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dessa

As Close As You Get

Your teeth sometimes fall out of your head. You are made to sleep 
before you’re tired. You occasionally wake up a pool of your own 
urine. You are disallowed from speaking or writing certain words. 

You are seven years old and in September, you’ll start the second grade. 
Your mother, who is driving, is thirty-six hours pregnant. Just the two of 

you are headed for a day at Six Flags. But there will be three by the time 
you arrive: your little brother Calvin is set to cross the line between non-
existence and existence. 

If you could plot all your travel so far on a map of the United States, it 
would be a tight, scribbled knot over Milwaukee, your hometown, and sev-
eral long, arcing lines that represent the annual plane trip to New York to 
visit your mother’s family. 

Eric, your future husband, has a map with a similar scribble. But so far 
you have visited the same places at different times. It will be many, many 
years before your lines intersect in a barroom downtown. At this moment, 
Eric is happily wrestling the patience out of his family dog several miles 
west of the car carrying you, your mother, and the cells that are arranging 
themselves into Calvin. 

When you meet Eric, he’ll be six feet tall. He will have a blood alcohol 
content of .03, the pleasant smell of allspice aftershave, and warm hands. 
An attorney—but not the bad-guy kind. A long-distance runner—but not 
the pre-dawn, Spandex kind. A widower. Forty-seven. 

Sydney, Eric’s first wife, happens to be at Six Flags today. While you and 
your mother conduct the necessary business at the ticket window, she’s in 
line for the flume, a wand of blue cotton candy in hand.

There will be a framed photograph of Sydney on the mantel of the house 
you’ll share with Eric. You’ll recognize the picture’s setting as the restau-
rant down the block. It’s a good snapshot, the kind that a visitor might 
compliment by asking if it came with the frame. Sydney’s seated beside 
Dylan—a partner at Eric’s firm who by then will be your friend. The two 
of them look giddy; something outrageous has just been said and they’re 
braced against each other, laughing. The red wine in her glass surges for-
ward, toward the camera. She’s pretty. Glossy dark hair in a messy chignon, 
dark eyes shining from the wine and the joke, the bridge of her nose red-
dened from a summer sunburn or a skillful swipe of blush. 
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She’ll stay that way, of course, perpetually dark-haired and flush. For you 
and the olive-skinned women in your family, growing old is like watching 
someone turn down the contrast setting on your body: the hair, the skin, 
the eyes, the teeth—all move towards a neutral color. A color you might 
paint a wall. 

While vacuuming one Saturday afternoon, you’ll glance up to the mantel 
and notice that Sydney wears only one slinky silver earring in that photo. 
The detail will hit you as if you’d been tased. (Was she harried enough to 
have forgotten to put the other earring in that morning? Drunk enough to 
have lost it that night? Bohemian enough to wear it that way on purpose?) 
You’ll stand there for a full minute, the impotent roar of the vacuum alter-
nating between semitones as the motor runs its cycles. 

As a matter of principle, Eric will make his life an open book to you. “There 
are no questions you can’t ask,” he’ll say many times. “Even when I’m not 
proud of the answers, I’m proud to be honest with you.”  

He and Sydney met in grad school. She was earning a business degree. 
They tried for a kid for a while, but neither was really set on starting a 
family. If it happened, it happened. It didn’t. Sydney was diagnosed with 
stage IV breast cancer at forty. She got it young and they caught it late. She 
died eleven weeks later. Eric will say she stayed graceful, stayed funny all 
the way. 

Eric won’t look away when he tells you about it. He’ll watch you, tender, 
to make sure you don’t perceive any part of their story to be undermining 
yours. Then he’ll slip his arm around your shoulders, slowly pull you in. 
“I’ve been very, very lucky,” he’ll say quietly. His tone will make you think 
that one very was for her and one very was for you. All three of you are 
pretty lucky, you’ll think. That ache in your throat, as you lay your forehead 
on his shirt pocket, is a lump of luck. 

You’ll make a point of being as candid with Eric as he is with you. Your 
dad was an epic jerk. Your stepdad was great. Kid brother is sensitive and 
brilliant and you’d still get into a fistfight for him. You met a man named 
Jordan after college, moved to Toronto together, and lived with him for 
eight years. You got pregnant, told the family right away, but at five weeks 
the pink plus reverted to a blue bar, and you lost it a few days later. When 
the pregnancy dissolved, you and Jordan did too. Some bitter accusations; 
some yelling; and one thrown dinner plate that rebounded miraculously 
whole off the wall and landed, just like new, on the linoleum, which made 
you feel foolish for the tantrum. Then whiskey and tears. You cried togeth-
er, had sex one last time, and called the whole thing over in the morning. 
He’s married now—to a guy, actually. 
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You’ll feel certain that Jordan would like Eric. You’ll often wonder how 
you’d have got on with Sydney. Eric will say that she maintained a pretty 
serious game face at work, but if you’d met at the gym or at a bar some-
where, he thinks you would have liked her. She was a great listener, did a 
killer Obama impression, held her liquor. She would have liked you too. 

But you never do meet. The closest you ever get to Sydney is right now, 
at Six Flags. 

Although you will look nothing alike in adulthood, at six and seven, you 
could almost be sisters. Dark bangs, chopped just above the eyebrows, high 
ponytails, noses upturned in the uniformity of youth. 

You’re both, right now, in the game arcade. Plush prizes hang overhead 
and there are tests of skill and strength on every side, all designed to look 
easier than they are. If you were to turn your head to the left, you’d spot 
her. She’s the one in the purple sundress, still blue-lipped from the cotton 
candy. Ten, maybe fifteen yards away. 

You’re close enough now—you could catch her eye, nod towards the 
wooden roller coaster and both duck behind the lattice of struts. Hidden 
in the grid of shadows, you’d have a few moments alone. Your mothers, of 
course, would panic, but they’d survive.

“You’re Sydney,” you would say. 
She’d nod, her bangs still spangled with mist from the flume. “And you’re 

the one after me?” 
You’d nod, swallow back the luck. 
She’d take a deep breath, put her hands on her slim hips, sharp elbows 

like insect wings behind her. “Smoke?” She would pull a pair of Marlboro 
Lights from her ankle sock and the two of you would poke through the 
sand, littered with beer caps and cigarette butts, looking for one still smol-
dering. She’d find a Camel and pull at it until the cherry burned red again. 
Then she’d light both cigarettes and hand one to you, filter first. 

You’d sit side-by-side in the sand. She’d ask, “You’ll make him happy?” 
“Yes. He’ll be happy.” 
“Thank you.” She’d set an empty can of Miller Lite in the sand between 

you for an ashtray. On the next exhale, she’d say, “If you’ve got questions, 
now’s the time.”

You’d be thinking, In the spiral ladder of her DNA, there is a broken rung that 
she’ll fall through five months after she turns forty. Does she know already? And if she 
doesn’t know—and I told her now—could it change? Would all of it change? 

But for all the heavy thoughts sluicing through your head, the question 
that would actually come out of your mouth is so trifling, so stupid, that 
you can hardly believe it. You’d ask about the earring.

She’d laugh. And relieved, you’d laugh too. 
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“It wasn’t even mine. We’d gone to a drag show that night, Dylan found 
it on the floor and was trying to pierce his own ear with it, so I took it from 
him for safekeeping.” She’d pull on her cigarette, the filter tip now stained 
light blue. 

“Sydney, I understand if you don’t want to talk about it, but I feel like I 
ought to say something. I think that early detection could make—”

“Listen,” Sydney would interrupt, “I’m going to trust you with some-
thing. And I can’t be sure that I should, but I like you, and we have to get 
back out there in a minute, so I’m just going to go for it. I knew. I was 
thirty-eight when I found out.” 

The roller coaster car would pass overhead, making it too loud to talk for 
a moment. The girders would rattle around you and the screaming riders 
would all hit the same high note before being carried away. 

She’d continue, “I wasn’t interested in radiation. And I didn’t want to 
spend our retirement on treatment. I didn’t want to lose my teeth, sleep all 
day, wear diapers, struggle to think or talk—I wanted to really live what 
I had left. And Eric wouldn’t have been able to hear that. So I didn’t tell 
him.” She’d stand up then, so you would too.

You’d feel your eyes begin to well up, embarrassing you, given Sydney’s 
composure. She would put her hand on your shoulder, maybe in kindness, 
maybe just for balance as she put out her cigarette on the bottom of her 
shoe. “There’s some stuff that can’t be shared with another person, no mat-
ter how close you get.” 

Out in the sunlight, the arcade games would chime with their wins and 
losses. Both of your mothers would be calling, voices nasal with fear. In a 
backyard several miles to the west, the family dog would finally snap at Eric.

And you’d both know the time was up. “Thank you, Sydney.” 
She’d nod. “I’ll go first.”




