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“See it, the red handle?” 
“This?” 
“Right. Now turn it clockwise.” 
Martha turned the valve, closing it. 
“Got it? You need to turn it tight.” 
“I think so.” 
“Good. Now open it again. Turn it all the way 

open then a quarter turn back. That way the 
valve won’t freeze up.” 

“Okay.” 
She got down from the aluminum stepladder 

he was holding onto as if to steady it for her. She 
folded the ladder and leaned it against the wall. 
Then she wiped her hands with three quick pats. 
He nodded. 

“So that’s where you shut the water off. If you 
ever have a broken line or a leak, just shut it off 
and call a plumber. No need to panic.” 

“Right,” she said, making a note on a yellow 
legal pad. 

“What’s next?” 
“The circuit breaker.” 
“Okay. Let’s do that later.” 
“You feeling all right?” 
“Fine. Just hungry for a change.” 
“I’ll make some lunch. What would you like?” 
“I don’t know. Nothing sounds good. Maybe 

I’m just tired.” 
“Well, let’s go upstairs.” 
They climbed the narrow stairway from the 

basement to the kitchen, she following behind her 
husband, carefully watching as he took each 
deliberate step, his head bent, his right hand 
gripping the handrail.   

Sunlight streamed through the south window 
above the sink, illuminating a cluster of amber 

plastic containers on the counter. A bright shaft of 
light angled across the brick-colored linoleum and 
the appliances in the room glowed. 

They sat down at the small kitchen table in 
an alcove that looked out at Elliott Bay, Alki Point 
and beyond to Puget Sound. Broken clouds 
raced across the September sky. A white ferry, 
luminous in the sunlight, was crossing the choppy 
blue water to Bremerton. 

“It’s turned into a lovely day,” she said. “I 
didn’t think it would.” 

“Yes, it has.” He sat at the table but didn’t 
look up. His mouth hung open and he was still 
catching his breath from climbing the stairs.  

“It’s nearly noon.” 
Without asking she went to the sink and 

poured him a glass of water and opened a green 
plastic pill case with seven slots and the initial of 
the day of the week on the lid above each slot. 
There was a clear case for the morning and a 
blue one for the evening upstairs. 

“Maybe I’ll have a cheeseburger,” he said, 
swallowing the large yellow capsule she handed 
him. He took a sip of water. “And a thick 
chocolate shake.” He swallowed a brown one 
and took another sip. 

“Mmm…delicious!” 
She smiled. 
“You’re supposed to chew your food.” 
He gave her a wry smile. She stared back. 

Everything about his face had changed in the last 
three months. He was paler and thinner. The 
beard he was growing to avoid having to shave 
was wispy, gray and patchy, and augmented the 
thinness of his face. Only the eyes were the 
same, those of the man she had fallen in love 
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with thirty-eight years before. The irises were the 
same determined blue with flecks of dark gray 
near the pupils. 

“I can’t believe that in all these years you 
didn’t know where the shut-off valve was!  What 
would you have done if it had gone bad while I 
was at work?” 

“How many times have you had to shut it 
off?” 

He thought for a second. “Never that I can 
think of.” 

“There you go.” 
He laughed, a sound like a dry cough. “There 

I go.” 
“Ready for dessert?” 
He took the white pill from her hand and 

swallowed it with a gulp of water. 
“I still think we should’ve sold this place. 

Taken our money and run.” 
“No—” 
“It’s a lot to keep up.” 
“We’ve been over this, Chuck.” 
“All right. So let’s go over the list. I keep 

thinking we’re forgetting something.” He looked 
out the window as if he could see the list, his list, 
better that way. “So we did the water valve.” 

“Done.”   
“Circuit breaker’s next, right?”  
“Right.” 
“Safe deposit box?” 
“Check.”   
“Earthquake valve on the gas meter?” 
“Check.” 
“Furnace filters?” 
“Check.” 
“Thermostat?” 
“Yep.”   
He paused as if the list in his mind was 

getting harder to read. 
“And don’t forget, if anything goes wrong with 

the car, take it to Gerry first, not the dealer!” 
“Right.” She could feel his eyes on her as 

she wrote it down.  
“Ever wish we’d had kids?” 
She felt herself flush, even now, and felt all 

the more silly for flushing.   
“Mean so we could depend on them for 

things like this?” 
He laughed. “Fat chance, huh?” 

“Fat chance.” 
“Still, sometimes I wish we’d had them.” 
She couldn’t look at him just then. She 

carefully finished the note on the tablet. 
“Well, it’s too late now, buster!” 
He laughed again. “It sure is.” 
“I didn’t mean it that way.” 
“I know.” He smiled. Flustered by the 

directness of his gaze, she looked away. 
“You should have some lunch yourself,” he 

said. 
“I’m not hungry either. Want some more 

water?” 
He shook his head. “Let’s go do the circuit 

breaker then. It’s out in the garage.” 
She repeated the words as she wrote them 

down: “In garage.” She tapped the point of the 
pen on the pad when she was finished and 
smiled. “Okay.” 

“Let’s go.” He stood up and paused to gain 
his balance. 

They went back down the basement stairs to 
the landing and then through a door into the 
garage. 

“It’s the gray box,” he said, pointing with his 
aluminum cane to the back wall. “It’s easy. Let 
me show you. But you’ll need a flashlight if the 
power’s out.” 

“No kidding!” 
“Maybe I should get one of those 

rechargeable ones and set it up by the door. 
Write that down, will you?” 

 
That evening she packed the car and early 

the next morning, while he washed and gathered 
his medicines, she placed sandwiches in a 
cooler, knowing full well that he was unlikely to 
want them. As an afterthought she went into the 
backyard and picked two apples from the dwarf 
tree he had planted for her years ago. “Her 
orchard,” he called it. 

In a reversal of roles they were becoming 
accustomed to, she drove and he sat in the 
passenger seat. They headed south from Seattle 
toward Ashland. It was an eight-hour drive, but 
they had their favorite places to stop along the 
way. 

“Have we got the tickets?” he asked. 
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“They’ll be at will-call.” 
“What are we seeing again?” 
“A Midsummer Night’s Dream tomorrow and 

an Ibsen on Sunday. I forget which one.” 
“Seems like they’ve done every Ibsen and 

then some.” 
She smiled and nodded. 
With his cane between his legs, he dozed off 

from time to time, his head gradually tilting back 
against the headrest until he lurched awake. 
Other times he looked out at the interstate and 
dry yellow hills. They drove that way for quite 
some time, comfortable in the silence, she in her 
thoughts, he in his, with nothing but the lapping 
rhythm of the tires on the worn concrete roadway. 

“Tire rotation. That should be on the list. 
Every six months is the way I remember it. Gerry 
charges but it’s easier than going to Les Schwab. 
I have him change the oil at the same time.” 

She kept her eyes on the road, unable or 
unwilling to go down his road. “We’ll add it,” she 
said lightly, as one might to a child. She had 
hoped this trip would be an escape from his 
illness, but his obsession with the list told her that 
no matter how hard she tried to pretend, no 
matter how hard he tried to have a good time, the 
weight of it was with him, with them, at all times. 

 
It was nearly six in the evening when they 

arrived in Ashland and they were both exhausted. 
They pulled up to the modest redbrick front of the 
Peerless, the small hotel where they always 
stayed. The young woman at the reception desk 
smiled in recognition and took a brass key down 
from the wall slot and led them to Room No. 3. It 
was a bright room on the ground floor dressed in 
floral Victorian wallpaper with matching curtains 
of rose and lavender. In an alcove off a sitting 
room, twin beds nestled side by side just as they 
had requested; his nights had become too fitful to 
share a bed. The beds were dressed in matching 
comforters and mounded with pillows of lace and 
silk brocade. The sitting room was cozy with a 
love seat and two stuffed chairs and an odd 
assortment of worn books on the shelf below the 
draped window. The rooms smelled of lavender 
and rose petals as if the flowers on the wall were 
real. 

“Lovely! Thank you,” Martha said to the pretty 
girl as she placed their suitcase on the rack. The 
girl smiled and slipped from the room, gently 
closing the door behind her. 

He collapsed into the stuffed chair, looking 
small against its oversized mass. She fidgeted 
with the suitcase, unpacking the few clothes they 
had brought. She removed the large toiletry bag 
containing his pills and rummaged for the blue 
pillbox. 

“Time for your evening snack, Chuck.” 
“I’m not hungry.” 
“You want to be well for the play tomorrow, 

don’t you?” 
“Stop treating me like a child. Come sit down 

and relax.” 
She was still fidgeting with things. 
“Martha, come here.” He held out his hand as 

if inviting her to sit on his wasted lap. She went to 
him and sat on the footstool beside the chair. 

“Let me look at you,” he said. He sounded 
irritated but with his hand he brushed a strand of 
hair, more salt than pepper now, from her face 
and smiled. Tears formed in her eyes at this 
unexpected tenderness. 

“I know, I know. I’m sorry.” 
He laughed softly and wiped the tear from 

the corner of her eye with his thumb, following 
the curve of her cheek down past her mouth to 
her chin, sending a tactile shock of recognition to 
her heart. There was nothing old or ill about his 
touch.  

“Listen,” he said. 
She sniffled and tried to regain her 

composure, looking at him through blurred eyes. 
“I’ll be fine tomorrow. I promise. We’ll go to 

dinner and see the play, just like always.” 
She nodded, but her heart felt as if it were 

being squeezed by an invisible hand. 
“I love you, you know,” he said gruffly. 

 
They spent most of the next day in their 

room. They ordered tea from the girl and sat in 
the big stuffed chairs reading and talking. 

At one point he looked up from The 
Oregonian and said, “Did you know that if I lived 
down here I could ask the doctor to give me 
some pills and put me out of my misery tonight?” 
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With him, with them, wherever they went, day 
and night. But she was stronger today and could 
let it in. 

“I could never do that,” she said, shaking her 
head. 

“I used to think suicide was for chickens, but 
now I don’t know. I hate being ready to go and 
left waiting. Knowing the pain will only get worse.” 

She felt a sudden panic, as if he had 
embraced her and was crushing the air from her 
lungs. “But, Chuck! Would you really be able to 
do that to me?” 

“I don’t want you sitting beside a bed 
worrying that I’m in pain. That’s worse than 
death.” 

“But that’s for me to deal with,” she insisted. 
“That’s my pain.” 

“No, it should be my decision, to make or 
not.” 

She searched her mind for something to say 
but could find nothing to counter his argument 
except her own selfish need. 

“But doesn’t the thought frighten you?” 
He smiled. “You bet.” 
“Well, I’m glad we don’t live in Oregon then.” 
“I guess so.” He gave her a faint smile she 

couldn’t decipher and retreated behind his 
newspaper. “Guess we’ll both just have to tough 
it out when the time comes,” he said through its 
thin wall. 

Stunned, Martha sat opposite him, book in 
lap, feeling the full dark terror of the separate 
desolation that awaited her. 

 
The hotel restaurant agreed to seat them 

early so they wouldn’t be rushed getting to the 
play. The maitre d’ led them across the empty 
room to a window table. After the busboy had 
filled their water glasses and left them alone, he 
whispered across the crisp white tablecloth: “It 
feels like the middle of the afternoon.” 

“It almost is,” she laughed. 
“Should we ask for the blue-plate special?” 
“Don’t you dare!” 
He ordered the broiled king salmon and she 

ordered the scallops and a glass of white wine. 
He picked at his food, spending most of his 
energy on the mashed potatoes. 

They waited in the lobby for the cab to arrive 
and she tipped the driver as much as the fare for 
the five-block trip to the outdoor theater where 
the festival was held. Martha waited in line for the 
tickets and a volunteer escorted them to their 
seats. They read the program while waiting for 
the play to begin. It was a warm September 
evening and the sky glowed golden above them 
as the sun receded behind the tall stage. People 
fanned themselves with programs and the lively 
murmur of voices swelled with expectation as the 
theater filled. 

A trumpet fanfare from a balcony above the 
stage announced the play was about to begin 
and the crowd hushed. People hurried to their 
seats. After a suspense-filled pause, the stage 
lighting filtered to a soft lush green and Oberon 
and Puck began casting spells on the young 
lovers of ancient Athens. 

Throughout the first and second acts she 
kept turning to see how he was doing, expecting 
him to tire out, but he watched raptly, laughing as 
the clumsy rustics rehearsed their play within the 
play. It was as if he had never seen it before and 
certainly not the half dozen times they had seen it 
together. At intermission, however, he turned 
pale and closed his eyes. A look of pain spread 
across his face. He leaned forward on his cane 
and put his head down. 

“Maybe we should go back to the hotel,” she 
said. 

“No. I’ll be fine.” 
He said it with the same stubbornness she 

had seen a hundred times since he had started 
treatment, but with each defiant stand his 
strength was diminished. And each time she felt 
more helpless. 

“You sure?” 
“No.”  He breathed as if catching his breath. 

“Maybe you’re right. Damn it!” 
They got up and one of the ushers called a 

cab. They sat on the edge of a stone planter by 
the entrance and waited for the taxi. It was the 
same driver who had brought them there. He 
nodded and helped Martha settle her husband in 
the back seat. 

By the time they were back at the hotel he 
said he was already feeling better. The pain in his 
stomach had lifted. They got the key to the room 
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and the pretty girl at the reception desk listened 
sympathetically as Martha explained why they 
had returned so quickly. 

“All lies! She’s after my body,” he said, 
gleefully embarrassing her. The girl laughed. 

In the room the beds had been turned down 
and a plate with two homemade chocolates was 
sitting on an end table with a handwritten note. 
He read the card and laughed with his dry cough: 
“Old Waldo got that right! Must’ve had cancer.” 

“What’s it say?” she asked, confused. She 
picked up the card he had tossed onto the table. 
It was a quote from Emerson: “What lies behind 
us and what lies before us are tiny matters, 
compared to what lies within us.” 

With more sadness than dismay she realized 
that everywhere he looked, all he could see now 
was irony. And she could not change it. 

He offered her a chocolate. 
Her head felt clouded, as if it were about to 

burst, and she could barely comprehend what 
he’d said. “No thanks.” 

He picked up a chocolate and sniffed it. 
“Mmm!” 
“Don’t tell me you’re going to eat one.” 
“Maybe just a bite.” He nibbled it. 
“I can’t believe it! Chocolate of all things!” 
“Pretty darn good, too.” He took another 

small bite then put the rest down. “I’m sorry about 
the play.” 

 
That night she got up from bed to get a drink 

of water from the bathroom and when she came 
back into the room he stirred. 

“Did I wake you?” 
“No.” 
“Are you okay?” she asked, slipping back into 

her bed. 
“I just had the most amazing dream. I was in 

my house… Not ours, the one where I grew up. 
And I could see everything. The rooms, how they 
were laid out. The furniture. The patterns on the 
oriental rugs. The crack in the plaster that ran 
across the living room ceiling. The scratches on 
the banister I used to slide down. The feel of its 
newel in my hand. I could even smell the cold in 
the dust motes that rose from the worn carpet on 
the attic stairs. Brother! I couldn’t have 

remembered that house like that if I’d tried, but in 
the dream I could see every last detail. I still can. 
It all just came back… Amazing!” 

She didn’t dare speak for fear he’d know she 
was crying. 

“I thought you were supposed to lose your 
memory as you got older,” he said. “Hah! Shows 
what these damn doctors know.” 

She didn’t answer. But it was as if he could 
see her through the darkness, he in his bed, she 
in hers. He reached his hand out from under the 
covers and groped for hers until she gave it to 
him. 

“It’ll be all right, Martha. You’ll be all right.” 
“You sure?” she asked, her voice congested 

and no longer able to hide the fact that she was 
crying. 

“I’m sure.” He started to say something, 
seemed to change his mind, then said it anyway. 
“I’ve added it to the list.”  

And he squeezed her hand, as if she didn’t 
already know from his voice that he was kidding. 

 


