse, their fifteen acres of rangy, overgrown land, going ceaselessly to seed. There was a barn that was only the memory of a barn, a stream that was mysterious and wet enough to be fun, but not deep or fast enough to worry about. The house was designed for a family of farmers, a family with lots of children who rose before dawn to help milk cows or slop livestock or whatever it was farm children did. Rosie and Penn had nothing to milk nor any animals beyond the puppy ( Jupiter, a present for the twins’ fourth birthday), but they did, more frequently than not, have children up before dawn. Those children needed lots of bedrooms, and the farmhouse had plenty, plus a perfect nursery off the master which smelled perpetually of talcum powder and was painted yellow, just in case the baby was a girl one of these days. The floors were not even. The walls were not soundproof. The water took a long time to be hot. But Rosie loved the rough-and-tumbleness of the house, which matched the rough-and-tumbleness of her family. Among other things, when the molding got nicked – and it did – no one cared. Some days though, plain old suburbia and a cul-de-sac at the top of which a bus stopped seemed easier. Some days, she just didn’t have the energy. This day she felt tired. She didn’t know why. But she needed to shake it off anyway. Her workday had not yet begun.

At home, she proceeded with the business of one foot, one day, one for all. Penn kissed the boys hello, kissed her goodbye, went off to fetch Rigel and Orion. She took over dinner prep – sautéing the vegetables Penn had chopped, seasoning the rice Penn had boiled, grilling the shrimp Penn had marinated. (She did not yet know that the racing-together Claude halves precluded any chance that avoiding red meat would beget a girl.) While the beans simmered, she emptied lunch boxes, checked folders, sorted forms. While the sauce reduced, she finished washing dishes from the night before. While she dried them, she interrupted the roller-skating contest Roo and Ben were holding in the living room three times. (It wasn’t that she finally succeeded in getting them to stop. It was that she finally succeeded in not caring anymore.)

Then Roo set the table. Then Ben poured water into water glasses. Then Penn, Rigel, and Orion came back in, all three of them wet and emotional, Penn from the traffic, which he reported was a mess because of the thunderstorm, Rigel and Orion from something having to do with a sand table that Rosie couldn’t make out but made sympathetic noises toward anyway. If traffic was bad, she needed to leave early for work. If she needed to leave early for work, she needed to leave now. Penn pulled the shrimp from the grill and the rice from the pot, threw both in with the vegetables in the wok, combined sauce and beans, and dumped some of all of the above into a giant to-go container, added a spoon, and shoved it into Rosie’s hands as she checked to see how many of the many things she absolutely must not forget had actually made it into her bag. Some. She gave quick kisses all around and headed for the car. If traffic was as bad as Penn said, she’d be able to eat dinner on the way to the hospital.

That was how. One day at a time. One foot in front of the other. All for one. It wasn’t so much that she and Penn had set out to practice Zen marriage equality and perfect-balance parenting. It was just that there was way more to do than two could manage, but by their both filling every spare moment, some of what needed to got done.

One good turn deserves another. Two heads are better than one.

Why was a harder question. Rosie thought about it all the way to the hospital, not that day, but 257 days later on the one when Claude was born. Labor had begun in earnest during dinner, though she’d known it was coming all morning and afternoon. Her feet itched peculiarly just before contractions started. She knew that sensation from long experience and had figured the baby would come the next day or even the one after that, so even though the contractions came closer and harder, she made dinner. But between passing the salad around and actually finishing the pasta, contractions had gone from every seven minutes to every three. Penn said, ‘So, how about dessert?’ Rosie said, ‘Instead, maybe the hospital.’

How they were going to get home was an open question, but for the moment, they all still fit in one car. Rosie installed herself in the front seat, calmly but with no little effort. Penn grabbed the bags. They weren’t for Rosie, who needed so little. She had never been the type to prepare a soundtrack or a collage or a special pillow for the delivery room, but by now she realized that even the handful of things she’d brought the first few times were unnecessary. No, the bags were for her mother. They contained provisions to spend hours and perhaps days on end in a waiting room with four small, giddy boys – books, trains, LEGOs, glue sticks, juice boxes, granola bars, stuffies, blankies, and particular pillows. Rosie did not need a special pillow for the hospital. This was the difference between her and her sons.

One boy’s trash is another boy’s treasure. Back to square one.

All the way to the hospital while the kids sang Peter Pan in their car seats and boosters – their babysitter was starring in her high school musical – and Penn squeezed her hand and pretended, unsuccessfully, to be nonchalant by obeying all posted speed limits, and she resisted the temptation to tell him to hurry the hell up, Rosie was thinking one word over and over: Poppy. If the baby was a girl – and surely, surely it had to be: she had eaten fish and cookies; she had had sex in the afternoon facing east; she had done the thing with the spoon, and besides, it was her turn – she would name her Poppy.

They had had the name picked out from the first pregnancy. Rosie had had it for even longer, since one dark day sitting on her little sister’s hospital bed while their parents were in the cafeteria taking a break. Rosie was braiding Poppy’s wig hair and Poppy was braiding Poppy’s doll’s hair when she said, out of nowhere, ‘I’ll never have a little girl whose hair I get to braid.’ Her voice was raspy. Rosie knew now it was from the chemotherapy, but at the time it seemed like something inside her little sister was fighting to get out – and winning – a goblin or a witch or a demon, something that was already breaking through in snatches here and there: a croaking voice, red rolling eyes, bruises that raised slowly then seemed to spread and multiply as if peeling back from a sea of purple skin roiling just beneath her ever more delicate surface. Rather than being frightened, Rosie found this idea comforting. She welcomed the demon on its way out of her sister because it was becoming increasingly clear that Poppy could not survive this terrible, unspeakable, unthinkable disease, but maybe the demon could. Demon Poppy seemed much stronger. Demon Poppy had more fight in her.

‘Will you take care of Clover for me?’ Poppy croaked. Like all the children in the Walsh home, Poppy’s doll was named for a flower.

Rosie nodded. It was all she could manage. But then Poppy’s regular voice came back: ‘Where should we go on vacation?’

‘When?’

‘When I get out of here.’

‘I dunno.’ The only place they’d ever been on vacation so far was their grandparents’ house, which smelled like basement. ‘Where do you want to go?’

‘Siam,’ Poppy said immediately.

‘Siam?’

‘Like The King and I.’ The hospital had a poorly stocked video library of which that was the highlight. And Poppy had a lot of lying-around time.

‘We’ll go everywhere,’ Rosie promised. ‘As soon as you’re out. Well, we probably have to wait four years till I get my license. Is Siam in driving distance?’

‘I dunno. Probably.’ Poppy smiled happily. ‘You’re such a good hair braider.’ It was the best thing about cancer it turned out. Poppy’s wig hair was much longer and less tangled than her real hair. ‘Your daughter’s going to be so lucky.’

At that very moment, Rosalind Walsh, aged twelve, decided two things: her daughter would have long hair, like really long, like long enough to sit on, and she would name her Poppy. Eventually, Rosie discovered Siam was now called Thailand, but it was several lifetimes later before she got there, and then it was not for vacation. This was the last time she was ever alone with her sister.

All the way to the hospital, while Penn murmured, ‘Breathe, breathe,’ and Roo sang about how he just had to crow and Ben and Rigel and Orion cawed back at the tops of their little boy voices, Rosie whispered, ‘Poppy. Poppy. Poppy. Poppy.’

Twenty minutes after they pulled up at the front door, the baby was ready.

‘Push,’ said the doctor.

‘Breathe,’ said Penn.

‘Poppy,’ said Rosie. ‘Poppy. Poppy. Poppy.’

Was that why? Was she just trying endlessly to make a daughter to fulfill an ancient dream of her sister’s, a ten-year-old’s dream at that? Did she believe this daughter would grow up and be, at ten, the little girl she’d lost, Poppy herself, picking up where Poppy had left off, fulfilling all the promise of that stymied, hacked-off, stubbed-out little life? As long as she kept her womb full, might Poppy, some version of Poppy – some waiting, watchful, wandering Poppy demon – gather up all her errant atoms and come home again? Was it creepy to imagine your dead sister taking up residence in your uterus? Wasn’t it purported to be a sign of insanity to do the same thing over and over expecting different results?

One card short of a deck. One waffle short of a stack. One horse short of a . . . group of horses.

Or was it some long-bred, deep-sown conviction that the more children the better because you never knew when you might lose one? They had all been so broken when Poppy died, Rosie and her mom and dad. One was not enough. One was always out of balance. It was no longer two against two. There was no longer anyone to play with, to run to, to spare. Her mother, she knew, saw double, saw Poppy always at the edges, in Rosie’s shadow, at Rosie’s side during school plays and dances and graduation ceremonies, Poppy just behind Rosie and Penn at the wedding, Poppy panting quietly at Rosie’s side while her babies were all being born. Even when Rosie’s father left the world just before Roo came into it, her mother saw Poppy’s ghostly outline alongside Rosie’s swollen belly at graveside, quietly weeping for all that was lost, and it wasn’t just their father. At least then, it was one against one again. Balance restored.

One is the loneliest number. Never put all your eggs in one basket.

So maybe that was why. Or maybe Rosie and Penn just liked babies, their promise and chaos and mess, the way babies all started the same and almost instantly became entirely different. Rosie loved the high-pitched pandemonium of her big, sprawling family, muddled love filling up their farmhouse-clubhouse, a cacophony only she could make out, a whirling storm with her and Penn, grinning together, spinning together, at the center.

‘Push,’ said the doctor.

‘Breathe,’ said Penn.

‘Poppy,’ said Rosie.

And then, soon, ‘It’s a boy! A healthy, beautiful, perfect, impatient baby boy,’ the doctor said. ‘Fast little guy. Good thing you didn’t hit traffic.’

One fell swoop, Rosie thought. Once upon a time.

Takes one to know one. A baby brother. At least the boys would know what to do.




One Date

Penn was an only child. On their first date when Rosie said, ‘So, do you have brothers or sisters?’ and Penn said, ‘Nope. Only child,’ Rosie had replied, ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ as if he’d said he had only three months to live or had been raised above an artisan deli by vegans.

‘Oh, thanks. It’s okay,’ he’d said, and realized only a few beats later that that response was entirely wrong. He was having trouble concentrating. He was having trouble doing anything because blood was coursing through him twice as fast and hard as usual owing to the fact that he could not slow his heart, which had been in a state since several hours before he’d driven over to pick her up. Before he’d done so, he couldn’t imagine why. Rosie was a friend of a friend of a friend, an arrangement someone he’d not even known had hit upon at a party one night, drunk and silly. He was in grad school at the time, getting an MFA and waking each morning to wonder why he was getting an MFA. A woman from his medieval lit class (what this class had to do with writing a novel he could not even begin to guess) had dragged before him a woman he did not recognize, who had looked him over appraisingly for a bit before finally asking, ‘So. Want to date a doctor?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘I know a single doctor who’s into poets.’

‘I’m not a poet.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘I don’t.’

‘She’s real cute. I think you might really hit it off.’

‘You don’t know my name.’

‘She’s not into names.’

‘That wasn’t my point.’

‘Still.’

How could he argue with that logic? Still. There was nothing to say in response to still. He shrugged. He had a policy at the time never to say no to new and potentially peculiar experiences in case he needed things to write about later. Dating a doctor who liked poets because someone he’d never met before thought they’d hit it off seemed like it fell into this category.

And that’s all it was. Writing fodder. Writing fodder and a change of pace and a new life philosophy that was not to say no. He wasn’t dreading it, but he wasn’t looking forward to it either. He felt entirely neutral toward the date, like a quick trip to the grocery store for milk. But then, about an hour before he was going to take a shower and get dressed, sitting in his studio apartment on his sofa reading Dante’s Inferno, his heart started racing. He felt his cheeks flush, and he felt his lips go dry and his palms go wet, and he felt this absurd need to try on a few shirts to see which one looked best, and he felt, all of a sudden, nervous, and for the life of him, he could not imagine why. He thought it might be the flu. He actually thought about calling her to cancel in case he was contagious, but the woman worked at a hospital so probably had a germ-avoidance strategy of some sort.

He pulled up in front of her apartment and sat in his car trying to slow his breathing, waiting for his knees to stop shaking, but when it became clear that wasn’t going to happen, he gave up and rang her bell. When she opened the door and he saw her, Penn said, ‘Oh.’

It wasn’t that Rosie was so beautiful, though she was, that is, he thought she was, that is, he felt she was. He had to rely on this vague sense of what she looked like because he couldn’t see her. It was as if she were backlit, bright sun behind her preventing his eyes from adjusting so he could see her properly. Or it was as if he were fainting, the black bits at the sides folding his vision into smaller and smaller origami boxes. But it was none of those things. It was like when your car spins out on an icy road, and your senses turn up so high that time seems to slow because you notice everything, and you just sit in your spinning car waiting, waiting, to see if you’re going to die. He couldn’t look at her because every sense and every fraction of a moment and every atom of his body was being in love with her. It was weird.

Penn was getting an MFA, yes, but he was a fiction writer, not a poet, and he did not believe in love at first sight. He had also congratulated himself in the past for loving women for their minds and not their bodies. This woman had not yet spoken a word to him (though he assumed since she was a doctor that she was probably pretty smart), and he couldn’t get himself to concentrate on what she looked like, but he seemed to love her anyway. She was wearing – already – a hat, a scarf, and a four-inch-thick down parka that came all the way down to her boots. There was no way to fall in love with a woman just for her body in Wisconsin in January. He reminded himself though, still standing dumb in her doorway, that it wasn’t love at first sight. It seemed to have happened quite a bit before that. He seemed to have fallen in love about an hour and a half earlier on his sofa in the middle of ‘Canto V’ before ever laying eyes on Rosie. How his body had known this, foreknown this, he never did figure out, but it was right – it was quite right – and very quickly, he stopped caring.

So at the restaurant, he was a little off his game. For one, he was distracted. For another, he knew. He had already decided. He was in – they could dispense with the small talk. So when Rosie, glowing, luminous, unpeeled from all her layers, lovely underneath, smiling shyly at him Rosie, said she was sorry he was an only child, that’s what he said first: it’s okay. Then a few seconds later, when his brain caught up, he added, ‘Wait. No. What? Why are you sorry I’m an only child?’

She blushed. He would have too, but his blood flow must already have been at capacity. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I always think . . . My sister, um . . . Weren’t you lonely?’

‘Not really.’

‘Because you were really close with your parents?’

‘Not really that either.’

‘Because you’re a writer? You like to be alone in the dark brooding by yourself deeply?’

‘No!’ He laughed. ‘Well, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t think I was brooding alone in the dark. But I don’t think I was lonely either. How about you? I take it you had brothers and sisters?’

Rosie’s glow clouded over, and Penn was immediately sorry all the way down to his toes. ‘I had one sister. She died when I was twelve and she was ten.’

‘Oh Rosie, I’m sorry.’ Penn knew he’d said the right thing that time.

She nodded at her roll. ‘Cancer. It sucks.’

He tried to think what to add, came up with nothing, reached for her hand instead. She grasped him like someone falling off something high. He gasped at the sudden sharp pain of it, but when she tried to ease off, embarrassed, he squeezed back harder. ‘What was her name?’ he asked gently.

‘Poppy.’ Then she laughed, a little bit embarrassed. ‘Rosie. Poppy. Get it? My parents were into gardening. She’s lucky they didn’t name her Gladiola. Gladiola was totally on the table.’

‘Is that why you think only-childhood is so sad?’ He was glad to see her laughing again, but no one he’d ever met had treated the fact that he lacked siblings as a tragedy. ‘Because it was for you?’

‘I guess.’ She shrugged. ‘Maybe that’s why I like you already. We’re both only children.’

He tried to stay with her, but all he heard was she liked him already.

Later, much later, she said the same, that it was love pre first sight, that she’d walked around that whole morning and afternoon somehow knowing that this would be the last first date of her life. Whereas this had made him nervous as hell, it had made her calm. Whereas he’d felt impatient with the small talk, she knew they had all the time in the world. To the extent that time was guaranteed in the world. Which it was not.

Later, less later, Penn lay in his own bed, grinning at the ceiling in the dark. He tried to stop himself, he did, and he made fun of himself for doing it, but he couldn’t help it. He could not keep down, keep away, keep at bay what felt like a tiny seed of secret, certain knowledge, stable as a noble gas, glowing as gold: Poppy. My daughter will be named Poppy. Not a decision. A realization. Something that had long been true – since Rosie was twelve, half his lifetime ago – except he hadn’t known it yet.




Residency

Penn could never remember the name of the friend of the friend who knew a doctor who was interested in dating a poet. Maybe he never knew it. He could never remember the friend either, though he clearly owed her. Rosie was only just barely a doctor, as it turned out. She was in year one of an emergency medicine residency. She did not have the time to have a boyfriend. She did not have the brain space to have a boyfriend. Penn had not been aware that having a boyfriend took up brain space, but he could see how there were a great many facts, terms, drugs, treatments, protocols, and patient scenarios to memorize, none of them remotely familiar, all of them life-and-death important, and it was clear that this would be stressful.

‘Then why did you want to date a poet?’ he asked her when she explained that it wasn’t personal, she just didn’t have time for any boyfriend. If she were going to have a boyfriend, it would be him. But she wasn’t.

‘I didn’t say I wanted to date a poet. I said one should date a poet. A theoretical one. A theoretical poet. Everyone in my program is hooking up with everyone else in my program, and then you’re dating some overcaffeinated, overextended, exhausted egomaniac who finally gets a day off and uses it to study. My point was date someone who sleeps instead, someone who thinks slowly and deeply and talks in words that don’t need to be memorized from flash cards. A poet. But I didn’t mean it. I don’t have the energy or the time. That’s why residents are always sleeping with each other. They’re the only ones who fit into each other’s schedules.’

‘Then why did you say yes?’ Penn asked.

‘You sounded nice when you called.’ Rosie shrugged. ‘And I was bored of doing patient charts.’

Penn was going to be irritated by this except that he recalled he only went out with her for writing material. Besides, this meant she was going to need wooing after all. He was delighted. Penn was a student of narrative and knew that lovers should be wooed, relationships fought for, that anything too easily won was soon lost or else not worth winning. He suspected she was worth winning. He was up for the challenge. It would – he’d been right all along – make for good writing fodder. She may have been studying the human heart. But so was he.

It seemed like getting a degree in creative writing would mostly involve writing, but it didn’t. It mostly involved reading and not reading what he wanted to read and not reading what he wanted to write. It was mostly literary theory – incomprehensible, jargon-filled, irrelevant to his own projects. It wasn’t as hard as chemistry and anatomy and human physiology, but it was a bigger waste of time. And it took a lot of it. Fortunately, it could be done anywhere. Where Penn did his was in Rosie’s ER waiting room.

The summer after his sophomore year of high school, when everyone else he knew had a summer job or an internship or was attending some kind of enrichment program disguised as camp, Penn had gotten up every morning to take the commuter train out to Newark International Airport. This was back in the days when anyone could go through the metal detectors and hang out at the gates, and you didn’t need a boarding pass, and the fact that you were there every day by yourself with no luggage and no ticket and no intention of going anywhere, dressed in a black hoodie and scribbling ceaselessly in a notebook, bothered no one. He’d pick a departure gate and sit watching and listening for a while and make up stories about the passengers, the businessmen with their briefcases and paunches and nose bridges that needed constant squeezing, the old people with their hideous shoes and piles of presents, and especially the people traveling alone, always, in his stories, headed off to some kind of illicit, romantic rendezvous. When he got tired of departures, he’d head off to baggage claim and watch tearful reunions, the hugging that looked like people trying to stuff themselves inside each other. Or he sat on a bench just inside the front doors and watched the other kind of crying, the departures and letting-gos, the loved ones torn from each other only to find themselves sniffling in a long line to get their boarding passes, check their bags. The transition seemed profound to fifteen-year-old Penn, that someone could be weeping in her boyfriend’s arms one moment, desperate to squeeze out every last second with him, and the next could be waiting on line, impatiently checking her watch, and shifting from foot to foot, scowling at the elderly couple at the front who were holding up everyone else.

Studies in Airports was Penn’s first manuscript. He’d taken the stories to the copy place on a disk and had them printed then bound with a black, plastic spiral, but his guidance counselor refused to consider hanging around an airport making stuff up a real internship anyway. Still, he’d learned a lot more than he did proofing ad copy for the Rockaway Gazette, which is what he’d done the following summer. And he’d gotten a lot more writing done.

So reading and writing in Rosie’s hospital waiting room was something he was long practiced for: lots of crying people, lots of pathos, the heights of tragedy, the heights of relief, which looked a lot like the heights of tragedy, and lots of that odd paradox he’d observed at Newark International that lay at the heart of waiting – that even when what people were waiting for was the worst news of their life or the best, even when the waiting was heavy with implication and consequence, waiting people still transformed into cranky toddlers, impatient and frowning and red-faced infuriated with vending machines that dispensed the wrong thing, and kids who did not use their inside voice. You’d think people in a hospital waiting room would be kindred spirits, compatriots, like soldiers who’d served together, fellow citizens of a hollowed, harrowed world, but no, mostly they avoided one another’s eyes and heaved great passive-aggressive sighs in one another’s direction whenever someone had the audacity to get attention from the nurses first.

Penn wooed and studied, watched and listened and made notes for stories. He read. He wrote. Rosie would emerge every few hours, sometimes blood-spattered, sometimes vomit-splashed, always frazzled, always exhausted and red-eyed. Always rosy. And always glad to see him in spite of her protestations. And these were many: Aren’t you uncomfortable out here? The chairs are gross, and the food is awful. Do you know how many germs are in hospital waiting rooms? Do you know how weird a place this is to read literary theory? Didn’t I tell you I don’t have time for a boyfriend? Wouldn’t you like to go home and get some sleep? One of us should. Wouldn’t your living room be preferable? The risk there is so low of someone coming in with a gunshot wound.

At first Penn wouldn’t write about the sick kids and their sick parents, the kids struck with cancers and heart diseases and accidents and violence in their homes, the parents struck with sick kids. Sick kids defied all narrative theory he’d ever known. There was nothing redemptive about a dying child. There was nothing that could be learned from a kid coming in shot or beaten that made it worth a kid getting shot or beaten. This had always pissed him off about Romeo and Juliet, its ending platitude that at least the feud was laid to rest and the fighting families had come together as if this somehow made it worth losing their teenagers. As if Romeo and Juliet would have been willing to die just so their parents would get along.

When Rosie came out just after two one morning and collapsed into the seat next to him, too exhausted to feel surprised, never mind grateful, to find him still there, Penn took her hand gently. ‘Romeo and Juliet didn’t give a crap whether their parents got along.’

‘Sure.’ Eyes closed. Probably not even listening.

‘In fact, Romeo and Juliet thought it was kind of sexy that their parents hated each other.’

‘Who wouldn’t?’

‘They weren’t willing to die to put an end to the feud. They were willing to do anything to live. Juliet died so they could live. Romeo killed so they could live.’

Rosie nodded. ‘What’s your point?’

‘There’s nothing good that can come out of a child being sick.’

‘No.’

‘There’s nothing that makes that fair or worth it.’

‘No, there isn’t.’

‘It’s narratively insupportable,’ Penn explained.

‘It’s weird how little narrative theory there is in hospitals,’ said Rosie. ‘Yours might be all there is.’

‘Then it’s a good thing I’m here,’ said Penn.

The waiting room stories weren’t the ones that stuck though. Some nights later, Rosie arrived for her shift to find Penn already installed in the waiting room. He was typing furiously on his laptop and didn’t even look up as she scooted through on her way to rounds.

‘Figured out a new narrative theory?’ she asked on her way past.

‘New genre.’ He barely looked up. ‘Fairy tales.’

‘Sure,’ said Rosie. ‘Because nothing bad ever happens to kids in fairy tales.’

Her shift was twenty-eight hours. Penn sat and wrote for every one of them. They took a coffee and breakfast break together toward dawn. Penn tried every flavor of corn chip in the vending machine. When she emerged the following night, changed back into street clothes but with something alarmingly viscous tacking her bangs, Penn had closed the laptop and was writing marginalia about the progress being made in Pilgrim’s Progress.

‘Come on,’ said Rosie.

Penn looked up, a little bleary-eyed himself. He might have been napping between words.

‘Where?’

‘Dinner,’ said Rosie. ‘Then bed.’

He was awake.

They went to the Eggs ’n’ Dregs Diner, despite its coffee being about as good as advertised, because they served the best late-night waffles in town. Rosie talked about her patients. She talked about her program, her fellow residents, the attendings, the nurses. She talked about the difference between medical school and medical practice, between what she’d thought being a doctor would be like and what it in fact was, between anatomy textbooks and actual anatomy.

‘What did you do?’ she asked.

‘Same.’ Penn tried to say as little as possible. He liked to hear her talk. And he was too tired to make conversation.

‘Same?’ Rosie tried to say as much as she could. It kept her from falling asleep at the table. ‘It’s true you’ve spent a lot of time at the hospital lately, but I’m not sure that qualifies you to treat patients.’

‘Not treating patients. Thinking about the difference between school and practice, books and life. What you think things are going to be like and how they actually are.’

‘Is everything in your life a metaphor?’

‘As many things as possible,’ Penn admitted. ‘So what now?’

‘Bed.’

It was important to keep his face exactly neutral. He froze his eyes and eyebrows and lips and mouth and cheeks. He tried hard to go into a coma.

‘Don’t look so excited,’ she said. ‘I’m too tired to do anything but sleep. So are you.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘You’ve been awake for thirty-seven hours. Your eyes are glassy and bloodshot. You’re losing brain tissue as we speak. I know the signs. I’m a doctor.’

‘Barely.’

‘You took a nap while they made your eggs. That’s the first sign of exhaustion. They covered that our first year of med school.’

‘I can rally,’ said Penn. ‘I can get a second wind.’

‘You need to sleep,’ Rosie insisted. ‘First we sleep. Then we’ll see.’

Penn thought ‘we’ll see’ sounded like a good start. He agreed to these terms. He couldn’t remember another time when his first foray into the bed of a woman he was wooing was for sleep, but he was willing to give it a shot. Her sheets had pictures of basset hounds and that softness you get not from thread count but from washing again and again and again. They were well-loved sheets. Among those basset hounds, just as his eyes were closing, she said, ‘Tell me your story.’

‘What story?’

‘The waiting room story.’

‘You just lived that one.’

‘I wasn’t waiting,’ she said. ‘I was on the other side.’

He couldn’t keep his eyes open, but he didn’t think he’d need to. ‘How about a bedtime story?’

‘A bedtime story would be perfect,’ she said.

‘Once upon a time . . .’

‘Not a very original opening.’

‘There was a prince.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to start with a princess?’

‘Named Grumwald.’

‘Grumwald?’

‘Who lived in a far-off land where being a prince was, well, just not that fulfilling. Or impressive. He hadn’t been elected to it. He hadn’t earned it with good deeds or quick thinking, clever problem solving or hard labor. He was the prince for the same reason princes are always princes. Because their fathers are kings and their mothers are queens. And yes, he had his own wing in a castle with that funny roofline that looks like bad teeth.’

‘Crenelated.’

‘And yes, he had robes and crowns and those sticks with balls on the end.’

‘Scepters. God, Penn, I thought you were a word guy.’

‘I’m tired.’

‘What are those things even for anyway?’

‘That was Grumwald’s question too. What was the point of any of it? It’s true there was an actual suit of armor in the hall right outside his bedroom. But otherwise, he was a fairly ordinary guy. He cleaned his own bathroom. He saw no use for sticks with balls on the end. The crown gave him a headache.’

‘Cranial neuralgia due to continuous stimulation of cutaneous nerves.’

‘And it seemed that his friends, with their ordinary lives, who had summer jobs, whose rooflines were flat or at least roof-shaped, were a lot happier than he was.’

‘How did he meet these friends with ordinary lives and roofs?’

‘High school,’ said Penn.

‘He went to public school?’

‘His parents –’

‘The king and queen.’

‘– were progressives who believed neither money nor class nor royal status meant that one child deserved a good education while another child did not. They realized the world would be a better place if all children had knowledge, intelligence, problem-solving and critical-thinking skills, and a fair shot at a good career which supported them financially as well as spiritually.’

‘Enlightened.’

‘Yes. But hard for Grumwald, who had no career to prepare for, who would not be going off to college, who thought it unlikely his parents, no matter how liberal, were going to be wild about his dating a peasant, no matter how impressive her bootstraps. He was allowed to play sports but couldn’t because no one would throw a pitch inside to the prince or try to sack him or block his shots. The school dances that so thrilled his friends with their opportunities for fancy dress and limousines and expensive meals were just an ordinary Tuesday night for poor Grum. He skipped graduation altogether because he couldn’t stomach one more moment of pomp and circumstance in a life made up of little but. His world, though beautiful, shrouded in layers of purple mist, warmed by a sun that seemed to shine just for him, smelling of forest and the promise of adventure and the possibility of magic, proved, however, very small indeed. Education served only to show him what was out there, not to offer it as an actual possibility.’

‘But the birds were his friends?’ Rosie asked hopefully, sleepily. ‘He had long, deep, middle-of-the-night chats with the mice who were his bosom companions?’

‘This is a fairy tale, Rosie. A real one, not a Disney one. The mice can’t talk. The birds seemed to mock him by being so much more free than he was. He had friends from school, sure – he was SGA president, of course, and met a lot of kids that way. Plus Mathletes – but no one who really understood him. Until he looked in the suit of armor.’

‘What suit of armor?’

‘The one in the hall outside his room.’

‘Did you tell me about that before?’

‘I did. Pay attention.’

‘I was paying attention. I was falling asleep because you said it was a bedtime story. If I’d known it was a fairy tale with hidden information, I’d have tried harder to keep my eyes open.’

‘It wasn’t hidden information. I told you: roofline like teeth, sticks with balls on the end, suit of armor in the hall, cleans his own bathroom. The whole story’s right there. That’s all you need to know.’

‘What was in the suit of armor?’ She had her hands pressed together underneath her cheek like a little girl going to sleep on a greeting card, smiling at him sleepily and trying, failing, to keep her eyes open.

Penn reached out and smoothed her hair, her forehead. ‘I’ll tell you the rest of the story in the morning.’

‘Is this just a ploy to keep me here?’

‘You live here.’

‘Like Scheherazade?’

‘Scheherazade lives here?’

‘Don’t forget where you are in the story,’ Rosie said just as she was falling finally asleep. ‘When we wake up, I want to pick up right where we left off.’

When they woke up, however, they picked up somewhere else.

‘Last we discussed the matter,’ Penn reminded her helpfully, ‘you said “we’ll see”. ’

‘Well, let’s see then,’ she said.

It was one of the enduring ironies of their relationship how well the residency schedule worked for Penn. Even once she was wooed, Penn remained camped out in the waiting room, reading, writing, telling her stories in installments during her breaks between patients. He was happy to sleep when she did and to stay up when she had to. She’d have traded anything toward the ends of those thirty-hour shifts – her place in the program, her career prospects, her eyeballs, say, and even Penn – for eight hours of sleep, and she knew in her heart that had their roles been reversed, she’d have been comfortably in her bed at home while he worked inhumane stretches of days and nights and days on end.

It was good preparation for parenting, though of course that didn’t occur to her until years later. At some point midway through Roo’s sleepless, staccato first month, she thought what an effective screening process a waiting-room residency had been. Here was a husband she knew would get up every two hours with the baby through the dark middles of the nights. Here was a partner who would wake for predawn breakfast with the first and second children, never mind having been up with the third and fourth well past midnight the night before. It wasn’t why she chose him. But it wasn’t a terrible reason either.

Now, all these years later, she found herself in the hospital’s wee hours all alone with no one to tell her stories. It had been years since her residency – the hideous carpet and uncomfortable furniture had turned over and turned over again since then – but she still emerged from the swinging doors into the waiting area expecting for a beat to see Penn’s face. It was one of the strange things about having stayed where she’d trained. The folks who had been there for decades still thought of her as a resident no matter her title or accomplishments. What was the same always outweighed what rotated and rostered and changed. And Penn’s absence from a chair in the corner of the waiting room, never mind his sheer presence in her home, her family, her bed, her life, never failed to stop her for a moment.

Staying had been another thing she was wooed to do. An Arizona girl, she was not remotely prepared for Wisconsin in February. Her car freezing during her second semester had seemed a clear sign that as a human she should probably have stayed inside. She nearly failed endocrinology because she missed so many lectures, not because she wanted to cut class per se but because she could not bring herself to go out of doors. She was a visual learner who closed her eyes in order to picture nerve charts and skeletal layouts and muscle patterns. One morning, on her way from the parking lot to an exam, she kept her eyes closed too long and they froze shut. She vowed to get out of Wisconsin the moment she graduated.

But the program was too good. Her teachers wanting her to stay, wanting to work with her, had been too flattering to say no to. And Penn liked the waiting room. She’d been wooed to stay so she stayed. Just for a fellowship year, she told herself. Just a small stint as an attending. After that, she’d be unwooable. After that, she’d have to go elsewhere anyway for breadth of experience, a different part of the world where she’d develop expertise in more than frostbite and lost toes and idiots frozen to their fishing poles.

But Roo followed by Ben followed by Rigel and Orion had put a stop to that plan too, children being the enemies of plans and also the enemies of anything new besides themselves. UW knew her work ethic and track record, never mind her taking yet another maternity leave, never mind the final months when she couldn’t even fit bedside, or the months before that when she couldn’t lift patients or much of anything else, never mind the mornings she was too nauseated to work and the nights she called in sick because the only place more germ laden than a hospital is an elementary school. She was worth it. But no one outside UW Hospital knew it. And so she stayed.

And she was worth it. On the night that Claude became, she caught a pulmonary embolism masquerading as a sore back, a teenage pregnancy – or, if you prefer, severe denial and extreme delusion – masquerading as irritable bowel syndrome, a stroke masquerading as ‘probably nothing but my tongue feels kind of weird,’ and a first-year resident masquerading as a knowledgeable surgical consult. This was another thing parenting boys had prepared her for: ferreting out. She also, that night, waited with a little girl who’d fallen down the stairs at a sleepover party. Her leg hurt and her arm hurt, but that wasn’t, Rosie knew, why she was crying. She was crying because she was alone and scared. Her parents had taken the opportunity to go away for a night, so they were a couple hours getting back, and the party hosts who brought her in had a house full of six-year-old girls they needed to return to. Crying little girls, even ones who were going to be fine and whose parents were on their way, broke Rosie in a way none of her other cases did. The terminal ones, the ones in pain she could not control, the ones she could do nothing for, the ones she had to let go, none of these felled her quite the way the little girls did. So when an hour after she’d called Transport, no one from Transport had come, she took the girl to X-ray herself. The tech let her stay with the patient so the child had a hand to hold, and though the wrist was just sprained, the tibia had a greenstick fracture. Once Rosie knew that, she knew what else to do for the girl, and she gave her pain meds and three oatmeal cookies and made her laugh. Those were the people Rosie was the night of Claude’s becoming: mom, wife, emergency-room doctor, mystery ferreter. But also little-girl comforter. And also X-ray tech.

She knew that wasn’t why. But she always wondered anyway if that was why.




Bedtime Story

That night that Claude became, while he and Rosie were being X-rayed, Penn was home putting children to bed. Bedtime was a study in chaos theory. Roo liked to soak, but a bath just riled up Orion, who thought all Ben’s stuffed animals might like to snorkel in the tub. Ben was mollified by a warm milk, but it came out Rigel’s nose when Roo ran through the kitchen wearing only a towel (and only around his shoulders), singing, ‘Penis Maaaaan! Able to leap tall buildings . . . owing mostly to his profound motivation not to get snagged on a lightning rod.’

Penn closed his eyes and took deep breaths, removed Rigel’s snot-milked pajamas, drained Orion’s bath with Orion still in it, dug clothespins out of the junk drawer and used them to set Ben’s stuffies to drip dry in the Proving Ground (the laundry room – Rosie felt it wanted a name more in keeping with its usual state). Three of his four children were naked, which, while one step closer to pajamas, was still a long way off from bed. Ben was wearing PJs, admittedly, but also rain boots, rain hat, raincoat, and an umbrella, singing à la Gene Kelly in the raindrops of his stuffed-animal storm.

For variety, Penn lined them up tallest to smallest and made a PJ bucket brigade, tops, bottoms, blankies, and sippy cups passed one boy to the next until each found a home. Yes, Orion ended up in Roo’s pajama top, which came down to the floor like a Victorian nightgown, and so Roo himself was topless, and so Rigel refused to wear pajama bottoms and therefore needed socks so that his underpants would not feel lonely. And yes, Roo snagged Ben’s blankie for a cape and ran up and down the
stairs three times singing, ‘Penis Maaaaan! Able to slide down banisters . . . but not especially likely to do so all things considered.’ But Penn thought it close enough and declared it a bedtime victory.

‘Which room tonight?’

‘Shark Cave!’ four boys chorused. Roo, aged eight on the night Claude became, had named his room himself. Rigel and Orion, aged four and a half, were just next door in a room everyone called POH but which only Penn and Rosie knew to stand for Pit of Hell. Again, her christening. Ben, aged seven, lived in Ben’s Room. Ben was a literalist.

It was beyond imagining, even when Rosie wasn’t working and they were both home in the evenings, even when Rosie’s mom was staying with them to help out as she did for a couple months after each child was born, to consider reading to each son separately. Bedtime stories were a group activity. And because showing the pictures all around to everyone involved a great deal of squirming and shoving and pinching and pushing and get-outta-my-ways and he-farted-on-mes and you-got-to-look-longer-than-I-dids, Penn often resorted to telling stories rather than reading them. He had a magic book he read from. It was an empty spiral notebook. He showed the boys it was blank so that there was no clamoring to see. And then he read it to them. Like magic.

When he’d told it to Rosie, the suit of armor outside the prince’s bedroom had been full of roses. The prince had been stunned to find it brimming over with blooms, but Penn knew it was narratively inevitable when you woke up in bed next to an ER resident named Rosie who insisted she had no time for a boyfriend. Not just the first time but every time the prince peeked under the visor, ardent red and pink and yellow petals burst forth, and his hallways filled with their rosy perfume. But for the boys, the suit of armor was filled with something even better.

‘So the prince lifted up the visor and looked inside, and there he saw . . . absolutely nothing.’

‘Nothing?’ shrieked Roo.

‘Nothing,’ Penn reported soberly.

‘No fair,’ said Rigel.

‘“No fair,” said Grumwald. “I just realized this stupid hunk of metal has been outside my bedroom my whole life, and I expected there’d be a charmed knight inside or a mummy or at least a magic rodent of some kind.”’

‘Or a talking spider.’ Ben was reading Charlotte’s Web.

‘“Or a talking spider,” Grumwald thought. “Or some roses.”’

‘Roses?’ said Roo. ‘Why would there be roses in a suit of armor?’

‘Yeah,’ said Rigel.

‘Yeah,’ said Orion.

‘You’ll understand in a few years. In any case, there was nothing in there, and Grumwald was about to close the visor and climb down from the stool he’d needed to reach it when he heard something.’

‘A ghost?’ said Ben.

‘A zombie?’ said Roo.

‘It was a voice,’ said Penn. ‘And the voice said . . .’

‘Boo!’ yelled Rigel.

‘Roo!’ yelled Roo.

‘“Once upon a time,”’ said Penn.

‘Once upon a time?’ said Ben.

‘The armor wasn’t empty. The armor was full. What was inside the armor was a story, a story wanting to get out.’

‘Why did it want to get out?’

‘That’s what all stories want. They want to get out, get told, get heard. Otherwise, what’s the point of stories? They want to help little boys go to sleep. They want to help stubborn mamas fall in love with dads. They want to teach people things and make them laugh and cry.’

‘Why would a story want to make someone cry?’ Ben was so much more serious than his brothers.

‘Same reason you cry anyway,’ said Penn. ‘You cry and then you feel better. Your owie stops stinging. Your feelings get less hurt. Sometimes you feel sad or scared, and you hear a sad or scary story, and then you feel less sad and less scared.’

‘That doesn’t make sense,’ said Ben.

‘Nonetheless,’ Penn explained.

‘Was that all the story said?’ Orion got back to the point. ‘Once upon a time?’

‘Nope, the story was a magic story. It was endless. It had no end. It was unlimited. Every time it seemed like it was going to come to some kind of conclusion or moral or denouement, it went in a different direction and began again.’

‘What did it say on the last page’ – sometimes Ben’s literalism strained Penn’s creative talents – ‘where it’s supposed to say “The End”?’

‘There was no last page. It was magic.’ He showed them his blank spiral notebook again, how you could keep turning and turning the pages and never lack for another page to turn.

‘Like a circle?’ said Ben.

‘Exactly like a circle.’

‘Stories aren’t circles,’ said Roo.

‘Stories are all circles,’ said Penn.

‘I don’t understand, Daddy,’ Rigel and Orion said together.

‘No one understands,’ said Penn. ‘Stories are very mysterious. That’s their other point. To tell themselves. And to be mysterious.’

‘What happened next?’ said Roo. ‘In the story?’

‘Which one?’

‘Which one what?’

‘Which story? The story about Grumwald? Or the story coming out of his suit of armor?’

‘Both.’

‘Lots. Lots happened next. In both.’

‘Tell us! Tell us!’

Penn considered how clever it was of him to have birthed a Greek Chorus to hear his tales. ‘Tomorrow. More tomorrow. Tonight, we sleep.’

Bedtime took a further forty-five minutes and was followed by Penn’s scraping toothpaste off the downstairs bathroom ceiling, gathering up a whole load of discarded laundry from the floor in the hallway, and accidentally crushing a LEGO jungle dinosaur castle for which he knew he’d pay dearly the next morning.
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