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Once Removed 
BY COLETTE SARTOR 

YLVIE IS LATE THE FIRST TIME she meets Kyle's 

son. An accident on Mulholland snarls traffic, and she 

winds up mshingto the movie theater, eager for Kyle's 

embrace, the quiet reverence of his touch. He's always 
finding reasons to touch her, to remind himself what 
she feels like, he sometimes says with a shy smile that 

leaves her as giddy as a girl with a crush. 

From the parking lot she spots him standing by the theater with a 

teenage boy who must be Aiden. Damn that totaled Porsche. Some idiot 

speeds around a curve and now she probably seems like she's dragging 

her feet, reluctant to meet Kyle's son. Really, she's excited. Nervous, too. 
At least he's a teenager. She's not great with little kids. Still, who knows 

what to expect from this boy recovering from a head injury. It must be 

hard to remember what day it is, much less whether his dad has a new 

girlfriend. 

She hurries up in a flurry of apologies; she's so intent on greeting 
Aiden, she barely registers Kyle's kiss hello. "Nice to finally meet you:' 

she says, holding out her hand to him. 

Aiden keeps staring at the sidewalk. Wait for him to answer? Say 

hello again? Neither seems right. She steps back, expecting Kyle's 
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reassuring hug. He grips his son's shoulder instead. 
'~den, say 'hi' to Sylvie." 
The boy flinches away. "Yeah, hi," he mutters. His eyes dart behind 

thick-lensed glasses to the blazing marquee, the throng flowing into the 
theater - everywhere but to her. 

"This is a little busy for him;' Kyle explains. He clears his throat and 
jams his hands in his pockets, nervous gestures, Iilw he's worried she'll 
flee, though he warned her that his son could seem lI11wclcoming or 
even hostile. Aiden doesn't like new situations where people might stare 
at his shuffling gate. And his fear of being touched - C01l11110n, his father 
says, in head-injury patients - makes him anxiolls ill crowds. 

It's difficult to keep all this in mind. Aiden looks like any other 
clean-cut kid. He is tall like his father, with the SlI l11e hroad, freckled 
cheekbones. Comb tracks still show in his damp hai r. )-Ie could be 
waiting for a pretty girl to lead inside. But there is his Cline, and his set, 
angry mouth. She almost pats his arm - we'll get a/oll[f!,o'ca l-,J promise 
but no. She's not supposed to touch. 

"Once we're sitting, things will feel calmel~" she snys. "Let's get 
tickets." 

Seeing Kyle's relief is like winning a prize. "Tickets. Right. Good 
idea;' he says and pulls out his wallet. "Aiden, would you buy them?" 

His son glares. "Noway." 

"It's okay. Here's forty dollars. Three adults, twelve dollars each. So 
how much change?" 

Blushing, Aiden glances at Sylvie. He doesn't know. Now she's the 
one trying to find somewhere else to look, to save him some 
embarrassment. 

"Tell mc," he says to his dad. 
Poor kid. She starts toward the theater - "I'll get them" - but Kyle 

stops her. "He's learning to be morc independent," he suys and helps 
Aiden through the calculations. 

Aiden takes a deep breath. He looks at Sylvie. "YOII're ('( lIlI illg,"' 

She nods. 
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"What's your name?" he says. 
"I'm Sylvie." Smile, hands to herself Smile some more. 
He walks to the box office. Though he towers over most people, his 

halting steps make him seem fragile, as if he might topple over like a 
half-cut tree. 

"I hate sending him alone," Kyle says. "But he can do this. We'll have 
a good time:' He shivers, as if shaking off something, then hugs her. 
Finally. When she looks up, she finds him staring at his son. 

T here has been a slew of births among Sylvie's friends, who are 
all in their mid-thirties like her. Time to shift focus from their 
careers, they agree. Sylvie is one of the few still working, at the 

plant nursery she's co-owned for years with her friend Izzy, who is old 
enough to be her great-grandfather, he likes to joke, and who treats her 
like family. He's always after her to spruce up her tiny, spare apartment, 
so different from her previous home with its colorful walls and 
sprawling garden. Her ex-fiance bought her out last year, which seemed 
fair since she was the one who left. 

Lately she has little to add to her girlfriends' conversations about 
colic and breast-feeding. She has had one abortion - when she was 

twenty and too young to be pregnant - and one miscarriage, which 
turned out to be a relief. Not everyone wants kids, she tells her friends 
when they press her about whether she'll try again. 

After the movie, over dinner at a noisy family restaurant, Sylvie finds 
herself wondering what to tell them about Aiden. He sits across from 
her and Kyle and traces his finger down his huge menu. 

Aiden points at her. "Do you see pizza?" he says. 
Kyle taps the menu. ''Answer's right there, buddy." Quietly he says to 

Sylvie, "Reading's still tough, but he's up to the third-grade level." 
Aiden leans in and whispers, "Find it for me, okay?" as if his father 

won't hear. 

She looks from face to face. She wants Aiden to like her, and she 
would help any other child. But this is Kyle's son, and he isn't a child. 
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"If it's okay with your dad," she says and feels the warmth of Kyle's 

hand on her back. She pretends not to see Aiden's scowl. 

After she helps him read the entire menu aloud - there's no pizza, 
they conclude - Aiden chooses a burger and a milkshake. He rocks in 

his chair while she and Kyle ordel~ and asks the waitress, over and over, 
((Bring my shake now, can you?" 

The waitress shoots him quick glances. The injury knocked out his 
impulse control. He's still relearning to restrain himself. ORe can be very 

persistent:' Sylvie imagines telling her friends. Her palms stick to the 

plastic tablecloth. 

Once the waitress leaves, Kyle pulls a small notepad and pencil from 

his jacket pocket. 
"So, Aicien, what was the movie about?" 
His son frowns, rocks. "A guy with a kid," he fina lly says. 
Kyle taps the notepad. "Guy with kid. Yup. Write it down, and the 

characters' names. Title, too. It has to do with the dad." 
Aiden's expression clouds, then clears. '''Daddy 0.''' He starts 

scribbling. 

Kyle smiles. "Right. 'Daddy 0.' Nice job." He turns to Sylvie and says 
quietiy, "A memory exercise. We do it after every movie. It's a little 
monotonous, but his recall wasn't this good a few months ago." 

He watches his son write. This is a committed man, intensely loyal. 

During the six months she's known him, he has been preparing her for 

this meeting, describing how he's been helping to rebuild his son's body 

and memory since the accident five years ago. He works nights as a web 
designer so that he and his ex-wife, a landscape architect with her own 

small business, can accommodate Aiden's schedule: physical therapy 

three times a week to help Aiden regain his balance, ophthalmology 

appointments for his double vision, reading classes, math classes, 
computer classes. Kyle has shown her pictures of Aiden from before, 

given her books about brain injuries and the workings of mcmory -
hooks that have seemed like dry theoretical lllusings tllIt il now. Still , 
:;hc's read every pagc, dctcl'mined to Illcl'it hi :; (Tllst'. J Ie dueslI't talk 
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much about the accident. Best to focus on moving forward, he says. 
Shortly after Kyle and his ex-wife separated, Aiden jumped from his 

school bleachers on a dare. He hit his head on the pavement, spent 
months in a coma. His only other injury was a punctured lung. 

Aiden points at her. "You. What's the son's name?" 
"Be polite. She has a name, too," Kyle says. 
1t0h, yeah?" 

Light glints off Aiden's glasses and obscures his eyes. Carefully she 

folds and refolds her napkin. He really can't remember, though he's 

acting like a resentful child, pissed off about sharing his dad. Already 

she can anticipate the cues Kyle will offer, the agonizing wait while 

Aiden scowls and cajoles and tries to pry the answer from his father, 
Sylvie, the waitress, anyone who might save him from the tedious 

process of trying to recall information that once came effortlessly. 
Aiden rocks. 

Kyle says, "Now, buddy, think." 

She stops folding. "Sylvie. My name's Sylvie." 

"Sylvie," Aiden repeats and writes in his journal. 
"He could have figured it out," his father says. 

Sylvie's living room has a southern exposure. From dawn till dusk, 
it is bathed in light. Izzy, her business partner, keeps urging her 
to line the window sill with plants. 

ItAfrican violets would love it there," he says at the nursery, the day 
after her dinner with Aiden. Izzy sits on a bench in the shadehouse 

while she prunes a juniper bonsai. He is small and stout and full of 

advice. His wrinkled face is raised to the dim winter sky, obscured by the 

scrim overhead. She's never gotten him to commit to an age. Lately, 
though, on days like this one - damp and cloudy, bad arthritis weather, 
keeping him on the bench instead of wandering around picking 

brownish leaves off plants - he admits to a few degrees short of ancient. 

He cups his knees with thick, rigid fingers. ''A house isn't a home 
without something else living there." 
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She focuses on pruning the bonsai, close, delicate work, soothing in 
its precision. "I take care of enough plants here;' A final tweak and the 

bonsai swoops through space, perfect. 
He scoots off the bench. His gait is stiff-legged and painful to watch, 

like Aiden's. He shuffles among colorful perennials, ice plants dripping 
plump, waxy leaves. Staghorns, twisted and spiked like antlers, make 

the back wall look like a trophy case. She spends hours watering, 

pruning, fertilizing, organizing. Izzy taught her everything she knows 

about plants, common names as well as botanical, plants that thrive in 
full sun, those that covet shade. plants are more predictable than people; 

follow a few simple rules and they do fine. 

Izzy hands her a potted crown of thorns, its spiny stalks tipped by 

tiny white blossoms. "Here. A nice, independent succulent. Plop it in 

your living room, it'll care for itself:' 
It upsets him that she still hasn't taken his advice. She has been in the 

apartment a year. Most of her belongings are in storage near her old 

house where her ex-fiance, Finn, still lives. Sometimes she drives by to 
see what's changed. Not much so far. He even still varies the ample front 

beds with the seasons, the way they used to do together. A general 

contractor, he loves plants as much as she does. Eventually there will be 

a second car beside his pickup, a playset peeking above the back gate. 
Finn thought life's progression should be easy, inevitable: Find someone 

to love, have a family, grow old together. He was thrilled by her 

pregnancy, crushed by the miscarriage. Stunned that she didn't feel the 

same way. 
Inside the nursery, the front bell jingles. 
"Back to work," Izzy says and shuffles into the store. 
She waits a decent interval before following him. They pretend he's 

as independent as always, that she doesn't watch his every move, 
worried he may stumble and break a bone. 

Up front, Izzy is propping a ladder against a tall shelf. The customer, 

a nervous-looking blonde, watches with crossed arms. 

"I have the perfect orchid pot up there," Izzy snys. 

l 
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"Can I help?" Sylvie asks. 

The customer frowns. "I said I'd get it, but he insisted." 

Izzy waves Sylvie away. "I'll be done in a blink." 
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They compromise. Up he goes, with Sylvie a few rungs behind. 

Below, the customer taps her foot. Sylvie focuses on Izzy making his 
slow, crablike way along the ladder. 

Once the customer has paid and left, Sylvie insists that Izzy sit 

outside with a cup of water. 

"I'm alright," he says, but sweat beads his forehead as he sips his 
water. "So. You haven't told me about meeting the son last night." 

She takes his hand and massages his knuckles. He didn't like me, she 

wants to say. He can't keep a thought in his head. But that sounds 
horrible. "He seems nice." 

UYou don't like him." 
She drops his hand. "No. I don't know;' 

"You'll get used to each other." 
"I'm not sure I want to." 
There. She said it. Admitted that meeting Aiden has changed 

everything. The reality of him is so different from what she imagined: a 

younger version of his father with slightly halting speech, maybe a hitch 

to his step, but otherwise almost whole again, soon to be out on his own. 
And Kyle. He is someone different, too. Despite what he's told her, she 

envisioned his role in his son's recovery as effortless, heroic, something 
separate and apart from the man she knows and loves. But taking care of 
his son colors every part of him, even the parts she so thoughtlessly 

claimed for herself. 

"Things that I thought were mine," she says, unable to look at Izzy, 
"like how he always touches me and repeats what I say to be sure he's 
heard me. They're just habits from helping Aiden;' 

She shifts on the bench, sneaks a look at Izzy, who regards her 

quietly before grasping her hand. 

"Can't have the father without the son/, he says. 
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yle takes her bowling when she sees him next. 
'~y highest score ever was a forty," she says, 
laughing as he backs her into the bowling alley 
even as he's kissing her: her cheeks, her lips, her 
ears, her neck. Aiden's not with them. It's his 
week with his mom. Sophie charmed him, Kyle 

_.says. ''You're so patient/' he tells her, "and you 
treated him like any other kid." which makes her cringe. 

At their lane Kyle sets up their scoring machine. "This'll be fun, I 
promise," he says as she slips on her stained rental shoes. 

It's early and the place is almost empty, which is good. The fewer 
witnesses the better. Even so, she freezes at the foul line. Her chin rests 
on the ball as she gazes down the lane. All those pins. Odds are she won't 
hit even one. 

"Youokay?" 

Kyle's voice behind her makes her jump. The ball crashes down, 
barely missing her foot, then bumps into the gutter. Briefly she covers 
her eyes. "This is a bad idea." 

"It's a matter of confidence;' he says and guides her to the ball return 
as if to keep her from faltering. It's just his instinct, to help. Her ball 
spins out, a neon orange swirl of color, lushly optimistic, like a dahlia in 
full bloom, inspiring her to succeed. But she's never been athletic and no 
longer feels up to challenging that reality. Kyle grabs his own ball and 
demonstrates. Of course he's a good teacher, clear and articulate, 
gestures slightly exaggerated to facilitate imitation: ball up, elbows 
back, then four strides as his arm sweeps in a pendulum arc until he 
pushes off and releases the ball. It rumbles down the lane; pins scatter. 
Easy. 

Not so easy for her. She hates the sensation of being watched as she 
tries to replicate Kyle's fluid grace. til don't care if I suck," she says, but 
he's determined for her to improve. He examines her from every angle, 
makes suggestions about her stance, the timing of her release. Finally, 
she knocks over half the pins. 

" 
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"1 can't believe it," she says. 
"Now for some refming," he says. 

11 

Her arms and shoulders start throbbing. Fewer and fewer pins fall. 
And then she's had enough pointers and encouragement, enough 
oblivion to her frustration. She doesn't need fixing, dammit. 
Deliberately she gutters the ball. 

"Even pros get a break;' she says, laughing but emphatic. 

He blinks, rakes back his hair. "A break. Of course, sorry. Let's sit." 
The plastic bench feels cool against her back as she nestles under his 

arm. She would be happy never to see another bowling alley. 

Next to her, he breathes deeply. "It's nice, doing this alone," he says. 
She shifts to see his face. ''What do you mean?" 

"Aiden bowls." He glances at her, then away. "Every Saturday in a 
league. It's infuriating, sometimes, trying to get him to do things." 

The shame on his face. She wants to erase it with a kiss or a joke, but 
he stands up, his hands in his pockets, and stares down the lane like he's 
imagining his son striding to the foul line. She tries to imagine it, too, but 
can only conjure Aiden leaning on his cane as they left the restaurant, 
his father urging him to stand straighter and swing his arms for balance. 
"You won't fall, buddy, you won't," his father reassured him, a mantra, a 
lullaby, a plea, but still Aiden hunched forward and muttered ''Yeah I , , 
will." 

She stands to stroke Kyle's back. ''You're a good dad," she says. "The 
best!' 

He rubs his eyes before turning to her. ''Aiden would like it if you 
came to his bowling league. Maybe this Saturday?" 

The sting of being watched as she flings the ball, the embarrassment. 
"I don't want to make him uncomfortable," she says. 

Kyle entwines his fingers with hers. f'You'll give him someone to 
show off for." 
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I
t was on their third date, before she knew about Aiden, when at 
last Kyle held her hand. He did so gingerly, as if fearful of rebuff, 
after an early dinner at a Korean taco place in Santa Monica, then a 

stroll down Main Street, the salty air ruffling her newly bobbed hair, his 
hands burrowed in the pockets of his frayed jeans. Later, on their sixth 
date, after they finally made love, their hips rocking, every pore 
sensitized, exquisitely so, his gaze fixed on her as if he were memorizing 
each movement to savor later, he would admit that he had been afraid. 
Afraid he had forgotten how to touch, how to connect outside the 
confines of the ways he helped his son. 

That night on Main Street, he veered down a nanow avenue and 
walked beside her to the beach, where the sunset glinted off bits of mica 
in the sand and the surf sounded distant and calm. 

He withdrew his hands from his pockets and tucked them under his 
armpits. "I love the beach at sunset," he said. "I never corne here 
anynlore." 

She reached out to balance on his shoulder while she slipped offher 
sandals. ''We can make out like teenagers on a lifeguard stand," she 
joked. When she looked up, he was blushing. This tall, slim man with his 
stern mouth and shock of bristly gray hair. Blushing. Something inside 
her unclenched, expanded, made her sigh aloud, then laugh. She kissed 
him then, a gentle pressing of her mouth against his. That's when he 
took her hand with fragile tenderness. 

"I forgot," he said as he led her onto the sand. 
Her dress swirled around her bare legs; his palm felt dry against 

hers. "Forgot what?" she asked, her words almost lost in the wind. 
He stopped walking, roughly brushed his thumb against his own 

lips, then hers. "How soft skin can be." 
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hen Sylvie arrives on Saturday, the 
bowling alley swarms with people in 
fluorescent bowling shirts. The thwack 
of balls against pins makes her teeth 
clench. She clutches a shopping bag 
with cartoon books for Aiden and 
searches for Kyle. 

"The head-injury kids, right?" says the man at the snack bar when 
she asks for the Saint Mary's Hospital League. "They don't really play, 
but they try hard." 

He directs her to the far lane, where she finds Kyle crouched down 
tying Aiden's bowling shoes. When Aiden sees her, he pushes at his 
glasses with a rigid index finger. 

Kyle kisses her, then does introductions. SittingwithAiden is Donny, 
whose forearm crutch lies across the bench. Judy, with short white hair 
and tired eyes, is at the scoring desk. Beside her sits her son Chuck, a 
thin, scruffy man scribbling on a magazine. He scribbles harder when 
Judy tries to get him to say hello. 

''Who invited her?" Aiden asks and points at Sylvie. 
Donny giggles. She takes a step back. To walk out, be done with this 

kid. But there is Kyle, watching her. 
''Your dad said you did:' she says. 
"Really?" 
''You told me, buddy, on the way to PT:' Kyle says. 
That's probably untrue, from the way his words rush out. Aiden 

picks at his pant leg before looking at her. 
"Yeah. You can stay." 
She passes him the bag. "These are for you." 
He glances at Donny as he pulls out the books. "All these are mine?" 

His eyes search out his father, who's still watching their exchange. 
She smooths her skirt. It didn't occur to her to ask about getting 

Aiden a gift. 
"Is it okay?" she says to Kyle. 
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He nods, expressionless. "I like him to earn things, though. Reward 
him for trying something new." There's an edge to his voice that she 

doesn't understand. 
"He's getting to know me. That's new." She sits down near Aiden and 

opens a book. "I've always liked Calvin and Hobbes. Calvin's so 

sarcastic." 
Aiden opens another book. Kyle checks his watch. 

"Time to play," he says. 
Aiden doesn't look up. "Let Chuck go first ." 
Sylvie pretends to beg with folded hands. "Come on, Dad. Please?" 

Kyle hesitates before smiling. "Sure," he says. 
Chuck starts scrawling on the desktop. His mother takes the pen. 

"Chuck, see the books Sylvie brought Aiden?" 
Chuck stares at her. Judy sighs and helps him stand. 

"Can I look?" Donny asks. 
Sylvie is surprised when Aiden taps her leg. "Is it okay?" he asks. 

When she nods, he gives Donny a book. "It's not to keep, though," Aiden 
says. "Don't forget." 

j'I can't promise anything," Donny says. 
The boys whoop with laughter. 
Sylvie tries not to smile. She looks at Kyle, whose lips twitch. Soon 

they're all laughing, except Chuck, who watches his bowling ball nip a 
single pin. He stomps past his mother and stops close to Sylvie and the 

boys. 
Kyle takes Aiden's book. "Your turn." 
"That's mine:' Aiden says, but he stands, his face blotchy. His arms 

hang awkwardly, slightly bent. He picks up his cane. 
Kyle takes it away. "The therapist said to practice without it." Slowly, 

he walks Aiden to the ball return. The weight of the ball, the awkward 

dance to the foul line. She looks away, wincing. 
There's movement beside her. Chuck stands close to her knees. He 

stares at the ground and points at her book. 
"He likes the pictures," Judy says. 

SARTOR 15 

Sylvie gives him the book; he scurries back to his mother. Together 
they page through, Judy quietly reading the cartoon bubbles and 
touching each picture, sometimes guiding Chuck's fingers across the 
images. He wears the same empty expression he's worn since Sylvie 
arrived, but he hunches so that his nose almost touches the page. Judy 
strokes his bangs from his eyes. Sylvie's own mother mourned Sylvie's 
decision to move to Los Angeles after college. "How will you find an 
apartment or buy a car?" she said when Sylvie called to tell her. ''You'll 
be so far away." Her grief flooded through the phone like water from a 
burst pipe. Who will help you Ieed yourself, comb your hair, find pleasure 
in a picture book, when I'm gone? Maybe that's what Judy thinks when 
she watches Chuck asleep in the room that she once planned to convert 
into a study or a sewing room after her son ventured into the world, 
eager to shed his need ofher. 

"Good job, buddy:' she hears Kyle say. "Sylvie, did you see that?" 
Down the alley, six pins have fallen. "Woo-hoo!" she says and claps, 

giddy with relief. 
''You're getting good, Aiden," Judy says. She goes to help Donny 

stand for his turn. 
"Beat that, Donny:' Aiden says. He notices Chuck scribbling in the 

book. "Hey, give it back!" 
It happens so fast. Aiden tries to snatch the book. Chuck keeps 

scribbling. The page tears. Aiden shoves Chuck, who falls, keening, to 
the floor. Judy scrambles from Donny to Chuck. Kyle grabs Donny 
before he falls, too. 

Aiden takes a few shuffling steps toward Chuck. ''You ruined it!" 
Sylvie stands and grabs him. "Aiden, no!" 
"Don't touch me!" He towers over her, his fists clenched. The sour 

smell of rage; his breath on her face in short, hot bursts. He could hurt 

her. 
"That's enough!" Kyle pushes between them and grabs Aiden, who 

tries to jerk away. Kyle staggers but holds firm. "Calm down, buddy." His 
anger has a scent, like his son's: acrid, overwhelming. /~esusJ Sylvie." 



16 ONCE REMOVED 

"I was trying to help," she snaps. A hammer to her chest, his words. 
She crouches beside Judy and Chuck. 

"A little turf battle;' Judy says. "That's all." 
"Aiden's sorry," Kyle says. "He'll tell you himself soon." 
He leads Aiden to where Donny sits watching. Aiden's hands are still 

curled into tight fists. Kyle sits beside him, murmuring. Sylvie stays 
crouched on the floor, breathless. 

A 
week later, early morning, she finds 1zzy lying near the bench 
under the nursery's scrim. The skY is duskY. She rushes over, 
hesitates before touching him. Not yet. No. His cheek is cool 

and clammy. He opens his eyes. 
"Sylvie," he says slowly. "I had a fall." 
A series of small heart attacks, the doctor tells her after she's 

checked 1zzy into the hospital and jotted down phone numbers that 
1zzy recited from memory: his sister and brother-in-law in Laguna 
Hills, the lawyer who does his estate planning, the doctor who arranged 
for a private room in the cardiac unit and now explains Izzy's condition. 
He will be bedridden, who knows for how long, and will require 
round-the-clock care. As the doctor speaks, Sylvie strokes 1zzy's 
forearm and allows herself to register only the parchment feel of his 
skin. 

"He's exaggerating," Izzy says after the doctor leaves. His words are 
thick with effort, though he smiles with half-closed eyes. "I'm fine." 

"You will be:' she says, but he has already drifted off. She presses her 
stinging eyes against his blanket. Fine. He'll be fine. Please, let him be 
fine. 

Izzy's sister arrives late in the day. Her name is Beatrice, and she is 

even smaller than her brother, with slender fingers tipped by the same 
blunt, squared nails as his. She's younger but looks even more ancient, 
her skin pleated with wrinkles, her scalp shiny and tan through a thin 
netting of white hair that hangs down her back in a long, thin braid. She 
kisses his cheek, leaving a blurry lipstick splotch, before beckoning 
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Sylvie into the hallway. 

"The other ones were never this serious," Beatrice says. "'!\va ages 

ago, who knows how many recently. He stopped telling me, I fussed so 
much." 

Sylvie hugs herself, suddenly chilly. "He hasn't had any since I've 
known him." 

Beatrice shuffles back inside to 1zzy. "Secretive bastard wouldn't 
have told you," she says and smooths his blanket. "It's time, old man. No 
more denying it. Stuart and I have a room all ready!' 

IIDon't call me old." He opens his eyes and frowns, then sees Sylvie. 
'IThere you are," he says in a whispery facsimile of his normal voice. 

(We'll hire someone to help," Beatrice says. (~ven build you a little 

greenhouse. Better than a nursing home, hmm, Isidore?" She nods at 
Sylvie. "Tell him, dear. He'll be better off in Laguna Hills!' 

On a good day, Laguna Hills is an hour's drive. He wouldn't be better 
there. He would do better here with her. A hospital bed cranked to 
sitting in her tiny living room; every surface lined with pill bottles, 
trailing vines, crowns of thorns and other succulents. The growing 
translucence of his skin each morning as she sponges his arms and back, 
more intimate than a kiss. She watches Beatrice stroke 1zzy's hair with 
those blunt-tipped fingers. It's not Sylvie's place to care for him. She 
isn't really family, not even once removed. 

((Promise, Sylvie," Izzy says and takes her hand. ((Promise to get 
some dahlias." 

She returns to the apartment later that evening and sits on the 
couch, cradling her cellphone. Everything has been settled. Izzy will 
move to Laguna Hills after his release. Sylvie will visit when she can. 
She will run the nursery, same as always. Nothing will change. 
Everything has changed. There's no one to call. She hasn't returned 
Kyle's message from a few days ago. He sounded like himself, no hint of 
their strained goodbye at the bowling alley last week. She walked 
herself out after he brushed his lips against her cheek. She didn't mind; 
she kept her arms crossed as she hurried away. 
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She goes for a drive, entering and exiting freeways until she's across 
town at her old house. In the driveway is her ex's pickup fiUed with bags 
of potting soil. She parks far enough away so he won't see her if he 
emerges. He might not recognize her anyway, with her new car - a 

hybrid hatchback instead of the gas-guzzling SUV - and new hairstyle, 
cropped close the way he didn't like. She tugs at her bangs. What would 
he do if she got out and started emptying the pickup as ifshe'd been gone 
only hours? 

Five years together. Finn wanted a baby so badly; she convinced 
herself she wanted one, too. Midway through her first trimester, they 
threw themselves an engagement party. Friends fiUed their backyard 
with its shaggy avocado tree that shed fruit the size of walnuts. The 
garden, which they had just replanted together, overflowed: cone 
flowers, gardenias, artfully disarrayed Mexican sage. Near the party's 
end, she found Finn in the far bed planting a sapling fig tree. Her 
grandfather had planted one for every grandchild in his own backyard. 
"Here comes Mama Sylvie:' Finn called before she shushed him with a 
kiss. They were waiting to tell anyone. His flush - from beer (she tasted 
the yeasty sweetness on his tongue) and pride - paled his hazel eyes to 
amber. The way he looked at her: Mama Sylvie. The thrill of it rushed 
through her. 

A week after the party she started spotting, faint and brown, then 
small reddish clots; then, suddenly, one huge clot, like a broken egg with 
a brilliant, crimson yolk, its metallic stench still lodged in memory. 

Finn's grief was as predictable and rhythmic as a waltz, a pure, 
uncomplicated cleansing. Her own sorrow was marbled with relief. 
They had their garden, their businesses, the comfort of shared interests 
and friends. Their life together was complete. This loss was actually a 

reprieve. 
Something must be wrong with her to feel that way, Finn said, but 

his anger didn't sway her. Parenthood, the unpredictability and 
sacrifices it entailed, wasn't a natural progression but a choice, one that 
she had decided not to make. 
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The driveway gate swings open. Slowly, then more quickly, she pulls 
away from the curb. She could stop, roU down her window. I miss us 
sometimes, she could say. She tries to picture his reaction (anger, 
sadness, surprise?), but can't. As she whizzes by, a man walks past the 
pickup to the street. In the rearview, she sees him lift his hand. To wave? 
Probably not, probably to shade his eyes for a better glimpse of the 
shorn blUnette, vaguely familiar, speeding away in the Prius. 

T
he nursery feels vast, empty, even when she's hurrying from 
customer to customer. Shadows tease her peripheral vision. If 

she just turns quickly enough, she'll see Izzy resting on the 
bench or holding out plants to her. Outside of work she avoids her 
girlfriends and their babies. It's unsettling to spend time with them 
without Izzy around to remind her what she values about the life she's 
made. He phones often, stronger and joking - "I'm fit as a fiddle with a 
busted string or two" - but it's not the same as having him here. 

Kyle catches her off guard by calling her at work. Hearing his voice 
fills her with a mix of dread and joy. It's been weeks since his last 
voicemail. He blUshes aside her apology for not calling back and asks 
her to visit. He won't accept excuses. 

I<Just for a whilet he says. "Aiden's here. He wants to see you too." 

But she doesn't belong there with them, not really. This is where she 
belongs, in this nursery with its shadehouse and bench, the plants with 
their glossy leaves, the bonsai. Everything in its place, organized, 
understood. This is home. Or it was, when there was someone e lse to 
share it with. 

When she pulls up the next day, Kyle is sitting on the porch checking 
his watch. She grips the steering wheel. Drive away, drive until the 
house is a blip in the rearview. Instead she parks and walks up with a 
bakery box, brownies for Aiden. A mea culpa. I don't want you. Forgive 

me. 
On the porch she sits beside Kyle. He smiles tentatively but doesn't 

move. In his lap is a manila folder. She hands him the box. 
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"For Aiden;' she says. When he sighs, she holds up her hand. "I know 
he's supposed to earn things, but you could make an exception." 

"He'll never have a normal life if I keep making exceptions." He 
sounds impatient, almost angry, as if she should know this. 

She takes back the brownies. "That makes perfect sense to you, but I 
wouldn't have guessed on my own. I don't understand kids. I don't know 
that I want to." The admission hollows her out, leaving her strangely 
peaceful. 

"I thought you should see these:' He offers her the folder. 
"You're not listening," she says but takes it. 
Inside are pictures. Some Kyle has already shown her: Aiden as a 

toddler, a quarter pressed to one eye like a monocle; a taller, skinnier 
Aiden, solemnly watering a peach tree with a leaky hose; Aiden 
strumming a guitar, a baseball cap pulled low. In each picture his eyes 
are Kyle's, sharp, inquisitive, insistent on knowing everything. 

Kyle takes a photo from the bottom: Aiden strapped in a wheelchair. 
He lists to one side, his arms as slender as broomsticks. At the base of his 
throat is an angry red scar. Kyle touches the spot. "From the trach tube." 

1<1 didn't know," she says. 
USee how far he's come," he says. "See what my boy's done." 
He's still so far from who he was. He might not go any farther. When 

she draws a ragged breath, Kyle takes the folder. Sadness is useless to 
him. There can be no thought of imperfection; he must rejoice in each 
small gain. A gift and a curse, his refusal to envision any future other 
than one in which his child - forever damaged, no matter what the 
progress - is whole. This is what commitment means to him, this 
optimism that spurns failure. She's not sure she has it in her. 

He squeezes her hand. "Please try," he says as if he hears her 
thoughts. "please hang in there:' Then he stands and opens the door. 
rWe're going for a boat ride. Want to come?" 

She hesitates, then picks up the brownies and follows him inside. 
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he parking lot swarms with people, cars, trucks 
towing power boats and jet skis. Beyond is the 
lake, vast and smooth and glittering, a man-made 
jewel nestled in the dusty hills. Kyle helps Aiden 
out of the car. Sweat dampens Aiden's forehead. 
Sylvie feels a trickle down her own back. He 
hasn't acknowledged her yet, even when Kyle 

prodded him. Maybe someone without a memory can still hold a 
grudge. 

Kyle opens the trunk to grab a bag of food including the brownies. 
Aiden steadies himself against the car. 

"Dad, my cane:' he says. 

Kyle shuts the trunk. ''You don't need it, buddy. I'll go see about a 
boat." He hugs Sylvie and whispers, "Just keep reassuring him," then 
strides toward the lake with the food. 

She starts after him - "Kyle, wait!" - but he picks up speed and 
doesn't glance back. Damn him. The parking lot yawns around them, 
the cracks and potholes all sudden, ready threats. please don't let it be 
her fault if this boy gets hurt again. 

She walks to the car and stands beside him. "We should go," she says. 
His lips snarl; he clutches the car roof and ignores her. No way this 
pissed-off kid is going to listen to her, but she's got to try. "Aid en, your 
dad's waiting for us!' 

He takes an unsteady breath. "I'm gonna fall, I know it." 
He's afraid, not angry. Afraid. How to comfort him? Finally. she taps 

her shoulder. 
'tyou could balance on me," she says. 
He hangs on to the roof without looking at her. Then, scowling, he 

puts his hands on her shoulders. The clammy heat of his palms radiates 
through her thin sweater. Carefully she walks, keeping time with the 
awkward cadence of his gait. 

She navigates the crowded pier with him trailing her like a kite tail. A 
little girl points them out to her mother. Sylvie turns Aiden away to look 
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at some jet skis flying across the lake. 
"They must get wet, really, really wet," he says and stares, as if 

wishing he could be as soaked and wild and free. 
By the time they reach the boat shack, his steps are 1110rc assured, 

though her shoulders are damp with his sweat. He doesn't protest when 
his father hugs him. 

"I knew you could do it;' Kyle says and grins at Sylvie with such 
happiness that all she can do is smile back. He points to several bobbing, 
weathered rowboats, engines attached in back. (lOurs is the first one." he 
says. 

She plants her hands on her hips. She expected a ferry encased in 
guard rails. 

"Can you handle one of those?" she asks. 
Aiden pushes at his glasses. "D ad?" 

"Don't scare him," Kyle whispers. "This'll be great:' he says to his son 
and guides him along. 

The floating dock quakes beneath her feet. Water laps the edges. She 
can't help if Aiden falls here, but there's no going back. With every step 
through the parking lot she committed herself to seeing this day 
through. 

Kyle and a dock worker help them into the teetering boat and coax 
Aiden into a life vest. Each move is a negotiation, marked by muttered 
protests. The splintery plank seat digs into her thighs. Finally, Kyle 
starts the motor. 

The spray kicked up by the boat chills her. She perches on the middle 
seat, Kyle behind her steering, the food at his feet, Aiden in front facing 
her, his back to the view. Whenever the boat jerks, she jerks with it, 
certain Aiden will be cast overboard. His face is bunched with 
frustration. "Can we stop? Are we done yet'?" he keeps asking. Over the 
motor's buzz his father calls, ''You're fine, this is fun," like some lulJaby 
she has yetto learn. She wants to add her own chorus: She's had enough, 
this is too much. The boat moves farther from shore. 

"Hey!" Aiden's voice startles her. He taps her knee and points at a 
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nearby power boat trailing a water skier. 
"He must be getting wet," she says and hesitates. 
Aiden finishes: "Really, really wet:' 
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Her laughter bursts out. There's a faint grin on Aiden's face. She 
looks at Kyle, who focuses on their path through the water and seems 
more relaxed than she's ever seen him. For an instant she envisions 
what might happen later, after they have dropped anchor somewhere 
shady to consume the food, the brownies eaten first at her and Aiden's 
insistence; after they have chugged near shore so Aiden can get a closer 
look at a swooping hawk or maybe a girl sunning herself on a pebbly 
beach; after they have returned to the dock and Kyle has looked at her 
and said, ''Walk him to the pier, okay?" She will jump out and wait while 
Kyle helps Aiden from the boat, and she will drape Aiden's arm across 
her shoulders in anticipation of his stumble. Just out of sight is the 
vision of Aiden solidly supported against her as she whispers something 

soothing that erases his fear and makes him smile .• 
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