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REBECCA SERLE

Go back to bed, Lauren, he writes, and I smile.

I loue you.

I feel my shoulders slacken. The whirling in my stomach settles

to a casual rinse cycle. He's fine.

When I was fifteen years old. my father died in a car crash. He

was driving down Mulholland in the middle of a Tut:sdav afternoon.

sliglrtly before rush hour. He was not speeding. A teen ciriver in the

oncoming lane was on his cell phone. Both drivers died on impact.

I flip on the electric kettie and scoop sonre dark roast into the

pot before my eye settles on the mail stacked on our countet. Leo

lbrgot to go through it before he left. I fan out the letters. Insur-

ance forms for Leo, some Ralphs coupons) and a thank-vori rlo1.e

from my friend Delia for her baby shower. We got her a bottle

warmer. I run my hand over the embossed stork and tlien dept-rsit

the paper into the rash can.

Leo is traveling to interview for a nex, job. I{e's a DP, or direc-

tor of photography. He started as a lamp operator on film sets and

then got his (small) break when his old mentor from college asked

him to be DP on an indie project last summer. He loved it. 'Ioday

he's flying out to meet Grayson Baldacci, the wilclly prolific tele-

vision writer,, about his nev, shov"', Big Guys, an otTice drama tltat

q,ill shoot in New York. If Leo gets this, it'11 change the game for

him. A steady Big, a regular income.

I've been an accountant for the past decade, and befbre that I

dicl bookkeeping for individual clients, one of whom I still help

on the side. I work at a small firm with only two other CPAs. \['e

mostly handle retired clients living on a fixed income. The work

isn't particularly glamorous. but I enjoy tJre steadiness of it. the

reliability. And I like the business of helping people budget their

(
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REt]ECC,A StsI]I.E

She explored every nook ;rnd ctanny of our bungalow and then

promptly f.ell asleep on the rlrg. I knew belbre I *"ent to bed that

night that she was ours.

I start tc; smell the beans, and look d<;wn to see my cell phone

vil:rating on the counter. Leo is calling.

"Ybu're not sleeping," he says.

I can always tell what kind of mood he's in by his voice. Leo

is gregarious by nature--far nrore social than I am--but when it

comes to our relationship, he's soft-spoken and gentle. Right now

he seems chipper. But then again. it's alnrost B:00 a.m. wltere ]re

is. I imagine him rolling olf the llight in his sweatpants and black

'f-shirt, his backpack on his back, duffel in hand. a hoodie slung

over his shoulder. Some bagel dust rlown his front. He'11 have

s1ept, too. Leo can sleep anywhere .

"You're the one calling," I s;rl'.

Truth be toid, I'm surprised. L,eo is never on his phone. At

ltome, that makes him a great llusband --'super present, rarely dis-

tracted. But wlien he's gone, he's often hard to get ahold of. \['hen

we first startecl dating I -,\.as conviuced he w;tsn't ir-rterested be-

cause I wouldn't hear frorn hinr for days, sometimes weeks. Then

ite'd resurface, pick me up at my house, and look at me in a v/ay

that let me know he never forgot.

"True. Guess whatl The guy next to me had never been on a

plane before."

"Real1yl"

"Makes you marvel at the miracle of modern travel. I I"elt like

a child again."

The coffeepot sputters and gurgles its final stream.

"How was your nighrl" he asks me.

I didn't sleep much-tracking his flight, watching for any type

c
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me. but he knows also u
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Then I did a little work.
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irnmediately. His tower

and sixty pounds). His it
He was born in Bostoru

to boarding school in T

on the road. And thoup

something so playful at

also looks it.

Pea sneezes in the ot
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REBECCA SEIII E

"I miss you," I say.

"Alreadyl "

I take down a mug from the cabinet and pour a cup of coffee.

I like it extra hot and black. I hold it between my p;rlms. C)utside I

see a small bit of light start to creep through the night sky.

"I ljke it better when 1,0u'1e here."

Leo's tone softens. "I know. baby. Me, too." He clears his

throat. "Vrhat time is the clinicl"
"Nine," I say. I don't want to tell him about how I needed to go

in yesterday, because they weren't sure of my proFlesterone levels.

Leo and I have been trying to have a bab1, since before \r(/e were

married. 'We knew we u,anted a famil1,, and v,anted one together,

and after we got serious v'e started trying right awly. Two fertility

clinics and two years later we learned the reason it w;rsn't happen-

ing: premature ovarian failure, which is a fancy w;iy of saying my

l'ertility is about the same as someone a decade oJder. \K/e started

to see Dr. Frankel at Reproductive Los Angeles after we got bard

news at Caiifornia Reproductive Center, hoping that maybe an-

other doctor would give us better news. But we've done six ILIIs

and four egg retrievals, and we've never ended up with a single

embryo, and I've never been pregnant. This month we did another

Hail Mary IUI. just because.

"OK. Keep me posted," he says. I can hear the slight v,ilt in his

voice. the way it flattens out whenever we talk about this"

Leo is as supportive as ire can be, but fertility is a language he

does not speak. No matter how many times we hear the terms low

ovurian reserve, ltigh FSH, low AMH. they are just obsclrre data

points to him. They aren't real, not exactly. Not the way they are

to me"

o

And he's tired, I knc

supposed to put ourselvr

I don't know how to r

me the answer is still,4s

"I will," I say. I want

maybe I'd go out to the l

I can hear Leo's smil

Just then I hear a rap

spills. I took over and se

"Jesusr" I say.

"Whatl"

"Guess."

I lift my hand to war

door, but he's already pt

"It's not even five a.:

you. Tellyourdadhewa
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y father died in a car accident when I q,as fifteen, but I

don't remember it, hecause my mother undid it. She rl,as

{brty-seven when she used her silver ticket. 'Ihe holy grail of gifis.

All the women in my family get orle) a single do-over. A chance to

go back and make a different choice, unfurl a coil.

My great-grandmother was seven, or so the story goes" i never

knew her. Sire died when I was just t\,o years old. But the way

I heard it, all those years ago, felt like a fable. IIer parents were

poor, and her father worked as a cobhler in Odessa. The Jewish

population in 1920s Ukr:aine was rapidly declining. Our family

had missed out on much of the wealth and stabilitl, the community

had enjoyed prior to the anti-Jewish pogroms that accompanied

the Russian Civil War. Some families fled to other regions, but

there were rumors of attacks all over the country-nowhere was

safe. There was instability and violence everywhere-fp1 C)dessa

remained a center of artistic expression" It R'asn't safe to be a prac-

ticing Jew, and yet) there $/ere so many sti1l there.

My great-grandmother v,'as a good student" and a quick study, and

slte started working in her father's shop when she was just {ive years

old. Her mother sulfered from migraines and u.as bedridden most

o\

of the time, and so Irina w

were always late at night a

small-and young-she c

to hide and could conceal h

One night she was or

borhood curmudgeon-a

the outskirts of town. Hir

neighbors, and rarely left

was dotted in boils and h,

her hair-as many obsen

Nevertheless, Irina's fatlr

paying customer, and sh<

ness."

Irina knocked at the dr

little harder. Still no answ

She clapped her hand or.e

much attention to hersell

the door.

There stood Hinda. l

hands gripped a small c;

hundred and forty-eight.

seven years old.

"W'hatl" she spat.

"I've come to deliver,

Irina held them up h
drabby, Irina thought, bur

shoes just fine.

Hinda looked at the p;

"I have no money for

Irina furrowed her brc
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10 REBECCA SERL,E

v/as clear that she must collect payment on all her deliveries. But he

was also known to keep a ledger of what people owed him. "People

need their shoes." he'd say. Simple as that.

Irina looked dox.n at Hinda's feet. They were bare.

"Here you go," she said, and held the package out to Hinda.

She believed it's what her father would have done.

Hinda extended her hands, unsure, tentatively receivir-rg the

shoes. She looked at Irina curiously Perhaps no one liad ever been

kind to her before. Or at least not in a very many years. Maybe in

a whole century.

And slowly Hinda's face began to change from suspicious to

curious 2nfl ghgn-illuminated.

"Hang on there, little girl." she said. "I do have something

for you."

Hinda disappeared for what felt like a long time. It was cold,

and lrina wasn't q,earing a coat. She hugged her arms around her

middle and waited.

Finally. Hinda returned with a small s,'ooden box.

"Open it." she instructed Irina.

Irina opened the box. Inside was a silver ticket. It was small,

about an inch by an inch.

"'What is thisl" Irina asked.
o'It's for you." I{inda said. "In exch:rnge for my shoes."

Hinda smiled. It was a gruesome sight. Her teeth were man-

gled and rotted. Irina wished she'<l close her mouth.

"It is a special ticket."

"What forl"
Irina was feeling tired now. and impatient. She longed to be

home with her f ather. for a piece of bread and a warm bed"

Hinda laughed. It was an eerie laugh, and it made Irina shiver.

o\

"Undoing the past,' sl

And then she slamrned

Irina looked at the sn

to check the silver ticket

meanl And how would tri

She went home h*gr
pocket, which meant her r
from the market the next c

meat from the butcher or I

She practiced what she s'c

When she arrived hon

Mrs. Hindal" he asked.

"She could not payr" I:

"Did you give her the

Irina nodded. Her fath

"Goodr" he said. "Peo

"She gave me this."

Irina thrust the box at I

"My," he said. "She re

go, we'll bring her some a

Her father hugged her

night kina held that box.

and even when her eyes fi
break their grasp.

The next morning shr

rocking at the kitchen tab

worst fear realized.

Irina crept into her fa

over, robbed of anything r

felt a pulling in her chest
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