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more. She’s thirty-three now, growing old within the careful shell of 
this house, and it loves her for it. 

The light from the grimy lamp in the hallway outside is filter-
ing in when he comes back at three, four in the morning; she can’t 
tell because after a certain point at night, everything looks the same. 
The door creaks; the floor creaks; the house sounds like it wants to lie 
down and die a dramatic, melancholy death, which means it can’t--it’s 
not wise enough, for all its years, to just let go gracefully. Neither is 
she. 

Her hands are shaking. 
She hears the boots coming up the stairs, which whine in time 

with his steps. Jesus H. Christ. He sounds like a goddamned elephant. 
She thinks this but barely notices because it’s what she’s been think-
ing every single night for years. 

She hears him say it, or maybe not; maybe she’s heard it so many 
times that it’s natural. Maybe tonight, he didn’t say it. I’m going to 
kill you. But “kill” isn’t the right word, is it? He used to say “hurt,” or 
even “fuck,” if the drinking and long hours put him in that particu-
lar frame of mind. In any case, she just shuts up and puts up. That’s 
the secret to a happy marriage; it’s what she taught herself long ago, 
though that lesson is fading. 

She wonders if maybe this was how everything was supposed 
to turn out all along, but then he’s in the doorway and he’s block-
ing out the light so there’s not really time to think of much anyway. 
In two long steps he’s in front of her and she can feel the calluses 
on his fingers around her throat, but it doesn’t quite hurt. She is the 
chair, the lamp, the walls. She laughs and he’s surprised, lets her go. 
She runs past him, barefoot and light, down the hallway. She almost-
-almost--makes it to the top of the stairs when she realizes she can’t 
move anymore; he’s grabbed her streaming hair. She feels the familiar 
wall on her back and blanks everything else out. She starts to think 
instead, as if thinking were a substitute for feeling.

She remembers the last time she went out of the house--maybe 
a week ago, or was it longer? She went to the store, and then down 
to Rosie Hall’s place, that little bar next to the junk shop. What was 
the name of that store? Something strange… “This, That, and the 
Otherthing.” That’s it. She remembers because there was no space 
between the last two words and it struck her as odd. 

Rosie owns a bar; she used to run it with her husband, Jim, but 
Jim died a few years back. Train accident, though the exact details 
are murky now. She remembers the phone call from Rosie, sobbing, 
saying that it was a mess, it was all a mess, and she had to come down 
there right now and help her pick Jim up in a laundry basket--

Or maybe not. At this point, it’s hard for her to tell what’s real 
and what’s made up. Billy Joel keeps fading in and out of her con-
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She’s sitting in a battered leather armchair with holes and cracks in 
the leather that poke out and stab her through her thin terrycloth 

robe. She keeps rolling a cigarette between two fingers, letting it ash 
all the way out and drop onto her lap. When it’s gone, she just lights 
another one up and keeps going. 

When the song is almost over, she reaches out with a long 
finger, yellowed like the page of an old book, and moves the needle 
on the old record player back: an endless, imperfect loop. Her eyes are 
blank and it’s hard to tell what color they are anymore; she doesn’t 
think it really matters all that much, though. 

The paint in here is peeling badly, even worse than in the rest 
of the house. Bits are flaking off everywhere like on a dead person’s 
scalp. No one bothers to come over anymore to fix it up; he doesn’t 
give a damn, and because of this, she’s decided, neither does she. 
When he comes in, sometimes he’s sweet; most of the time, though, 
he treats her like a ghost. He doesn’t care about her any more than he 
cares about the rest of the shit in this house. 

There’s a lamp to her right, next to the record player. It’s older 
than the house and she doesn’t know how it got there, but when they 
moved in, she decided she liked it and was going to keep it like a pet. 
The lampshade looks like it’s made of paper, but when she touches it, 
it keeps its form and barely moves. That’s why she likes it. It’s stronger 
than paper, stronger than skin. Skin, which ends up bruised from the 
stairs because she fell, or wasn’t looking carefully enough when she 
went through the door. Skin, the kind that tells the truth even if she 
lies to herself. Not to others, though; she doesn’t really go out any-
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for a glass of lemonade and to kiss her on the cheek. Maybe it can be 
okay even though she only married him just-because, when she felt 
like time was running out and she panicked like that fly in the glass 
of beer. 

Tomorrow, she thinks, she’ll go out to This, That, and the 
Otherthing and buy a long, sharp knife from their moldy display. 
She’ll lie in wait, crazy like a fox, and then this nightmare will be 
over. She’ll move in with Rosie and they’ll be just two, taking care 
of themselves and the business. She’ll never have to go back to that 
house and it’ll be like her life never happened at all. But first, she has 
to get off the floor and out of the cellar.

And then, and then, and then. 

sciousness, and whenever she opens her eyes even a little she can see 
that maddening light. It’s flickering now; she wonders if it’s going to 
burn out completely. Then, she’ll be alone in the dark, but not really 
alone--her husband is still there. What’s he doing now? She tries to 
ask but can’t move her lips all that well anymore. 

Rosie tried to tell her the last time she came down that she 
could get out, could come stay with her. But all she would say is no, 
no, I can’t. He’d find me, there’s no hiding in a town this small. He’d 
know where I am; you’re the only friend I have. 

Rosie said she’d end up dead; what she said in response was, I’m 
almost dead already. 

“I can help you,” Rosie said, and poured her a beer. But by then, 
they both knew she was beyond that. She sat there, staring into the 
glass until a fly fell in. Then, she watched it drown in the thick lager. 

She’d met Rosie in grade school, when they were both knock-
kneed little girls with untucked shirts and untied shoelaces. Rosie 
had gotten her first bra a full year before she had, and the boys were 
always snapping the band and leaving ugly welts. She remembered the 
withered look Rosie’d gotten, recognized it because it was there again, 
on both their faces. 

Her knees started to shake. She had to decide what kind of 
beating she’d get, what kind of night it was going to be. “Order off 
the menu, baby, or it’ll be chef’s choice again tonight.” That’s what he 
always said to her if she’d done something wrong; it could be short 
and brutal or not as bad, but much longer. Usually, she just wanted to 
get it over with. And maybe it wasn’t so bad, because he always told 
her he loved her. She enjoyed that part, like a stray dog enjoys being 
scratched behind the ears after it’s been kicked in the belly. 

“He loved me once, Rosie. Sometimes, he still does.” And that 
was all she said on the matter before she bolted from the little bar, ran 
back to the groaning house and lost one of her shoes on the way and 
caught hell from him for it. 

*
Right now, he’s dragging her through the first-floor foyer but some-
thing about her arm doesn’t feel right. She hopes it’s not broken, 
because she knows he won’t hang around to move the needle on the 
record player back or light her cigarettes for her. 

Tomorrow she’ll be back in that chair and just like the record, 
everything will lather, rinse, repeat. Eventually, something in her 
will crack and she’ll start to skip like the old music. They’re going 
down the stairs now, and her head bounces off the bottom step but it 
feels more like a soft poke that doesn’t match the crack she just heard. 

Maybe Rosie was right. Maybe he’s going to kill her. But maybe 
she was wrong, too, and she’ll wake up to a clean, new house with a 
nice husband who works in the yard on his days off and comes inside 


