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he end began with a plane crash. Just before midnight on a
Tuesday in February. A girl 'd never met or even heard of
died, along with her miniature dachshund (under the seat)
and a planeload of passengers in the kind of commuter plane T’ll
never fly in again. 've pictured it a hundred times now: the quiet
hum of the motor, the sleeping passengers, the sudden jolt, the cabin
steward thrown sideways before he could finish his instructions. In
my mind, it always looks like a movie, because I have nothing else to
go on.
That night, I was asleep, safe on the ground, miles away in Texas
in my hand-me-down bed, nestled under a patchwork quilt made out
of ties from the seventies.

Since getting pregnant, I fell asleep before the double digits. It was
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something my not-quite-yet-husband, Dean, teased me about. He
was a night owl. And I had been one, too. These days, a month be-
fore my due date, I was in bed with my swollen ankles up on pillows
as soon as the dishes were done. He was out in the living room with
his headphones on, likely playing air guitar.

In a slightly different situation, I would have heard about the
crash on the news and thought no more about it. I am sure that girl
meant many things to many people. And though I didn’t know it at
the time, and I would not have recognized her if she’d knocked on
my door, she meant a lot to me as well—in a roundabout kind of
way.

The day Dean came home from the office with the news, I’d been
out in the garage for hours pricing things with little orange stickers.
I’d quit my job at a fancy antiques store a few weeks back at the urg-
ing of the owner. She knew I was planning to quit after the baby
came, but she decided it didn’t make sense to wait. She took me aside
one morning and said that I was, simply, too big. “When you can
knock over a piece of Stickley with your belly,” she said, “it’s time to
call it a day.” She gave me some coupons for a mani-pedi, promised
she’d always give me her dealer discount, and nudged me out the
door.

So I was home. And planning our upcoming garage sale with
checklists, spreadsheets, and a color-coded map of my yard. At
thirty-six weeks and counting, what else was I going to do with my-
self?

When Dean walked in with a pizza, I was slumped over the aqua
dinette in our kitchen, drinking orange juice and trying for an end-
of-the-day rally. He popped open a beer and swigged down about
half of it. His tie was wrinkled. Really wrinkled, like it’d been on the
floor of his car for days before he’d discovered it. I wondered if it
would be my job to see to such things when we were married.

He pulled two plates out of the cupboard, and just as I was think-
ing how much I loved it when Dean brought me pizza, they slid right
out of his grip and shattered on the floor.
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“Fuck!” he shouted. “Fuck!” He turned and slammed his palm
against the cabinet.

I didn’t say anything. After five years with him, I knew to lay low.
My best friend, Meredith, and I called these moments “occasional
eruptions of inappropriate rage.” They were, you might say, a part of
his charm.

He pressed his head against the cabinets, and I set about picking
up. I had to bend over my belly to reach the shards, which made
great clanks as they hit the metal bottom of the garbage can. When I
went for the broom, he moved to his chair and sat down. Then he
said, “A girl from work died last night.”

“Died?” I said. “How?”

“Plane crash.”

“Big plane or little plane?” I asked.

“Puddle jumper,” he said.

I finished sweeping and leaned the broom against the counter.
“Who was it?” I asked, sitting down.

“Just a girl. She worked in graphics.” He lifted a slice of pizza and
took a tentative bite, as if it might not go down well.

“Was she somebody you knew?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said, mouth full. “I definitely knew her.” Her cubicle
was around the corner from his, and she—her name was Tara—used
to stop in and say hi. She had worked there for a year. She had been
planning to come see his band.

We chewed for a while. Then, not sure what else to say, I shook
my head and said, “I thought plane crashes only happened to people
on the news.”

“Well,” he said. “She’s on the news now.”

After dinner, we sat out on the porch swing, as we did many
nights. Our house was in one of the few historic neighborhoods in
Houston that hadn’t been bulldozed for townhomes or mini-malls.
By some mystery, folks in our neighborhood were restoring their
houses instead of replacing them. Living here was like living in an-

other place in time.
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On good nights, we’d go on talking after dinner. But tonight he
kept quiet, nursing beer number three. He was holding the memo
they’d passed out at work with details about the funeral and where
to send donations. It had this girl Tara’s picture on it.

She was Asian, with shiny straight hair and kissy lips. The picture
was from her company ID photo, but even so, she was smiling as if
the guy who’d taken the photo had been flirting with her. She cer-
tainly seemed very alive. And she was the kind of pretty that wasn’t
up for discussion.

“She’s pretty,” I said, looking over his arm.

“You think s0?”

“Dean,” I said, giving him a look that said, Come on. At the time,
a little lie like that seemed sweet to me. I assumed he was trying to be
a good fiancé by pretending not to know she was pretty. Like he only
had eyes for me. “Yes,” I said. “She’s pretty.”

“Was,” he said.

“Was.”

I tried to start up some other conversation after that. I told him
that Meredith had bought a leash for her cat. I told him about a re-
port I’d heard on a hurricane in the Gulf. I told him I’d heard a
woman singing a version of “Hush Little Baby” on the gospel radio
station that afternoon, and the sound had brought tears to my eyes.
But the words came out of my mouth and fizzled like sparks before
they hit the ground.

Some nights were like this, when Dean just couldn’t rise to the
conversational challenge. Meredith said he was moody, which was
true. But we all had our shortcomings. Still, if we weren’t going to
talk, I wished he would rub my neck, or hold my hand. But he didn’t.

Dean wanted to take a shower, so I followed him inside. I put on
my DON’T MESS WITH TEXAS maternity nightshirt before I headed
into the kitchen to clean up, and when I got there, I noticed the girl’s
picture was on the fridge. Dean had put it up with butterfly magnets,
one placed in each corner. Very few things on our overloaded fridge

merited more than one magnet. Not our list of frequently called
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numbers, not the picture of us at a wildflower garden on our road
trip to Austin, not the liner notes for Dean’s band’s only album. But
there she was, securely placed and there to stay. I wasn’t sure I
wanted her there, and I thought about taking her down and sticking
her in a drawer with the take-out menus.

But I left her. She had the kind of eyes that followed you around
the room. I’d thought that happened only with paintings in muse-
ums, but here she was, in my kitchen, watching me. While I did the
dishes. While I took my prenatal vitamin. While I did a final sweep
for pieces of broken plate. She even watched the door for my return
while I took the pizza box outside to the trash. Back inside, I turned
the dead bolt, started the dishwasher, and stood with my hand on the
light switch. We held each other’s gaze for a few minutes, and then I

left her in the dark.



