Chapter Three: What She Knew

Beth's room was the kind of room that accumulated rather than decorated.
Things had arrived over time and stayed because they belonged to her and she belonged to them: the ribbon from the county fair pinned above the mirror, the small ceramic horse her grandmother had sent from Phoenix, the paperback novels stacked on the nightstand with their spines bent back the way her mother said you shouldn't bend them but Beth always did — because a book you had read all the way through deserved to show it.
The window faced west. In the evenings the light came in at an angle that turned everything amber and slow, and this was Beth's favorite time in the room, when the day was finished and the night had not yet started and there was a pause in which nothing was required of her.
She lay on her bed with her shoes still on, which she was also not supposed to do, and looked at the ceiling.
Outside she could hear her mother in the kitchen — the particular sound of the cabinet that stuck, the low thread of the radio. Her sister Diane was on the phone in the hallway, her voice dropping to a murmur whenever she said anything important, which meant she was talking about Paul again.
Beth was aware of all of this the way you were aware of weather. It was simply the condition of the house, the specific sound of her life going on around her.
She was not unhappy. She was thinking.

What she thought about, when she let herself, was the future.
Not in the way adults talked about it, with the specific serious vocabulary of plans and decisions. Beth's future was not a plan. It was an image — or a series of images, the way a dream had images: not quite sequential, not quite logical, but internally consistent in a way that felt true.
A kitchen. That was always the first thing. A kitchen with light coming through the window above the sink — morning light, the particular quality of it that meant the day was new and unhurried. A table with chairs pulled out at angles the way chairs looked when people had just risen from them. The sound of someone moving in the next room.
Children. She could not see their faces. That was not the point. The point was the fact of them — the specific weight of small people in a house, the way they would change the quality of every room they were in.
A life that was hers and also shared. That was the closest she could come to naming it. Not hers alone, which felt too quiet. Not lost in someone else's, which felt like disappearing. Something in between — the way two rivers joined and became one thing without either of them ceasing to exist.
She did not know the word for this yet.
She did not need it.

The storage room was cooler than the house in the evenings.
Beth went there sometimes alone, which Grant did not know — or if he knew, he had never said so, which was the same as not knowing in the way that mattered. She did not go to do anything specific. She went because it was hers in a way that was different from her bedroom, which was hers by assignment. The storage room was hers by choice, which was a different and more serious kind of ownership.
She moved through it the way you moved through a place you had decided belonged to you. Straightened the blanket on the bottom shelf. Moved the coffee can two inches to the left for no reason and then moved it back. Sat on the edge of the fold-away bed and let the room be quiet around her.
In here the future image sharpened slightly.
The kitchen she could picture was not so different from this room in some essential way she could not have explained. The same quality of enclosure. The same sense of a world made small and sufficient. The same understanding that the right person in the space made it completely different from the wrong person, or no person, in the same space.
She did not examine who the right person was.
She did not need to examine it.

Grant appeared in the doorway the way he always did — without announcement, filling the frame in the particular way he had that he seemed entirely unaware of.
He was taller than everyone in their class now. He moved carefully, the way tall people moved when they had not yet made peace with their height, as though apologizing in advance for the space he required. Beth had noticed this the same way she noticed the weather — as simply the condition of things.
She had known Grant her entire life.
This was not a thought she had often because it was not the kind of thing that required thinking. It was simply true, the way the lemon tree was true, the way the broken slat in the fence was true. He had always been there, and she had always known what he was thinking, and these two facts were so thoroughly woven into the fabric of her daily life that removing either of them was not something her imagination could do cleanly.
She had tried once, idly, the way you tested a loose tooth with your tongue. The image would not form. There was simply a gap where he should have been — shapeless and wrong — and she had stopped trying.
He sat down on the other end of the bed without asking, which he never needed to ask.
"What are you doing?" he said.
"Nothing," she said. "Thinking."
He accepted this without further inquiry, which was one of the things about him she valued without having named it. He did not require her to explain herself. He simply arrived and stayed, and the room rearranged itself around both of them, and that was sufficient.

They sat in the particular silence that was not empty because they were in it together.
Beth looked at him in the amber light from the high small window.
He was looking at the water stain on the ceiling — the one shaped like a state neither of them could identify. His profile was familiar to her in the way her own hands were familiar: not beautiful or ugly, simply known, simply the specific and irreplaceable fact of him.
She thought: he doesn't know what he looks like.
She thought: he thinks there is something wrong with him.
She could not locate the wrongness he seemed to believe in. She had looked for it — not deliberately, but in the way you looked for something someone kept referencing that you could not find. It was not there. What was there was Grant, simply Grant, which had always seemed to her entirely sufficient. She did not understand why he could not see it.
She did not say any of this.
Some things were not for saying. They were for knowing, and she knew it, and that was enough.

After he left she sat for a while longer in the cooling room.
The future image came back — the kitchen, the light, the sound of someone in the next room. She let it settle around her the way the room settled, quietly and without demand.
When she tried to see too far ahead, past the images she knew, the picture softened at the edges and became unclear. This did not frighten her. She was twelve. The edges of the future were supposed to be unclear. That was simply what the future was: the part you could not see yet, waiting to become the part you could.
She let it go.
Outside, the evening was doing what evenings did — moving slowly toward dark, unhurried, the way time moved when you were not yet old enough to be afraid of it.
Beth sat in the room that was hers by choice, in the life that was hers by fact, and felt the particular quiet satisfaction of someone who does not yet know what she has.
She did not know.
She would not know until it was gone.
But that was later.
For now the room held her, and the future waited at its soft uncertain edges, and everything was still in its right place.
