Don’t You Come Back
Laurel Leigh
—CUE ACTION

H

e and she press against either side of the
French doors at the front of this old house.
From the outside, he pushes on one glasspaneled door, and from the inside, she pushes back. The left
door is held in place by sliding pins at its head and base.
The right door, the one she means to shut, opens inward.
Wedging one narrow Wedging one shapely hip against the
frame, she leans into the flimsy glass panel to keep him
from opening the door further than a few inches. They’re
standing so close in the partial opening that if she reaches
out, she could yank the buttons off his shirt.
—CUE DIALOGUE
“I locked Buddy out of the house once,” comes her mother’s
voice, as if her mother is hovering inches from her right ear.
“Shut up,” Jackie says, hearing how shrill her own voice
sounds.
Jack thinks she is talking to him.
“Open the door,” he says.
His words come at her through the space in the door,
and the night comes in with them. It’s midsummer, cool
and breezy, in Syracuse in Whatcom County, Washington,
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and he has delivered her cue, but she doesn’t know her
next lines. What else does one say to one’s spouse during a
doorway standoff ?
They have a dog that they got together two years ago. It
is most likely asleep on the back porch.
Jack says, “Jackie”—not honey, babe, sweetie, or Jack,
which is what he has always called her, and she calls him
Jackie—“let me in.”
His matter-of-fact tone suggests that his entrance is
inevitable, like he’s merely waiting for her to work the key
in a sticky lock.
The porch light is burned out, the bulb left unchanged
by the previous owners; Jackie keeps forgetting to buy a
new one in town. She’s unused to the lack of street lamps
in this old neighborhood that is new to her. In the inky
blackness outlining Jack’s form, she can just make out the
shapes of the huge cedar trees in the front yard. She braces
herself and shoves against the door; keeping her balance
takes most of her strength. Jack isn’t a particularly fit man,
but he has six inches on her and is stronger by default.
“Let me explain,” he says.
Jackie thinks that she wants and doesn’t want to hear
what he might say. Her stance is awkward on the worn
parquet floor, the muscles in her shins feel tight. Shifting
one bare foot at a time on the slippery wood, she angles
herself closer to the door while making sure to keep air
between the two of them. She doesn’t want to touch him or
for him to touch her.
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“He said, ‘honey, let me in,’ and I said, ‘honey, go to hell.’”
—IS THE MOTHER A FIGMENT OF HER
IMAGINATION OR AN ACTUAL GHOST?
—THERE COULD BE A SHADOW OR A
SOUND LIKE WIND BLOWING.
“Go away,” Jackie says.
“I won’t.”
“You will.”
As a child, she played a game with friends where they
ran around pointing sticks at each other, yelling “freeze!”
Silly, of course, but now she and Jack are frozen between
this door, between this end of something and beginning
of something else. He still has on his casino work shirt,
a maroon button-down with black piping on the sleeves.
She had supported his midlife desire to reinvent, but the
wash-and-wear shirt with a cheery pin—‘Hello, my name
is Jack’ —is hard to reconcile with the double-breasted suits
he used to wear.
In the pocket of the ugly shirt—that’s where it had
been, a single sheet of paper, printed from his e-mail and
folded neatly. Every week she does his laundry, searches
the pockets, lays aside gas receipts, golf tees, loose change,
a pumpkin seed. It’s a joke between them what she finds in
his pockets and each time she reminds him to empty them
before tossing clothes in hamper, knowing he will forget.
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She wouldn’t have bothered to unfold the slip of paper
and read it if it hadn’t been for an unexpected rush of stale
cologne on the shirt.
Now he nudges the door open another bit as if to
remind her what they’re doing. She is all at once afraid of
him. Last night they ate spaghetti, Jack’s turn to cook, the
dog licked the pan. She does not want her last dinner to
be spaghetti. In this scenario, is it wise or foolish to be or
not to be scared? How long have they stood here in the
doorway like store mannequins someone forgot to put
away?
—CUE SOUND OF WIND
“Buddy and that friend of his went over to Becker County
all the time”—“I only want to talk,” Jack says—“Everyone
called him Tiny, but of course that wasn’t his real name.”
Jackie tries to ignore her mother’s voice, tries to ignore
how nervous she is and focus instead on how ridiculous
Jack looks in a shirt meant for lanky twenty-year-olds
working summers between college. Every word he’s spoken
while the two of them have been stuck between the door
has contained two syllables or less. Note to self: If still
alive after tonight, find a guy who can argue in iambic
pentameter.
—THAT LAST BIT IS PRETENTIOUS.
—SO WHAT? I LIKE IT.
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“I know all about it,” she says, thinking that maybe
she’s not giving him enough credit—mainly single syllables
from her, too.
“Oh, pumpkin, you weren’t even born yet.”
—IS THERE WIND THROUGH THIS WHOLE
SECTION OR JUST WHEN THE MOTHER TALKS?
—IT CAN FADE IN AND OUT.
“What do you know?” Jack wants to know.
What does she know?
She knows the lives of Jane Austen’s heroines. She
knows that one long Oompa-Loompa song from the old
kid’s book Charlie and the Great Glass Elevator. She can
imitate Nadia Comaneci’s floor choreography from the
1976
—CAN WE LOSE THE YEAR?
from the historic Montreal Olympics, and other engaging
factoids. What she doesn’t know is what her husband is
thinking: Give her a whack, then hit the road, Jack?
“I know—what’s been going on,” she says.
“Buddy kicked the front door in at the Tenth Street house.
Broke the lock right off, then stood there grinning at me like he’d
done something smart.”

13

The full text of this story is available in the print version of Clover, A Literary
Rag, published by the Independent Writers' Studio, Bellingham WA.
IndependentWritersStudio.com
via PayPal: http://independentwritersstudio.com/site/?page_id=1597

