
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WHEN THE WORLD STOPPED TURNING 

by Jacob Beaver 

 

The call came Sunday night, from out in the country—some kind of wreck. Two 

volunteer firemen arrived first. They found a man crouched by the road, pointing a 

flashlight. It was cold and windy. In the wavering beam of light, the firemen saw dead 

leaves skimming across the upended trunk of a white Impala. The car was angled into a 

steep ditch, as if it had plunged from the sky. The bumper sticker was old, almost faded 

out. It said GRACE HAPPENS. 

The driver was airlifted to McClasky Hospital, where his skull was X-rayed and 

then his left arm amputated. It went well. In an hour the surgeon was done. He walked 

out whistling. 

Next day the man was still unconscious. A young cop hung around the ICU, 

flirting with the nurses, but he was just killing time. He had the facts. One vehicle, one 

occupant, blood-alcohol of 0.22. Reed, Malachi Jay. Twenty-four. Tennessee license and 
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a clean record. He lived with his parents, Thomas and Emmeline, who sat by his bed and 

prayed to Lord God. 

# 

Susie noticed the young cop in the parking lot. She was a trainee scrub in the OR. Her 

shift had ended early—it was a slow day—and she was walking out to her car. The cop 

stood holding a phone and gazing at her. Or was he? Maybe he was looking at the tree 

behind her, a red maple. The tree was worth looking at. It was the exact color of blood. 

“I’m telling you, buddy, it’s awesome,” the cop said. He didn’t mean the tree. As 

Susie got in her car, she heard him laugh and say, “Oh, bullshit. You ain’t seen the 

graphics on Grand Theft Auto.” 

She started up and the radio came on. Alan Jackson was singing “Where Were 

You When the World Stopped Turning?” The song was about 9/11. That was only two 

months ago. Jackson had debuted the song on TV last week, at an award show for 

country music. The audience stood and clapped, and people all over the South wiped their 

eyes, including Susie. She turned the radio up and drove to the exit. Here she paused. 

Instead of going left and home, she swung right, toward her mother’s. Susie didn’t see 

her mother too often. She put off visiting because she hated it, which made her hate 

herself. But Alan Jackson spoke to her. 

 

Did you feel guilty ’cause you’re a survivor? 

In a crowded room did you feel alone? 

Did you call up your mother and tell her you loved her? 

Did you dust off that bible at home? 
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Frame houses, porches and pumpkins, leaves drifting down. Brightsville looked 

pretty as a movie: small-town America in the fall, twinkling with reds and yellows. Now 

the road went uphill, past bigger houses, swimming pools, a golf course, and then— 

Mountains. 

They were ten miles away, yet they seemed on top of you. Their dark shapes 

filled the sky in a long wavy line that marked the edge of East Tennessee. To Susie, that 

line felt like the boundary of the known world—a great wall where everything ended, and 

sometimes, in her daydreams, where everything began. 

The radio was giving football scores. She switched it off and Alan Jackson went 

on singing in her head, asking his question. Susie thought about it. Where was she when 

the world stopped turning? 

Well, she wasn’t like anybody in the song. She wasn’t “teaching a class full of 

innocent children” or “working on some stage in LA.” She’d never even been to LA. The 

furthest she’d got from Brightsville was a gas station off I-26, outside of Columbia, South 

Carolina, where her car broke down and she had to call her mother, who called Trey, of 

course, who came running to drag her home. Three years ago? It seemed longer. She was 

twenty then, with no real skills and no real destination. She had just wanted out. Away 

from Brightsville. From Trey. He was like nobody in the song either. 

“Were you in the yard with your wife and children?” Jackson asked. 

The answer made her sigh. They had no yard to speak of. After seven years of 

marriage, they were still renting a shoebox next to the projects. And they had no children, 

thank God. 

So, forget about kiddies playing in the yard, and forget about LA. When the world 
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stopped turning, Susie was baking rolls at Food City. It was her last day there. That 

afternoon Trey dropped by. He thought a customer was hitting on her, which he wasn’t, 

but Trey started goddaming and Susie was fired. A friend got her in at McClasky 

Hospital—a lucky break, although it didn’t seem so right then. Nothing that happened in 

Brightsville had seemed important. New York was smoking. It was on TV all day. Even 

the news anchors, the beauty queens of TV, always smiling, even they looked scared. 

She was in the country now. Beneath the mountains, the land was green and 

rolling, a sea of grass with splashes of forest. Without thinking, she slowed down. Here 

was a barn where she used to play, the roof half gone. Here, a creek fed by a big spring, 

good for trout fishing. Over there, some pines that hid a weathered rock, a gravestone 

from way back, when there were still Cherokee in the woods. Susie knew everything. The 

mailboxes, the ruined houses. The ancient pickup rusting away. It was all familiar, and it 

was all beautiful in the fall light, so much softer than summer. 

Her mother’s trailer was a mess. It sat by the road in a pool of leaves. The white 

had flaked in patches, revealing the sandy brown of Susie’s childhood. She was born 

here, in a snowstorm. Her daddy used to the tell the story. “You’re my one and only,” 

he’d say. 

Her daddy died in a logging accident four years ago. Since then, her mother had 

become strange. She suffered mysterious pains, took pills like candy, rarely went out. 

Sometimes she’d call Susie with detailed questions about distant relatives. Her mother 

would speak in this small, hopeful voice, as if she might be calling her own mother, who 

knew the answer to all such questions but was now long gone. 

The curtains were drawn, but her mother’s black Escort was there. Susie waded 
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through dead leaves and opened the screen door. She stood there a moment, just stood 

there breathing. Then she knocked. 

# 

Tuesday was busy in the OR. Susie was shadowing Tanisha, a black girl with green eyes. 

She wore colored contacts, either gray or green. Today was green. Tanisha talked non-

stop, talked and giggled, except during operations. Then she went very quiet. She seemed 

to read the surgeon’s mind, reaching for things before he asked—a retractor, a sponge, 

another kind of clamp. Above the surgical mask, her green eyes were unblinking, catlike. 

Susie stood beside Tanisha and watched. That was her job—Dr Ferguson had said 

so. Ferguson was head of the OR. Near retirement, perhaps beyond it, he was immense 

and booming. At the interview, Susie had wanted to run. But she sat politely, and she told 

him straight up that she only had a high school diploma. He waved a giant hand. 

“I’m not interested in book sense,” he boomed. “Surgery is about common sense. 

Believe me, cutting a person open is not theoretical. Neither is scrubbing in, gloving up, 

and all the rest. You learn by watching. It’s called apprenticeship. A good word. Out of 

fashion now, like another good word—disciple.” 

And he smiled. 

Susie didn’t use either of those words, but she liked his smile. She smiled back, 

and he gave her the job. 

Watching was kind of fun. In a way, it was like starting any job, apart from the 

blood. Years ago she’d helped her grandparents drain a hog, and she’d seen Trey dress 

deer many times, too many, but somehow she had expected human blood to be different. 

It wasn’t. The warmth of it, the stickiness—that played on your mind. The worst thing, 
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though, was medical language. It was damn near a foreign language. Surgical technician 

just meant scrub; aseptic techniques meant what scrubs do; femoral hernioplasty meant 

repairing a type of hernia, which was Susie’s last case today. The patient was a little old 

woman. She had dirty hair and a mean face. When the knife went in, her groin opened 

like a zipper. 

After clocking out, Susie went up to the ICU. It was always hushed here, on the 

top floor. It seemed brighter too. The windows were full of sky. At the nurses’ station, a 

plump girl was staring at a computer. 

“Is Cheyenne around?” Susie asked. 

The girl raised a finger. She thought for a second, then pointed over her left 

shoulder. 

The rooms in the ICU were fronted with glass. Here and there, among the beds 

and machines, sitting or standing, were nurses in pale blue, the blue of the sky behind 

them. Susie walked to the far end, where she saw a blond ponytail swinging in a 

doorway. Susie had always wanted hair like Cheyenne’s, smooth as a waterfall. In grade 

school she had wanted to be Cheyenne. She still did, probably. Cheyenne had everything 

you were supposed to have: a cute baby, a husband she loved, nice house, good job. She 

was an RN. Because of her, Susie got the interview with Dr Ferguson. And Cheyenne had 

other ideas for Susie, none of which Trey knew about, since Trey hated ideas involving 

other men, and nursing school was definitely that. 

Cheyenne turned in the doorway, ponytail flying. “Well, looky here! We have a 

visitor.” 

“We?” 
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“Meet Kai,” she said. “You heard about him, didn’t you? The guy who wrecked? 

Lost an arm? He’s in a coma, and it ain’t good. He has cerebral edema—that’s swelling 

on the brain. They did a CT scan. Now he’s on a ventilator and I’m giving him meds. Dr 

Rankin says that ICP—that’s intracranial pressure—he says it pushes ...” 

Susie wasn’t listening. The man on the bed—she knew him. Even with the tube in 

his mouth, and his head shaved, and that awful bruise above his eyelids, she knew that 

she knew him. How? Had she seen him in Applebee’s? Sooner or later you saw everyone 

in Applebee’s; there was nowhere else to eat. But Susie didn’t think Applebee’s. She 

didn’t know what to think, except that something inside her was fluttering, and she 

moved closer. 

His left arm was gone, the shoulder wrapped in bandage. His right arm was lying 

on the sheet. It was a good arm, muscular and tanned. There was an IV taped to the 

crease of his elbow, and a band on his wrist. The band was pale blue. Susie read it: 

MALAKI REED. She liked that name, Malaki, and she liked his face. He looked gentle 

and far away, like pictures of Jesus. 

“So that’s where we are,” Cheyenne said. “What d’you reckon? Would you like 

my job?” 

“I’d love it,” Susie said. 

# 

That night she fixed soup beans. It was an easy meal, and it spread happy odors through 

the house. The house needed happy odors. Trey had spent the afternoon boiling antlers in 

some chemical. He worked second shift at Mize Plastics and was home by noon. The 

antlers were for knife handles, to sell or trade or whatever. Susie didn’t care. All she 
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knew was that she walked in the door and almost passed out. She had to cover her nose. 

What the hell? She’d told Trey over and over, and in a nice way, please keep your 

hunting shit outside. Please build a shed, buy a gas cooker, buy anything but stay out of 

my kitchen, please. Here he was again. It just flew all over her. She wanted to scream, to 

say something bad, real bad, worse than fuck you, something true as a bullet—rapist!—

and slam the door. 

But then what? Get back in her car? She’d just bought groceries. She was tired. 

So, soup beans. 

Trey was on the couch in his underwear and an old cap. Every so often he’d slope 

into the kitchen and get a beer. His belly jiggled as he walked. She hadn’t noticed that. 

Trey was getting fat. Also, his beard was too long, but Susie said nothing. She wasn’t 

talking to Trey—though now she had to, because the phone rang and her hands were 

slimy with green onion. 

Trey held the phone out and rolled his eyes. She knew what that meant. 

“Hi Momma. What’s happening?” 

“I can’t find Uncle Frank.” 

“What you say? Uncle Frank? Who’s he?” 

“He’s the one from Minnesota, and he’s gone.” 

“He died?” 

“I don’t know about that, but his photo’s gone. It was on the mantelpiece, next to 

your daddy in uniform. The little silver ... Oh, here it is. It fell off, would you believe it? 

Well, well. So how you doin’, sugar?” 

Susie had no news, not since yesterday, so she just made soothing noises and 
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stirred the beans and sank into herself. She pictured her grandmother cooking beans. The 

old wood stove, the pitted aluminum pot. Mamaw made soup beans almost every day. 

And cornbread. And greens. Biscuits and gravy for breakfast. Later, maybe a peach 

cobbler or sweet potato pie. She was always doing something in the kitchen, and she’d 

talk to Susie as she worked, about flowers and wild herbs, phases of the moon, funny 

things Papaw did. They lived way up in the mountains, near the state line. Their farm was 

all hillside. “Pitched steeper than a church roof,” Papaw said. The only flat part was at the 

bottom, where the creek looped around their cabin, so that running water filled Susie’s 

dreams. She spent her young summers here, skipping about in the sunlight, splashing in 

the creek, eating and cooking, cooking and eating. Mamaw prayed before each meal. 

Then Papaw said, “Amen. Now lay your ears back and have at it.” Afterward, before bed, 

Mamaw took out her big scrapbook with the pictures of Jesus, and she explained about 

the good life. It was easy to learn, the good life, but hard to live. You learned it by asking 

a simple question. What would Jesus do? In a tight spot, ask yourself that. Keep asking 

yourself, and don’t shirk the answer. Open your eyes. Look at the world. When you see 

the world, when you really see it, you see yourself. And Mamaw would fix her blue eyes 

on Susie, which was always interesting, because Mamaw’s right eye was glass. She had 

spudded herself, she said—it was something to do with cutting tobacco. The glass eye 

moved slower than the real one, but when Mamaw looked straight at Susie and talked 

about Jesus, Susie couldn’t tell left from right. Both eyes shone with a blue fire. 

Suddenly her mother had to go. Hee Haw was on at seven, she said, and she 

wanted to tape it. Her mother had shelves of old comedy reruns, some even older than 

Hee Haw, like Petticoat Junction, where the picture was black and white—where the 
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world was black and white. Susie served supper in front of the TV, where the world was 

a chaos of color. CNN was showing posters of the missing. It seemed they were 

everywhere in New York. The posters covered light poles, bus stops, entire storefronts. 

All those smiling faces. Like a yearbook, Susie thought, a nightmare yearbook. Now the 

planes crashed into the towers again. She looked out the window. Across the road, in the 

projects, a little black kid was cycling on the grass between the apartment buildings. He 

was too small to reach the seat, but he was going fast, as fast as he could, zigzagging 

away into the twilight. 

Cerebral edema meant swelling on the brain. A kind of bruise, then. A brain 

bruise. Did it have a color? Did it hurt? Did anything hurt in a coma? Or was a coma like 

nothing at all, a huge emptiness, without beginning or end? 

“Goddam it, Susie! I asked you a question.” 

Trey was staring at her. 

She said, “What?” 

“You’re doing it again, ain’t you?” He wagged a finger. “You’re doing the 

dreamy thing. Oh, Susie. Baby. I can’t take that.” 

“That” was Trey’s theory about Susie. He said she went dreamy and then ran 

away. It was true, she had run away, and more than he knew. In their early years she’d 

often sneaked home to Momma—usually just a day or two, till Trey turned up. Then her 

daddy died and everything changed. Susie started hiding clothes in her car, and 

sometimes she got on the interstate, but she’d turn back before the mountains. One day 

she didn’t turn back. It was a lovely clear day. Midsummer. She drove into the 

mountains, over them and beyond, and kept going, all the way to that gas station in South 
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Carolina. Trey was so mad. He left her car at the gas station—sold it to someone for a 

hundred bucks—and on the trip back to Brightsville, every minute of it, she thought for 

sure he was about to pull over and beat her to hell. 

Cheyenne once asked Susie if Trey hit her. Susie said no. She wasn’t lying. Trey 

had dragged her out of Applebee’s one night when she smiled at some guy. He’d made 

scenes in bars and grocery stores, like the stupid thing in Food City. He’d never hit her, 

though. What he’d done was worse. 

He raped her. 

After she married him, Trey raped her again and again, except Susie didn’t know 

it was rape. She was barely sixteen. Trey was her first. And she told no one. 

He was asleep now, head tipped sideways, cap lying between them on the couch. 

She looked at his feet, his hands, his bald spot. It was hard to remember why she married 

him. She wasn’t pregnant. Did she do it just to please Mamaw, so they wouldn’t be living 

in sin? 

It was dark outside. The blue light of TVs flickered in apartment windows. 

Somewhere a dog barked. Then someone yelled. Were they yelling at the dog? Often they 

yelled at each other. They yelled in broad daylight, with kids playing on the grass. Kids. 

This was not a world to bring kids into. You couldn’t argue that, even if you felt a huge 

emptiness inside you, like Malachi in his coma, and even if you asked yourself, and kept 

asking yourself, and didn’t shirk the answer, What would Jesus do? 

Out there in the darkness, the TVs blinked and glowed. Two of them, in top-floor 

apartments, blinked at the same time. Susie stared at them. She stared for so long that 

they stared back. Now they weren’t TVs. They were eyes. They were great big eyes, 
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bright with blue fire, watching her. 

# 

“Is Cheyenne around?” 

The plump girl was at her computer. She looked up and grimaced. The grimace 

became a yawn, a massive yawn. It made her tip back and stretch her fingers, and finally 

it made her smile. 

“Oh, man,” she said. “Cheyenne? Yeah, she’s back there.” 

Susie walked on, into the sunlit hush of the ICU. She found Cheyenne where she 

was yesterday, at the far end, but the room looked different. It was crowded with racks of 

equipment. Thick cables snaked every which way. By the bed, on a row of dark displays, 

colored lights pulsed and squiggled. 

“They had to do a ventric,” Cheyenne explained. “With a hand drill. Right here in 

the room. Look at this.” 

Malachi lay just as before, eyes closed, tube in his mouth. Another tube ran from 

the top of his head to a plastic pouch dangling from a pole. The pouch was full of pink 

liquid. 

“It should be clear,” Cheyenne said. “That’s cerebrospinal fluid. I’m draining it to 

release pressure. See the angle of the drain? It’s marked on the stand. If the angle 

changes, even a little, the ICP goes up or down. It has to stay where it is, exactly. 

Otherwise ... It’s bad.” 

“He could die?” 

“Or get brain damage. There’s a chance of that already. The longer a coma lasts, 

the more you worry. And it can last weeks, months. It can last forever, or till you-know-
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what. They pull the plug.” 

Susie gazed at that face. It gave her the strangest feeling, like she was floating in 

midair. The bruise on his forehead seemed darker. A beard was forming on his chin. He 

looked the same, though—gentle and far away. Where was Malachi? He wasn’t in this 

body, and he wasn’t in these machines. Was he outside himself, somehow beyond, 

everywhere and nowhere, like empty space? 

“Touch him,” Cheyenne said. “Touch his hand. Sometimes he responds. It’s 

called a reflexive movement. They say it don’t mean nothing, but who knows? Go on, 

touch him.” 

Susie reached out, then stopped. “I feel kinda ... I dunno. I think maybe ...” 

“Yeah? What? What do you think?” 

Susie glanced out the window. There wasn’t a cloud. It was all blue, endless blue. 

Space. 

She turned back to Cheyenne. “He’s beautiful. I think he’s beautiful.” 

Cheyenne cocked her head. Susie shrugged. 

Just then, a man walked in. He wore overalls and a red cap that said 

CHEVROLET. Behind him was a large woman in a pink muumuu. 

“Cheyenne, what you say?” the man said. “How’s Kai? He doin’ better?” 

Cheyenne introduced Susie to Malachi’s parents, Tom and Emma. Both shook her 

hand and said “Nice to meet you.” They said it so sweetly, in the way of old country 

people, the kind that Susie remembered from her childhood. A few moments later, when 

she left, they did the whole thing again, just as sweetly. Susie had to keep from crying. 

She walked out fast, beelined it to her car, turned the radio up. 
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# 

Sometime in the night, Trey got horny. Susie woke up and he was on top of her. It was 

the usual thing: creeping hands, then mouth, then the weight of his body. After that, it 

didn’t take long. Susie’s usual thing was to disappear. She would vanish deep inside 

herself, where dreams came from, and let birth control do the rest. But tonight something 

happened. As Trey was pinning Susie to the bed, an idea seemed to write itself across the 

darkened ceiling. 

How would it be if a man had one arm? 

He couldn’t get on top, could he? You’d have to help. You’d have to sit up and 

straddle him. And then she did it. Suddenly she wrestled free, rolled him over and 

straddled him hard, with tight knees, like a horse—and he submitted like a horse. 

Susie eased down. She took his right hand, kissed the palm and cupped it on her 

breast. She pushed further down, then lifted up, and then down again, very slowly. He 

tried to move. He thrashed and bucked and made a weird gurgling sound. But she held 

him to it. She guided him on slowly, slowly, up and down, little by little, all the way back 

to where dreams came from, until they both disappeared. 

# 

The next two days, Thursday and Friday, Susie didn’t go to the ICU. She couldn’t. 

Cheyenne was off till Monday. So she went about her work and then came home and 

cooked supper and watched TV and felt her life slip away. She knew this feeling, and it 

frightened her. Because there was only one cure. As Susie was gowning a surgeon, or 

frying potatoes, she’d see herself speeding down I-26. It’s a lovely clear day. 

Midsummer. The mountains are in front of her, but she doesn’t turn off. She follows the 
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road up into the trees. Up, up, up. Now she can taste the air, and next moment she can 

see. She’s out of the trees, on top of the world. Everything is soft and blue. Mountains 

meet sky in soft blue waves, one after another, rippling away. WELCOME TO NORTH 

CAROLINA. She drives on. She drives and drives, blacktop shimmering ahead. 

Gradually the road levels out. She’s nearing the coast. Maybe she’ll go to Savannah, live 

in a brick house beneath beards of Spanish moss. Or she might go on down to the Florida 

Keys, meet someone and marry under a palm tree. Or Hawaii—why not? An island 

wedding, at sunset. Her fiancé is barefoot. She has flowers around her neck. A breeze 

blows in, lifting her dress, and he gives her one of those quiet smiles, where it’s all in the 

eyes ... 

The phone rang. 

It was late Saturday night. They were both on the couch, Trey asleep. He snored 

gently while the TV whispered sweet nothings—some Hallmark movie about small-town 

heartache. Susie grabbed the phone. She was on call this weekend, for the first time. 

Sure enough, it was the hospital. A meth addict had shot herself. Dr Ferguson was 

going to operate. Be here in twenty. 

The surgery took almost five hours, partly because the patient kept waking up and 

screaming. It was a young woman, though you couldn’t tell. She weighed about eighty 

pounds and had three teeth. Crystal meth had dissolved her mouth, and her mind. She 

thought that evil insects were hatching in her feet and colonizing her legs, so she’d taken 

a .22 and exterminated herself. Ankles, knees, thigh bones, all shattered. She even 

reloaded. As the anesthetist explained, “She’s too freakin’ high. Nothing will stop her. 

These people aren’t human—they’re like androids.” 
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“Ah now, she’s human,” Dr Ferguson said. “Y’all watch the president’s speech?” 

That was the way Ferguson spoke, as if he was doing something very important 

but not very interesting. He talked a lot about Ground Zero. Should they leave it empty, 

out of respect, or put up a new building, the eighth wonder of the world? But how would 

they defend that against kamikazes? At one point, Tanisha had to step out and Ferguson 

told Susie to take over. He said it in the same voice, without looking up, and Susie didn’t 

think twice, but afterward he patted her on the shoulder. 

“Good job, everybody,” he said. “Well, we’ve cleaned up the mess. That’s a start. 

Orthopedics can take over next week. In the meantime, it’s up to him.” 

Susie had her back turned, counting instruments. She said, “Who?” 

Ferguson spread his huge hands, gloved and bloody. “His face did shine as the 

sun, and his raiment was white as the light. Him.” 

And he smiled. 

Susie was exhausted but happy, and wide awake. She didn’t want to go home. 

After clocking out, she stood in the main entrance, holding her car keys. It was still dark. 

Out in the parking lot, headlights appeared, circled, swept away. For an instant she saw 

the red maple. It flashed in the darkness, like a sign. She dropped the keys in her purse, 

then turned and went up to the ICU. 

At the nurses’ station, a woman was telling two others about her hateful ex-

husband, how he treated their daughter so bad, so bad. “She come home just a-squalling,” 

the woman said. “It broke my heart. I tell you, if that sumbitch ...” 

Susie went past them. She walked quickly and quietly. The far end of the ICU 

was silent. She couldn’t see any nurses, and here was the room. 
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She darted in, held her breath. The woman’s voice echoed faintly, something 

about that sumbitch. 

She breathed out. 

There he was, on the bed. That face. Susie felt herself rise into the air. She floated 

across the room and hovered over him. Oh, that face. 

But something was wrong. His head was off to one side, pulling on the tube 

connected to the plastic pouch. Cerebrospinal fluid. It looked clear, which was good. The 

drain wasn’t good, though. 

It has to stay where it is, exactly. 

Susie took his head in both hands, as gently as she could, and straightened it on 

the pillow. Then she sat next to the bed. She placed her hand on his, palm to palm. His 

fingers twitched. 

It’s called a reflexive movement. It don’t mean nothing. 

She held his hand. That was all she did—sit and hold his hand. Maybe she drifted 

off. There seemed to be running water and bright sunlight, a glint of blue fire ... 

His hand gripped hers. 

She sat up, looked at him. He was looking back at her. His eyes were brown, 

bloodshot, terrified. 

All at once, Susie knew him. He worked at Walmart. He wore the blue Walmart 

vest and stacked shelves. A year ago she’d asked him where the candles were, and he sent 

her in the wrong direction. That was why she remembered him. He shrugged his 

shoulders like he didn’t care, and he didn’t. 

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “You’re in the hospital. You’re alive. Don’t move—
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I’ll go get a nurse.” 

# 

Susie went straight home and packed her suitcase. She’d bought the suitcase at a yard 

sale, for a dollar, and hidden it at the back of her closet. She hadn’t seen it for months, 

hadn’t even thought about it. But its time had come. Today was the day. It was perfect: 

Trey had gone hunting. Even so, she moved fast. In thirty minutes she was closing the 

suitcase. Then she switched off the lights, shut the door and thought, Now what? 

The sun was just coming up. Behind the projects, off in the distance, the big signs 

on the highway showed black against a swirl of pink. Susie could see the M of 

McDonald’s, the Arby’s hat, the Pal’s starburst. 

Leave Brightsville? Hit the interstate? 

But she liked working at the hospital. She liked it more and more. 

Go to Cheyenne’s? 

She could sleep on the couch, offer to babysit—and then Trey would turn up, 

make a scene, embarrass everyone ... Where else? Where could she go? 

Susie knew the answer, of course. The real question was, would she drive to her 

mother’s or would she just drive, and keep driving, over the hills and far away? 

Birds were singing. There was some blue in the sky. A few leaves floated down 

from the sycamore behind the house. Susie looked at her suitcase. She looked at her old 

car. She looked at her nails. 

What would Jesus do? 

A truck came up the road—Trey’s black Dodge. He pulled into the driveway and 

jumped out. Then he saw her. His mouth was moving but she didn’t seem to hear him. He 
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was like someone on TV when the sound is low. If it was a Hallmark movie, he’d be the 

rugged but lovable husband, a rough diamond who wears a camo jacket and goes hunting. 

Probably he’d hunt with his grandad. This person would be a wise old bird who’s seen 

the world and returned with lots of funny stories, the point of them being that small towns 

like Brightsville are the true soul of America. 

As the leaves fell around them, orange and yellow, catching the sun, Brightsville 

did look like something on Hallmark. But it wasn’t, not even close. There were no meth 

addicts on Hallmark, no projects, no boring people living out boring lives. 

Trey was staring at the suitcase. Now he stared at her. His mouth hung open. 

On the other hand, strange and beautiful things happened in Brightsville. People 

disappeared into comas, left their bodies and vanished in thin air, and then one day they 

were back. Right this moment, Malachi’s parents were at the hospital. They were sitting 

by his bed, grinning and shaking their heads, murmuring sweetly. 

So you couldn’t say that Brightsville was one thing or another. It was many 

things, like everywhere else. It all depended on you, who you were, what you saw. 

Now Trey was on his knees, looking up at her. His hands were pressed to his 

heart. It reminded Susie of a spring day seven years ago. Trey borrowed a friend’s four-

wheeler and they drove up into the National Forest. He stopped by a waterfall, so she 

could take pictures with her new camera. Her daddy had given her the camera for her 

birthday, and she knew he’d like seeing the waterfall. When she turned around, Trey was 

on both knees in the dirt, hands pressed to his heart. How handsome he was, and how 

funny. The way he laughed at himself, it made her laugh too, and she took his picture and 

said “Yes.” 
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# 

Over the next ten years or so, she sees Trey now and then. She’ll be shopping in the mall 

or eating a hamburger, and he’ll walk by, usually alone. He never says hello. Once she 

spots him at the Brightsville Fair, arm in arm with Janine Dixon, who played basketball 

against Susie in the eighth grade. Later she hears they married. Susie is married too, and 

has twin boys. Her husband, Tater, is a building contractor. He built their house himself, 

on a green hill beneath the mountains. They managed it by selling their first house and 

staying with Susie’s mother, who kept the babies while Susie was at work. Her mother’s 

pains have gone, gone as mysteriously as they began. She loves the twins. She calls them 

the Tater Tots. 

One time Trey does say hello—or he almost does. In Applebee’s, of all places. A 

January night, with rain hitting the windows. Susie and Tater are in a booth, sharing 

coconut shrimp, and she notices Trey at the bar. He’s laughing with another guy, playing 

on his phone, being a cut-up. Trey always did show off, but Susie doesn’t recognize this 

man. Somehow she can’t connect him with the man she knew. He looks much like him—

beard, dirty cap—but it isn’t Trey. It’s just someone at the bar in Applebee’s. 

Tater is discussing heat pumps. He’s telling Susie, for the hundredth time, how 

heat pumps work. It’s a false economy to turn them up and down, he says. You should 

find a good temperature and leave it be, just let it alone. 

Trey puts on his jacket. He slaps the other guy on the back and walks off. As he 

reaches the door, he looks across at Susie and touches his cap. That’s all, that little old-

fashioned gesture, but it throws Susie into the past. Suddenly she remembers Trey, her 

and Trey. She remembers his smell, and the sound of his voice, and their bedroom. Most 
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of all she remembers the last time they made love, before she left him, and for the briefest 

moment, as the door closes behind Trey, Susie feels a rush of affection for her ex-

husband, even a kind of gratitude, which she couldn’t begin to explain. 

Tater is still talking heat pumps. 

Susie leans forward. “I don’t get it,” she says. “Honey, if I’m hot, why not turn it 

down?” 

He tells her why not, again. Then she pays the bill while he fetches the truck. It’s 

raining hard. Susie hurries into the truck and they head out of Brightsville, both quiet 

now, watching the road, the rain, the last lights of town. 


