


MARK CHIUSANO

Scrabble

pandemic was here and clear in New York and there wasn’t any-

thing we could do about it. My wife was furloughed from Macy’s
and I was home mostly since the parks were quiet. Usually I was the
Parks Department’s man at the little triangle formed by Avenue N, Kings
Highway, and 31st, a Gulf War memorial. Now I had a rectangle of room
from window to kitchen.

I clicked on to Amazon and purchased the Scrabble set one morning,
bored of walking, tired of TV and other screens. I chose the first option,
quickest delivery available, fifteen days arrival if purchased new from
Tania’s Everything Store in Naples, Florida. Okay by me. That was with
some weeks to spare before my wife’s birthday, and she takes her birthdays
seriously, as everyone has a right to, I've always felt.

I never liked Scrabble. Wasn’t much good at it. My wife, however, had
been brought up in a competitive family, and her father was a successful
linguistics professor in California, though we don’t see them much. They’re
happy she settled down eventually, I do know that. The problem was that
we all can’t be linguistics professors. But that didn’t occur to her until, I
suppose, she met me.

I bought the set because I'd been inattentive to her lately, I knew that,
and I knew she liked playing. On our honeymoon five years before—a
long roving hike facilitated by my buddy Tracer, a Parks and Recreation
manager who lugged or arranged that our luggage would be lugged from
one part of the Appalachian Trail to another—there were a few cabins that
had Scrabble in them. I lost to her every time. She had a way of racking up
points even with small, often intersecting words. The way her face glowed
when she won or even, I can tell you, when we began, I wanted to start a
list of all the ways I could continue to kindle that flame. Then we got home
and I went back to my triangle and there was so much to clean (even Tracer
hadn’t adequately arranged for my replacement, he said the nurses from
Mount Sinai across the street had asked after me). We were rarely indoors
or bored much, until coronavirus.

The first email didn’t seem to indicate that anything was fatally wrong.
Just a small delay in delivery. It seemed somewhat old-fashioned and com-
forting that the merchant herself was taking time for the alert. The email

The first time I heard from the Scrabble saleswoman was April. The
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was from aZ12hgb67765mlj4msj@marketplace.amazon.com, but the display
said Tania’s Everything Store, and the proprietress signed her name.

“Due to exigent circumstances regarding our resupply partners, this
package has been delayed. With regards, Tania.”

The email came in just as I got into the car. They were saying not to touch
things unnecessarily when outdoors, but that’s the human way. I was en
route to the first pandemic check-in of my triangle park, gloves on, mask
too. I wasn’t getting many emails at that time, perhaps that was the prob-
lem. I'm just trying to give some explanation for what it was that I wrote.

I understand, I said, we’re all having hard times these days. There’s a
tough road ahead. Stay healthy. Stay safe.

I signed my full name—Alfred, though everyone calls me Al—and then
I felt a little silly about having been moved to emotions with a stranger,
perhaps a robot. But it was strange times all around. I put my phone back
in my pocket and drove to the park.

This was mid-April, I went back and looked at the emails. I guess things
were pretty bad on the news, but it only hit me from the park’s condition.
It was empty, and there was no trash in the cans, none at all. It was like the
triangle had been abandoned. The Flatbush VFW that usually left flowers
and made sure the POW-MIA flag was tightly raised had apparently been
quarantined too. So the POW-MIA flag had fallen to half-mast.

I looked in vain for the nurses from Mount Sinai across the street, I had
somewhat explicitly (I see this now) come at the shift change time to maxi-
mize human contact. And there they were, the hospital emitted its trickle,
the gray concrete walls and low lobby. But all the nurses did was walk past,
in a hurry.

How is it in there, Ariel, I asked one who I'd gotten to know, as she
unlocked her car under a park-adjacent tree, a half-dead maple I was wor-
ried was succumbing to pollution. She looked surprised to see me there
with my garbage can and rake and loose surgical mask, and then she
started to cry.

What is your name, she asked. I always forget your name. I don’t want to
die without knowing it.

It’s Al, I said. Don’t worry.

I am full of worry, she said.

I left my rolling trash can to the side and approached her, but she held
up both hands.

No closer, she said, her eyes wild. We are all sick.

This disturbed me even more than I'd been that morning. I cleaned up
the piece or two of floating trash in the weeds and waited to see if someone
else would come by, but no one else did.
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When I got home my wife said I should take all my clothes off immedi-
ately and go in the shower, push the clothes to the bottom of the laundry
bag. Things had taken a turn that week, with the deaths starting to happen,
you understand, or you remember.

I was there on the toilet bowl naked, still checking my phone (how does
one sterilize a phone screen, I thought? There must be a way) when the sec-
ond email from aZi2hgb67765mlj4msj@marketplace.amazon.com came in.

Alfred, the email began rather formally. I thank you for your apparent
concern. I am well here for now despite the departure of my longtime live-in
boyfriend, who has revealed himself to be a pig. The Everything Store is well
stocked and we are fulfilling orders from all across the country and even
Mexico. However your Scrabble purchase is still delayed. Sincerely, Tania.

These were strange times, you have to remember that. I have a circle
of friends that I see now and then, Tracer in operations of course and my
boss Julie and her husband Jim who I like very much. We don’t have kids
but we sometimes babysit for our neighbors Tyler and Steven, their boy is
like a little gecko given the eyes and I could watch him night till dawn. My
wife, hungry for that experience—we have tried, we’ve been trying—does
everything dignifiable to hold the boy too. But Steven and Tyler apparently
have a place upstate, we didn’t know. And Julie and Jim were isolating since
Jim’s a nurse manager in Elmwood. Tracer has a hand in every pot but he
was keeping quiet—stocking up on soup pallets and fireworks, he told me
in our irregular afternoon calls. You'll see, he claimed. Basically, we weren’t
seeing anybody, and I've always considered myself a people person.

Men ARE pigs, I replied to the Scrabble saleswoman. I hope you found
out sooner than later. I personally dropped my snout and morphed out of
that state of life a few years ago. It’s a dangerous conversion.

She responded very quickly, I could hear the buzz of a new email notifica-
tion while I was just turning on the heat of the shower. I dried my hands
and leaned out to read it. I didn’t turn the shower off.

Sometimes, Tania wrote, it feels like we're living in pig world. Nice to
meet a fellow survivor.

She ended with a smile emoji, and once again her name.

For a few days that was the extent of our conversation. My wife and I
entered a period of what I believe is clinically known as stir-craziness. She
is a very smart woman, I have always known this, smarter than me, and
the only way she can handle not using her brain the way it was trained and
grown for is to get it so tired out by the Macy’s shifts that she can’t think
any further. The long ride to 34th Street. The long ride back. She once told
me that the freest she ever felt was on that Q trip home, that she didn’t
need music or podcasts or a newspaper or book or anything, that was so
wonderful to her, her father had always urged more bang for one’s buck, if

THE IOWA REVIEW 147



you weren’t learning you weren’t advancing, etc. etc. etc. I try my best to
stay interested in his conversation when he visits due to some conference on
prefrontal cortexes, but I think I'm more of a details man, you do the little
things right and the park stays clean. The flowers and grass seeds go in at
the same time every year and they’re watered on a very regular schedule.
I'd love, for example, to be in charge of a larger park or parks someday, and
keep a calendar of all the action plans in the storage shed window. But there
is a difference in these kinds of mental energies.

Without the benefit of working all day during the pandemic my wife had
lots of time to think, about her regrets in life, about what she might have
been and done, rapid-fire calculations if (as she seemed to believe) it was
too late to change that. Or maybe she didn’t believe it, because she was
devising plans. What if I start a company that provides historical, practi-
cal, and entertaining information for everything you see around you? The
geo-location software would have to be the most precise in history and if
it works we could even license to militaries and universities around the
world?...This was her latest.

It made some sense to me, and I told her so. But that didn’t seem to help
her much.

What would you know about it, she said when I tried to ask a follow-up
question, just for conversation. How could you be a judge?

I was startled.

I didn’t mean that, she said.

I’'m getting nasty all cooped up, she added.

I just walked into the kitchen, watered our flower pots.

The next day she heard that her father had gotten it, and that started a
whole new spiral.

The Berkeley doctors are very good and they don’t even think he’ll need
a ventilator, her mother whispered to both of us via speakerphone. We had
no landline.

I'm coming, my wife said. She looked at me.

I waited too long.

Yes, I said, we’re coming. I reached for her hand and squeezed it but it
was limp and cold.

No no no, her mother said. No flights. The aerosols? Dr. Kenton in the
chemistry department informed us that there’s more than just a droplet-
based theory to this spread.

What exactly are aerosols? I asked.

I was shushed.

It’s a hard thing, having a sick parent. I guess I was lucky or unlucky,
you describe it, that mine died early when I was at CUNY—heart attack
and stroke, one after another. Then I got the job in the Parks Department,
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city parks worker, hourly civil service, and they said yes I really could tend
a garden.

Now my wife’s intelligence was directed not toward business ideas but
scientific literature, the latest studies, phone calls with old acquaintances
(flames?) from her own college days (Princeton), something called an eat-
ing club, doctors who were by now high up in their careers. She put what
she learned into a daily email to her father and mother, something I only
learned about when one day her mother, bless her soul, cc’d me on a return
note, which ended with the line, We hope you and dear Al are doing okay.

Who knows how anyone is doing really? Her father, we were told, was
coughing up blood four hours a night. There was nothing left to do inside
(we didn’t have any board games). Now my wife wouldn’t go outside at
all, even as the numbers were turning here, things were lifting, the Parks
Department wanted me back at work. I gotta go, I said, turning nasty. It’s
not even work. I want to get the hell out of here, I said. She asked for a
compromise, or even for me to sterilize myself better upon returning, and
I'm sorry to say I wasn’t much of a compromiser in those weeks.

One evening while she was on the phone trying to explain to her
mother the intricacies of a study about Guoguang outdoor outbreaks, and
I sat next to our living room window inspecting our flower planters, I was
moved (or something within me moved me) to write back to Tania at the
Everything Store.

How are things down in Naples, Florida? I asked. I hope the good folks
down there are wearing masks. This has been scary stuff up here. A good
friend of mine’s father is really sick, coughing blood, and I'm worried about
him. Do you think this will last forever? Stay healthy, 10-4.

In her response email (which came back rather quickly) she noted that
I hadn’t asked about my Scrabble delivery, which was indeed still delayed.

I learned a lot about the delivery systems that underscore America in
subsequent conversations. I guess I'm a slow and steady man but maybe
asking questions is a way to deepen one’s understanding as well as deflect-
ing attention (my previous strategy). I learned for example that Tania’s
Everything Store did not really have everything in it, in fact it mostly sold
toys and she handled returns and customer relations for a few suppliers,
also she had a condo with a market-leading internet connection next to the
beach, where she coordinated the arrival and departure of delivery trucks
so masterfully that the condo board didn’t even realize there was a business
going on here, it was better than working in a fulfillment center which she’d
done briefly, Relentless you know was the original name for Amazon, she
joked, and the top item in America these days was toilet paper and tooth-
paste and yes, Scrabble was much asked-for too, and someday soon Amazon
would be doing all its deliveries end of day by drone but in the meantime
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Tania was hoping to make enough of a living to buy a second property and
rent it, support her lifelong daily habit of afternoon sea-glass searching for
one (1) hour on the beach, I asked if the beaches were parks property down
there or what the parks looked like, what kinds of trees did they grow, just
palm trees she said, and everything’s beaches here, beaches and sea glass,
in fact her apartment was bedazzled with previous finds, would I like to see
a picture (I would like to see a picture), her pig of an ex-partner had been a
town peace officer and thought that people wandering around on the beach
were suspicious, it makes you look shifty—no parks should forbid entry to
shifty people, I said indignantly—but I am not a shifty woman, Tania wrote
to me. I sensed that immediately, I wrote back.

I told her about the progress my park was making, you really can’t keep
flowers down, or grass, we had a hardy city-issue Kentucky bluegrass kind
in my triangle that I seeded once a year, and the wonderful thing was that
with limited visitors there was less trash in the weeds, and dog feces—no
volunteer groups to help me clean it up but also a serious minimization of
the waste itself, and some afternoons when I was there (I was going almost
every day now, not even because I needed to but because you have to move
around a little bit and leave some things behind you, isn’t that accurate?)
I would just look up at the sky and be a little drunk on it, the heights of
it, I had grown up in and lived my whole life in the city other than camp-
ing and hiking trips with my wife or Tracer, and the only time you can see
either horizon or real depth was one particular meadow in Van Cortlandt
or otherwise Rockaway, Fort Tilden, the ocean’s soothing expanse. But now
I could look up here at my triangle and somehow the air was cleaner, there
were more birds flying, a scarlet tanager that Tracer claimed (when I asked
him) was migrating from Mexico, can you imagine a little bird a few inches
in width making the flight all the way from the Yucatan, passing over all
the quarantined and not quarantined nations beneath it, freer than all of us
of course and stopping where it wanted, in little patches of green like mine,
to spend the night. Isn’t that something?

It is something, Tania wrote back. I wish you could bird-watch with me
here. There is a set of camping chairs I once got by return mail and I kept
them, and I have them now, and we could set up the chairs at the edge
of the waterline and watch the seagulls coming over the mangroves and
cypresses and bottlebrush, at least I believe that’s what they’d be coming
over from a book I ended up with and didn’t sell about trees of the Floridian
coastline and maybe you can teach me more about the flora and fauna we
see around us.

I would like that, I said. I would like to sit there with you and hold your
hand.

I would like to do more, Tania wrote back.
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Yes, I said. I would like that too.

We wrote further.

It was May or June before I realized the Scrabble set of course had not
arrived in time for my wife’s birthday.

I made it a good birthday anyway, I know I did. Her father had improved
enough to get off the ventilator. He was still in the hospital—very good care
there, my mother-in-law relayed, not like some of those New York hospitals
(I thought of the harried Mount Sinai nurses)—and his voice rasped hor-
ribly when a nurse got him on FaceTime for us.

What are you saying, Daddy? my wife asked. Can you speak up, if possible?

I was saying, her father said, that the last time she did this for a patient—
he pointed at the nurse, who was doing the FaceTiming—it was a few weeks
ago, with an old man who was dying and she helped him say goodbye.

My wife started crying. Oh, oh, she said.

I'm sorry baby, he said. I'm sorry. I didn’t mean it. They tell me I'm going
to be just fine, I even have another book in me.

By the end of the call she had cheered up. You can’t argue with the facts,
or she couldn’t. She kept saying versions of the following sentence: We went
into the valley and now we’ve emerged. It was over, for her.

With the slight reintroduction of stores and commercial activity I was able
to purchase fancy cheese, heirloom farmers market tomatoes, a tub of vegan
ice cream she was partial to, and a bottle of chilled champagne. Tracer loaned
me his very heavy duty cooler and opened the door to the patio at the Picnic
House in Prospect (he worked there, ostensibly, in the Parks office, but really
he was everywhere). He waved hello to us from six feet distant wearing an
Nos mask (You want a few? I rustled up a shipment, he said, tossing us about
six) and I made my wife close her eyes while I lit the candles. There was also,
wrapped in old newspaper, a notebook I'd ordered from Amazon but not
Tania’s Everything Store that had thick, off-white pages in it for drawing and
holding good ink, and I'd gotten Tracer (who studied calligraphy) to write
across the top of it Mandy’s Idea Notebook.

Inside I dedicated the first page—For your plans, ideas, future. Our
future. Al

Thank you, she said, hugging me. It was a real hug, it felt, first in months.
I've been tough to live with. You’ve been distant and vague. But you always
know exactly what I need, and what we need, she said. We’re getting
through this now.

Distant, I thought?

But I didn’t say anything. The patio is wonderful even to me who likes
the hidden, foresty sections of parks more than the Beaux Arts parts. It is
hidden a little by a gnarled elm and we could watch all the multitudes on
the main meadow, laughing, talking, drinking, throwing Frisbees, wearing
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masks but also sometimes dropping them, enjoying the grass that had been
sodded in mats, too big and bold for my triangle. It had come back a real
green this summer, a real nice green.

She didn’t seem to miss the Scrabble board (which of course she didn’t
know about) and by that time in the pandemic we could spend more time
outside anyway.

I was still curious what had happened to my good money, however, yes,
that was the reason, that was why I picked up my email thread with Tania
of the Everything Store. It had been a week or so maybe, the last message
was another picture she’d sent of a particularly opal piece of sea glass dis-
covered that morning, “thought you'd like it,” she wrote. “I’'ve imagined lots
about what you’d like and not like.” Wasn’t it (it must be said) a bit strange
that all my other Amazon packages arrived no problem, like for example
the thick-paged notebook or even a shipment of new basil seeds that had
been ordered for me (Your favorite, my wife said. I was touched. Yes).

Checking in, I wrote. I feel almost guilty bringing it up, but...any idea
about that Scrabble set? My good friend who really likes Scrabble would
probably still enjoy it, even if things are opening back up here, boy I'm glad
we got this virus beat, right? Hope you’re well.

I hit send from the Kings Highway side bench of my triangle park. I
looked around my responsibility. Incredible how much things had come
back: the VFW was leaving their regular flowers again, the protesters who
were now everywhere in the city were kind to the memorial, and when
someone spray-painted BLM across the Avenue N bench network, I (against
Parks rules) left it.

A bunch of the Mount Sinai nurses came by to sit and eat their lunches,
masks at their chins. Ariel was among them.

I waved but didn’t want to be too forward this time. Still, she stood up.

Al, she said. How you doing? Great to be out here, huh? I'm stuck in the
tent all day but it was kind of a light day so I'm sneaking in some me time.

She was beaming.

You’re doing the tent? I asked. What'’s the tent?

The testing site. Oh we got it down pat now honey, you should come and
get tested sometime, it’s the easiest thing. Up the nose and out of it. Boom
boom.

You do that all day? I asked. Aren’t you afraid?

Not up here, she said. Our infection rate’s nice and low. But down South,
I don’t know.

Of course my mind went to Tania, and my mind began putting together
the little snippets I'd absorbed from the news.

Florida, said Ariel in summation. Hellhole.
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When I got home it took a while to park the car (some kind of normalcy)
and before I went inside I tapped out another email to Tania.

Hey, I wrote, it occurred to me that things might be getting rough down
there. Hope you're staying safe. Don’t worry about the Scrabble. It’s just
been nice having some company. E-company.

Her reply came back quickly. I guess I sat there for a minute waiting just
in case.

Thanks, she wrote. Any interest in talking? FaceTime? What’s your
number?

I sent it.

I looked around the parking spot but the street was empty. And Mandy
would be in the house at this hour, making dinner, something incredible,
something involved, she always made dinner for us, it occurred to me then
that this wasn’t an equal breakdown in that kind of work between us. I'd
have to rectify that.

I looked too at the weeks and weeks of messages, the responses and
descriptions, flirtations, the pictures (just sea glass and grass, nothing
untoward) attached via email and embedded, the long chain. The call came
in before I could think too much about what I was doing.

The beeps as we connected. My camera snapping into action first.

Hello, I said. Smiled.

She was a middle-aged woman, round curls, the hair was plastered a
little to her neck, it looked like she may have just gotten out of the shower.
Her eyes were green and her teeth large and white, and she was wearing a
Miami Heat T-shirt.

I knew you’d be basically a kid, she said.

I'm thirty-seven, I said.

I remember thirty-seven, she said.

This is funny, I replied.

She leaned back and angled her camera up, so I couldn’t see her T-shirt
any longer, just her neck, her plastered hair, and an empty white wall
behind her.

It’s not much, she said, but I've basically been inside this whole time. Still
I'm a little worried that I got it.

Got what, I said.

She looked at me like maybe the connection had been bad.

It’s just a tickle in my throat but I never get sick, never ever, that’s some-
thing I've taken pride in. So I guess I was just a little worried and I wanted
to talk to someone about it. By the way, they call me Tina, Tania is just my
business name.

I cocked my head sideways a little. Of course she wasn’t who I expected
but who ever correctly predicts anything.
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Shouldn’t you see a doctor or something, I asked? What’s the testing like
down there.

Her eyes got wide and bulged. The testing sites are a mess, she said. I
can’t even get out on the beach anymore. No one’s wearing a mask. I saw a
lifeguard spitting into the sand the other day. And it takes eight days to get
results back, that’s what I hear.

My arm was getting tired holding the phone out straight. I felt guilty, but
still I was losing interest.

And then I'm thinking, she said, is it worse to go to a doctor’s office,
like if I don’t have it then I do get it? The internet says so many conflicting
things.

I'm sorry, I said.

She paused a moment, like she had to work herself up to it. For a moment
I thought the FaceTime connection was lost.

Do you know anyone who’s gotten it and gotten better, she asked? Your
good friend’s father? Who was coughing up blood?

I looked around me. No, I said, sorry. I don’t know much about this at all.

She nodded and turned away, so I could see her cheek, her ear. It occurred
to me that she must have a web camera. She wasn’t holding a phone or plac-
ing it. The shot was too steady.

I've been trying to keep up with the packages, she said, but I'm just think-
ing about what if I fall down in here, or I keep coughing and can’t stop, or
I heard one person ran out of toilet paper and also aspirin and who delivers
to the deliverer, you know? Ha ha. I bet it was one of the package people
that gave it to me, maybe Jason, he’s not one hundred percent with his
mask. I'll kill him. This is crazy.

I looked out the car window. We live in a nice city, I see that now. This part
of Brooklyn has London plane trees everywhere and there’s a homeless shel-
ter down the street but maybe things work in concert. A coffee shop that you
can see from our rectangle of window has a bench out front and now with
coronavirus a homeless man sleeps there every day, and in the morning he
wakes up and sits up straight, you wouldn’t know him from the customers.
At least lots of people wouldn’t who weren’t watching, I presume.

Alfred, Tania said quietly. Or Tina. I shouldn’t have loaded this all on you,
she said. I know it was a mistake.

Could you show me your sea glass collection, I asked? Her face fell a little
but she stood up anyway, like she was going to get things back on track, like
we could recapture the emailing. But when she stood she began coughing,
a harsh, dry cough.

You okay? I asked.

I better go, she gasped.

The call ended, went dark.

154 MARK CHIUSANO



I'm not lying when I say things here have gotten better and better. A res-
taurant opened an outdoor section a few blocks away, and Mandy wanted
to eat there. The fact that she felt comfortable doing that warmed my heart.
There was a good amount of space between the tables, Tracer had started a
Google doc of what he said were the “safe restaurants” based on his analy-
sis of the distancing. It was indeed better than other restaurants I had seen
on the walks Mandy and I once again began taking, or the crowded bars I
saw closer to my triangle park (no one ever crowds into the triangle park
except for the nurses, and once in a while a vet in a Korea memorial hat, the
stitching of the flags, the ones for different branches or boats or battalions).

One evening sitting there in the one good restaurant on what was essen-
tially plastic garden furniture, our masks carefully around our necks to be
pulled up whenever the waitress, bless her soul, came by, Mandy reached
over and took my hand and said we should try harder for kids. Or even adopt.

I also want to put this business together, she said to me. The geo-location
one. I talked to my father and he said he’d put in a little starter capital, and
I have the unemployment from Macy’s at least until the Senate decides not
to renew it, I think this could be a moment of good change for us.

I guess I was never good for change but those changes sounded good. Yes,
I said. We ordered second glasses of wine.

A Tania email pinged in just then. I knew it was Tania, because I rarely
got emails from work or otherwise in the evening. I didn’t respond, to that
or the second one. I hadn’t to the one before.

Later that night when Mandy had gone to bed I went into the bathroom
and opened up the emails (two more had come in). I shut the door and
turned on the light.

I can hardly tap this out, said the first, I'm running back and forth to
the sink every five seconds. It’s worse at night, I'm not sure why, have you
heard anything about that? I just want to get all the mucus out but it’s like
it’s not coming.

Another email, another snippet: Every time I take in a breath that means
a cough’s coming. I've been holding my breath, but I don’t think that’s good
either.

Another email was a picture of the last piece of sea glass she’d found,
she wondered if maybe someone had touched it just before her, is that
how she got this plague? She acknowledged that she was full of strange,
conspiratorial thoughts.

I didn’t respond to that email only because I told myself I would do so in
the morning. But in the morning Tracer forwarded me a leaked memo from
a superior (how had he gotten hands on it? I'll never know) that suggested
there would be early inspections of the pocket parks that evening, I better
check on the ginkgoes in my median, and also he said he had a bad feeling
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about fall lockdowns coming, trust me, he said, trust me, so I hopped down
to my triangle early and tried to put some spit shine into it. Ariel was there
with her cohort on her lunch break and again she explained that she was
doing alright, we just gotta keep the rest of the country away (she laughed),
we went through it here and now they’re going through it, it’s gonna be like
this again and again honey.

What will? T asked, my trash can rolling to a stop.

This virus, she said. I don’t think it’s going anywhere. Wait till flu season.

Why are you happy then? I asked.

It’s work, honey, she said. Shrugged. Work and life. No one ever said it
was going to be fun.

Maybe I'm not a good person. This occurs to me often, when I ignore
people. Or not ignore but turn away from them. I was turning away from
someone then. I wrote back to Tania and said I was sorry. I was sorry for
not responding, I was sorry for not being up front about myself and who
I was (married). I was sorry that she got unlucky and caught this thing,
nobody deserved that, but of course hundreds of thousands of people were
now sharing in that experience, just in each state alone, that didn’t make
it any better. I was sorry that she wasn’t doing well and that her ex-peace
officer partner had abandoned her and I was sorry that she wasn’t able to
find the sea glass she wanted. I wished I could do something. I did.

I sent the email and Mandy was knocking on the bathroom door. You
okay in there? she asked. You're not feeling poorly are you? You’re washing
your hands a lot right?

Yes, yes.

No email came in that night or the next day, or the one after that. I sent
another, saying for simplicity’s sake—just want to check in. Should some-
one call g11?

I had visions of that empty quiet room, the way her hair was plastered,
her pale face. I wondered what it must be like to be alone.

One evening, outside, walking, Mandy asleep, I even called her number.
FaceTime glowed below me. It rang and rang.

About a week later a package showed up, Amazon lettering. There was
no note in it. The Scrabble set was crisp in its cardboard, a comforting
rectangle, brand-new.
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