



Even in summer, the grass green and damp, even while he watered the front lawn, Randall felt his mind drift to images of winter nights in Cambridge, nine years ago. He could feel her mittened hand in his.  He could see her dark hair peek out from her wool cap. He could see the snow falling gently outside the window. He could see her smile, feel the warmth of her dorm room, her sweet trust in him.  He could hear her sweet sighs.


He felt Angela come up behind him and take the hose from his hand.


"You don't just stand there," she said. "You're making puddles.  You're supposed to spray it around."


"What's wrong with puddles?"


This was how Randall handled the moments when she interrupted his reveries. He'd say something combative, but he'd temper it with mock stupidity. It always seemed enough to disarm her.


Usually she would say something to pick up his thread. 'Puddles kill the grass.' Or, if she was in a mood when she wished to be conciliatory, she would say 'Puddles befuddle the muddlers,' and he would say, `Don't we want to befuddle the muddlers?' and the truce would still be on. Now, she made no response. It was his policy never to ignore faint clues. Something had happened.


"I'll do it, Randall.  Go in and watch Rebecca."


She took the hose from him. The sun was setting, and the sky was pink. He watched as she sprayed the lawn with her usual competence. Her long blond hair was snapped into a pony tail.  It seemed to hold her in check.  He headed up the lawn toward the front door.


"Randall."


He turned.


"Watch her, will you? She's doing permanent water colors."


He nodded.


"Randall," she called again. "The Carvers are coming over."

He nodded without turning. He pushed open the front door. The air inside was cold. He walked across the deep carpet to the kitchen. The seven year old was spread out on the counter.  He noted her briefly and walked past her toward the deck.


The little blond haired daughter was intent, but she spoke.  "Does water color stain?"


He looked back and nodded, and then pushed his way out to the deck and slid the glass door closed behind him.  He slid onto one of the deck chairs and returned to his reveries.  He looked up after a time and saw that Angela was standing over him.


"She spilled vermillion on the tiles."


"Did you wipe it up?"


"It doesn't wipe up."


"I told you about those tiles. Is that bad? A vermillion tile?"


"Randall, would you do me one favor?"


"Sure."


"Don't pretend that you don't understand what I say."


"Is that the favor?"


"Yes."


"That's pretty tough, Angela. Pretending not to understand is one of my main strategies."


"We all know that."


"All?"


"I know that, Randall.  Will you grant me this favor?  Just this once." 


"Okay.  Favor granted."


"I can't take this."


"I said it's granted."


"That's what I had to say."


"Oh. Oh. That's the thing that I'm supposed to understand."


Her mouth was a straight line, but he saw her nod, the slightest nod.


He squinted upward to take her in. "You can't take this?"


"That's what I said. Don't make this hard. You granted me my favor.  Don't go back to pretending you don’t understand."


He thought of evasive things to say.  But he remembered his grant of the favor and he simply nodded. Then he thought to ask, "What about the Carvers?"


"I called them."


"When did you do that?"


"When I saw the vermillion."


"I think she spilled it before I went into the house."


"That might be."

"Angela, I'm pretty certain that you can't break up a marriage over something that's not my fault."


"There's plenty of stuff," she said softly.

"You want to know the truth?"


"I'm listening."


"I really didn't think I could handle another evening with the Carvers."


She felt a laugh deep in herself but it did not rise.

"I'm packed, Randall. I've been packed for over a week. I'm going to go to Marjorie's for three days, and that should give you enough time to make an arrangement."


"Was it exploratory packing or was it preparatory packing? Seeing how it felt, as opposed to deep down packing?"


She felt a tiny laugh emit and she bent to kiss his shoulder. "I'm sorry. I can't take this.  I'm leaving Rebecca with you for three days.  Please watch her. Then I want to move back.  I'd like the house.  Please think it over.  Let's not fight.  Please.  Oh God.  None of that.  You always hated the house anyway."


"That's true."


"Maybe you were right. Maybe we shouldn't have bought the house."


"You don’t like it either?"


"I like it fine. But it made you feel too settled. I'm sorry. I should have known it would make you feel to settled."


"What's your take on feeling settled?"



"I want to feel settled."


"How can that be?"


She started to speak, but instead she shrugged.


"Does this mean I get to make love to other women?"


"Don’t start that stuff."


"What stuff?"

"Don't try to hurt me."


"I wasn't."


"Let's not make it any harder than it its. Anyway, you always have."


"Never once."


She tapped his forehead with her fingertip. "In there.  That's where she is.  Go find her."


"And what about you?"


"What about me?"    


"Other men?"


She stood and walked toward the sliding glass door.  Then she turned back to face him. Her brow was genuinely puzzled.  "Do you care?"


It struck him that he very much cared. But he said, "I guess that's the price you pay for an active fantasy life."


"Don't worry, Randall, it's the farthest thing from my mind."


"Is that true?"


She nodded.


"Who the hell are you?" he asked.


"I'm your wife.  But I'm leaving you and my guess is that I won't be back."


"To the house?"


"Okay, Randall, now you're back to normal.  Please, just sit there for ten minutes and then come in and watch Rebecca.  I'll be gone."


"Why now?"


She thought about it.  "Breaking point," she said softly.


"You never let on.  Did you ever let on?  I don't think you did."


"This is your doing, Randall."


"Is that an answer?"


"I'm letting on now.  Ten minutes.  Please, Randall.  I take it that's still the magic word."


He waited for ten minutes, and then he heard her car pull out of the drive. He walked around to the drive and saw the empty spot.  He was pretty certain that seeing that did not feel good.


He walked into the house and peered over his daughter's shoulder. She was still intent. He observed her art.

"Mostly dark colors today."


The daughter nodded.


"Did the Momma say anything?"


The daughter looked up. "She said she's going to Marjorie's."


"Anything else?"


"She said we'd have a talk when she got back."


"Uh huh."


"I don't like this, Daddy."


"The painting?"


"Don't be like that, Daddy. Why are you and Mommy so weird?"


"Today? Always?"


The little girl smirked and turned back to her painting.
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