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S U N S T O N E

W HAT I BUY IS THE AMANA SIDE-BY-SIDE WITH
the frost-free freezer. What they deliver is side-by-
side but not frost-free. Coping with my dissatisfac-

tion is evidently not in the job description of the two young
deliverymen, who stand in my kitchen scratching their bristly
heads.

“You might as well put it right back in the truck,” I say, “be-
cause I don’t want it.”

The one wearing the studded dog collar examines the work
order as though it is written in Sanskrit.

“You sure this isn’t the one you ordered?” he says.
“Sure as death and taxes,” I say, one of my husband’s pet ex-

pressions inherited from his dad, the thought of which makes
me feel suddenly old.

Collar boy takes this in with an open-jawed, canine grin, as
if awaiting the punch line. He begins scratching his rib cage
and I wonder if his leg will begin to twitch.

“Um,” he begins, “I think you’re gonna have to call the of-
fice and schedule a pickup. We don’t have enough room for it.”

“There was enough room a minute ago,” I say, “before you
took it out of the truck. Shouldn’t there still be enough room?”

“Well, yeah,” he says, “but we’ve got a truckful of deliveries
to make, and it’ll be in the way.”

I pause and try to see his logic. I fail.
“Correct me if I’m wrong,” I say, “but every time you make a

delivery, there will be more room in the truck, no?”
With a sour expression, he looks up toward my French

Country border along the ceiling, a recent achievement I’m
very proud of. My eyes follow his gaze, the Martha Stewart in
me concerned he has spotted an unsightly imperfection. I
glance around covertly, seeking out potential targets for his
critical eye. In one direction, the kitchen wall sports a framed
cross-stitch of the Salt Lake Temple. In the other direction,
through the doorway to the living room, the facing wall hides

behind a double-wide bookcase jammed with L.D.S. literature.
I’m not sure why I notice these things in particular but I do.

“Look,” he says, “we’re only authorized to deliver, not pick
up.”

So, he’s going bureaucratic on me. I look to his silent com-
panion, the one who seems wholly mesmerized by the maple
sheen of my Pergo flooring (crudely besmirched, I might add,
by their clunky, filth-encrusted workboots).

I am, it would seem, invisible to him. Even without my styl-
ishly contemporary floor to command his attention, it’s un-
likely he would cast his eye my way. I would be invisible to his
partner too, were he not obliged by his position of authority to
reckon with me.

Unlike the “hotties” of their generation, I have nothing
provocative to offer. No bare midriff or exposed cleavage, no
tight jeans riding low on my hips to reveal the tease of an ex-
otic posterior tattoo, but just a just a freeze-dried specimen of
middle age shrouded in marked-down sweats from TJ Maxx,
an amorphous relic whose days of doing the Hustle went out
with the leisure suit. I’d like to think they see me as more than
just an inconvenient speed bump along their delivery route,
but see the truth of the matter reflected in every gleaming stud
on that inflexible collar. Still, I’m not willing to exchange their
inconvenience for my own.

“Couldn’t you call and try to straighten this out now?” I sug-
gest, ingratiatingly.

The conflicted spokesman squares his broad shoulders and,
with an audible sigh of exasperation, draws a cell phone from
his hip holster. I feel as if I should plead for clemency from this
boy, point out that I have redeeming virtues, that I am some-
what more than the drab impediment I might appear in his
eyes.

But all I say is “Thanks,” as he punches the numbers on his
keypad with a bit more force than seems absolutely necessary.

We stand and wait to the ticking of the faux antique
Provincial clock on the wall, an irksome metronomic mo-
notony I’m noticing for the first time. We wait and wait.
Finally, he aborts the call in disgust and rams the phone back
in its holster. 

“They got the machine on,” he says, “Kelly must be out to
lunch.”
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“Or parading around the showroom,” he adds, in a tone
suggesting the disdain in which office workers are often held
by those whose labor involves the use of muscle and sinew. I
remember this dynamic from when I worked in the office of a
trucking company, the last time I worked outside the home. A
debasing and unremunerative job shuffling grimy invoices and
receiving slips in a dismal little office infused with a potpourri
of coffee, cigarettes and crude humor. It’s hard to imagine my-
self in such a place now, but it doesn’t seem all that long ago
that I qualified as an object of desire, fending off advances
from the blue-collar set.

“You sure this isn’t frost-free?”
About as sure as I am that you’ve never had to defrost a

freezer, I think, as he peels a strip of tape off the door, opens it
and peers inside.

“Well, I’m sure it’s not the one I bought. The one in the store
had a black strip running across the middle of the door with
the words Frost-Free Deluxe in gold script.”

“Sometimes the ones we deliver differ slightly from the
models in the showroom,” he says. “You know, some of the
features are just a little different.”

I’m getting ready to stand firm on this particular feature
when his partner begins to hyperventilate. He draws a rapidly
coupled series of snuffling inhalations—”huuh-huuh …
huuh-huuh”—and I’m thinking, Dear God, don’t let this guy
have an asthma attack in my kitchen.

“Are you okay?” I ask.
He waves me off with a trembling hand, but I can see the in-

tensity of his paroxysms increasing. I find myself frozen, not
knowing exactly what to do. But then it dawns on me: he’s
crying.  A moment later, he collapses in a blubbering, uncon-
trolled outburst.

My maternal instincts rise to the occasion, perhaps partly
from seeing the brawny, wooden figure of a moment earlier
transformed into a shattered, gushing well of human frailty,
and partly because I can feel my own tear ducts begin to
quiver.

“Hey, it’s all right,” I say, touching his shoulder.
He’s turned his back to me, cringing in shame for the con-

vulsive sobs that wrack his body. I look to his partner, but he
has turned to stone, a hand still gripping the freezer door. My
own hand slides down the sobbing delivery man’s back, be-

tween his shoulder blades, where it moves in gentle circles. I
coo words of comfort over a shoulder sculpted like the heel of
a fine oak banister.

His chest continues to heave and shudder, but he is
drawing deeper breaths now and the gasping, asthmatic sobs
are beginning to subside. I can see the tears streaming down
his cheeks, mucus creeping from a nostril.

“Hey, come on, Jimmy,” his partner throws in, “it’s okay.” He
even mutters a word of apology my way.

“You okay now?” I ask. “What’s the matter?”
He gets to huffing again, his eyes clenched in a portrait of

misery.
“Mu-mu- “
“All right, slow down.”
“My mom died,” he blurts, the scaffolding he’d erected to

bear these awful words collapsing under their own weight.
“Oh, dear,” I say.
I hold him more snugly now, the two of us huddled to-

gether, riding out the wave of grief that gushes out like blood
from a fresh wound.

“When?” I ask.
“Last week,” he rasps. “May tenth.”
I’m impressed by the specificity, hurled like a curse. I look

to his partner, who shrugs, helplessness pasted on his shell-
shocked face. His dog collar now looks even more buffoonish.

I guide Jimmy into the living room, a distance of about five
steps but feeling like a trek. I ease him down onto the leather-
skinned couch, where he hunches over and paws at his eyes
and cheeks. It’s a handsome face, though red and gnarled as a
crabapple just now. He looks like a California surfer, with a
wide mouth and a small nose dappled with a soupçon of
freckles, topped by a peroxide blond buzz cut. At any other
time, he’d strike you as the prototypical kid next door, with an
easy laugh and not a care in the world. 

“It was a car accident,” he whimpers. “She was only thirty-
nine. Everything happened so fast. I couldn’t cry. All through
the funeral,” he bawls, “I couldn’t cry.”

I sit and hold him as he surrenders again to the burst dam
of his strong young endurance, firm and untried until now,
thinking how his world was going to be a different place from
here on in. I think too of his mother, three years younger than
me, torn abruptly from her loved ones and the daily plans and

I look to his silent 
companion, the one 
who seems wholly 
mesmerized by the 
maple sheen of my 
Pergo flooring.
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routines taken for granted. I think of my son at school and my
husband at work and the happy fiction that we have control
over the time we have left together, an illusion so easy to main-
tain until you meet someone like Jimmy. Then you realize how
suddenly everything you’ve worked so hard to construct, like a
house of cards, can be leveled in one fell gust of an ill wind.
Soon, you’re fixated on heart attack statistics, the random act
of violence, a lump in the breast. But the fixation is quickly re-
placed by the more practical concerns of how to dress, what
meals to prepare, financial planning. And you no longer
trouble yourself with what might happen because, after all,
there’s nothing you can do about it anyway.

Jimmy’s still snuffling and choking back sobs but appears to
be drying up. I sit stiffly erect beside him, at an angle, like a
ventriloquist at a loss for words. In the matching leather chair
facing the couch sits Jimmy’s partner, tense and sober-faced. I
look past the collar at the way his rosy ears lie flat against his
close-cropped skull and at the cat’s-tongue of black fuzz culti-
vated in the hollow of his rounded, boyish chin. A boy with a
mother somewhere, a man-boy breathing his last gasp of
youthful defiance and nose-thumbing self-expression, caught
between the rock of post-adolescent angst and the hard place
of adulthood. “How can somebody just be here,” Jimmy stam-
mers, “and then not?”

I have no plan for how to respond to this. 
“Jimmy,” I say slowly, “I don’t know why things like this

happen. But I know your mom is okay where she is and that
she didn’t just disappear. In my faith, we believe that families
are forever, and that death doesn’t change that, no matter how
much it hurts when someone we love dies. I know you’ll see
your mom again, Jimmy. I know it.”

And there it is. I take a deep breath and await the fallout.
“What religion are you?” he snuffs.
I rarely reveal this side of myself outside of the Sunday

chapel, so wary am I of the popular conception of “my people”
as a fanatical cult of heathen polygamists.

“I’m a Mormon,” I say, and immedi-
ately feel as if the very furniture in the
room looks askance at me.

“Is that Christian?”
“Yes,” I say. “In fact, we- “
“My mom’s a Christian,” he sputters.

“She goes to church every Sunday.”

S U N S T O N E

“Your mom’s a good woman, Jimmy.”
“She’s the best,” he insists, somewhat truculently.
His eyes begin a slow, cautious awakening, rising from the

floor to take in his surroundings: the two hump-backed chairs
facing us, the glass-topped table in between with the imitation
Tuscany lamp, the family portrait dominating the wall in its
burgundy Colonial frame.

“Nice wainscoting,” he says, as his face puckers into a knot.
“I helped my mom do that once.”

“My husband did it,” I say.
He swallows with difficulty, his head and upper body bob-

bing with nervous energy.
“It’s a nice room. You have kids?”
“We have a son, a ten-year-old.”
“Love him while you can,” he says.
My mouth begins forming a smirk but I rein it in.
“I will. I mean, I do.”
The proceedings thin to a palpable lull, and an uneasy

heaviness settles upon the room, investing it with a churchlike
solemnity. Outside, the garbage truck plods from house to
house, piercing our muffled cocoon every few moments with
its squeaky screech, like the sound Godzilla makes. These sig-
nals from the outer world sharpen my sensitivity to the un-
likely scene in which I find myself, here in my living room
with two young male strangers, as though conspiring in some
improper, clandestine act.

“You ready, Jim?” The third party, who has traded Jimmy for
the role of silent partner, rises uncertainly from his chair.

“Yeah,” Jimmy says, shaking off the remnants of his black
malaise and getting to his feet.

I follow them to the kitchen where they wordlessly finesse
the refrigerator from its tight niche between wall and stove.
They work with purpose and efficiency, and in a few minutes
remove the unwieldy item from the house and return it to the
truck. Jimmy disappears behind the far side of the truck and
slips into the cab. I hear the slam of the heavy door while his

partner returns to the house.
“Frost-Free Deluxe,” he says, “right?”
“Yes, sir,” I say.
“Thanks,” he says.
I smile and nod, and then he’s gone and

the truck, groaning and wheezing, backs
slowly out of the drive.
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The morning’s episode
leaves me in a funk for 
the rest of the day
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the morning unfurls, however, my
thoughts turn to Jimmy and the unexam-
ined details of our brief encounter. Their
navy coveralls with Appleton Appliance
stitched over the pocket in lustrous red,
the sharply pointed twin A’s dwarfing the
other letters. The sharp clack of the cell
phone being rammed in its holster. The
knobby ridge of Jimmy’s spine as my hand
traced undulating circles over his sloped
back.

With a spasm of horror, I recall my
smarty-pants crack about death and taxes,
made innocently enough at the time, but
now I’m convinced that that was what had
set him off. While I played the Good
Samaritan, was he aware that I had been
the catalyst for his wretched state? The
more I think about it, the worse I feel. No
wonder he’d disappeared into the truck
without a backward glance or a parting
word. And I’d had the gall to think that I’d
done some good, that my “inspired” at-
tempt to provide solace might have found
its mark and borne the fruit of promise.
Which is just another way of saying that a
broken young man’s vulnerability had
brought out the Mormon in me, that I’d
discounted his earthly flesh-and-blood af-
fairs and gone straight for his soul. I know
you’ll see your mom again, Jimmy. The
sheer audacity! At the end of the day, were
all my social graces merely a façade con-
cealing the heart of a dyed-in-the wool
proselytizer?

I continue to brood under a cloud of re-
gret that follows me through the house, in-
hibiting my actions and coloring the
morning in somber shades of blue. The
kitchen blinds cleave the sunlight into thin
bars of dark and light thrown against me
as I measure the shelves. I peel the shrink-
wrap from a roll of contact paper and toss
it in the trash, but no, it sticks to my hand,
doesn’t want to be let go, angers me with
its stubborn, clingy plasticity until I nearly
go to tears flailing my hand maniacally

over the trash.
Seated at the dining room table, I spread

out the contact paper. I can do this, I tell
myself. I’m a good person, with a good
home and a good family. Good intentions.
Put Norah Jones on the stereo and get to
work.

By noon I’ve covered three shelves. It’s

T HE MORNING’S EPISODE leaves
me in a funk for the rest of the
day. I can’t dredge up the enthu-

siasm to fix lunch, so I nibble crackers
through the afternoon. The rumpled pile
of dirty laundry in a corner of the master
bedroom glowers at me each time I
saunter by, a shadowy reproach lurking in
its peaks and crevices. I scrub my plans to
paper the kitchen shelves to match the
decorative border, and ignore the shrink-
wrapped rolls of contact paper sprawled
on the dining room table. The rooms
exude a mournful quality and my care-
fully chosen furnishings smack of futility.
I slink from room to room, lethargic and
unmotivated, dawdling until my son
bursts in at three o’clock, dumping his
backpack on the bed and manning his
station at the Nintendo. I plop onto the
couch and fondly observe his mechanical
movements, reluctant to disrupt his com-
fortable routine.

Later, I pull together a meal in time for
my husband’s six-thirty arrival. I mention
that they delivered the wrong fridge this
morning. No one says much, and the
evening slips quietly by. In bed, though, I
turn to my husband and spill out an ac-
count of my morning. He lays his book
aside and listens. 

“Really?” he says. “He started crying?”
My husband’s wide-eyed attention al-

lows me to see the experience with new
eyes, and gradually, through the telling, I
come to appreciate the sheer unlikelihood
of what had transpired. After we talk our
way through and around it, exchanging
sympathy for Jimmy’s tragedy, I lie awake
for some time before drowsiness over-
takes me. The last thing on my mind is
Jimmy’s freckled nose and the grief-
ridden words: Love him while you can.

A T NINE THE next morning, a
truck rumbles up the drive. Two
new deliverymen appear at my

door, their earnest faces framed in the
peek-a-boo window. Brisk and busi-
nesslike, they install the Frost Free Deluxe
in a cool twenty minutes, including the
hookup for the water dispenser. I sign
their clipboard, and they’re out the door.

I go about my morning with a lighter
heart, delighted with the new fridge. As

S U N S T O N E

“Thank you for caring.
I hope you like your
new- refrigerator.”
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taken far longer than it should have, and there are many
shelves remaining, but those I’ve done look nice and I’ll simply
pick up the pace after lunch. Resolving to finish the job before
Matty gets home from school, I make a salad and bring in the
mail.

While picking at my salad I sift through the bushel of ads
and assorted junk mail. A glossy brochure from Appleton
Appliance catches my eye and I draw it from the pile. The
brochure thanks me for my recent purchase and invites me to
consider their wide range of modern household appliances.

I’m about to toss the brochure aside when I notice a folded
sheet of paper stapled to the back. Thinking it might be a dis-
count coupon, I tear it off and open it. The handwriting is
small and sloppy and the words fill the entire sheet.

Dear Mrs. Peterson,
Thank you for being so nice to me this morning.

When you held my hand and talked to me so softly I
felt like my Mom was there beside me with all her
goodness and caring coming out through you. I really
think she was there with me and I believe I’ll see her
again some day. Thank you for caring. I hope you like
your new refrigerator and that you will continue to be
a customer of Appleton Appliance.

Sincerely,
James V. Coletti (Jimmy)

The somber shades of blue lighten, blear and run as I hunch
intently over the note, reading Jimmy’s words. My hands are
shaking, so I lay the note down and rub my eyes, blinking the
world back into focus. I run a finger over the formal signature,
the middle initial. Vincent, I’m guessing. I turn over the
brochure and see that there isn’t any postage. He had come
back on his own. Thank you, James, I whisper, thinking how
sometimes all it takes to do good in the world comes down to
an open heart and a willing hand.

I ’M STILL A Mormon and always will be, with all that that
entails, but I decide there are worse things to be. I’m also a
wife and mother approaching middle age, and that’s okay

too. If I were a generation younger, maybe tattoos and tight
jeans and dog collars would hold some appeal. But I seriously
doubt it. My husband looks pretty darn good without a collar,
and I look pretty good beside him. Together, we’re a single
package—he, our son and me—the way we look, the home
we live in, the love we share, and the faith that holds it all to-
gether.

I can sit and ponder my beliefs and motivations, second
guess my every word and deed, grope for airtight justifications
for how I choose to live my life and why I view my own stan-
dards as universally applicable. Saintly or arrogant?
Sympathetic or self-righteous? Humility or vanity?

I can sit and consider these things until the Second
Coming, when in fact they are considered every day, in the
fleeting space of a heartbeat, each time the world beckons me
to dance to its own tune. But I have a tune of my own, one that

is gradually becoming easier for me to sing out loud, one that
others may not find offensive and even dance to themselves. It
would be so easy to surrender to self-doubt and wallow in the
lukewarm waters of equivocation, but instead I simply reach
for my safety scissors because, let’s face it, there’s no escape
hatch or wiggle room in my established faith, my drab and joy-
less shelves await their shiny new makeover, and there’s a lot of
work still to be done.

WE WALK THE STREET
When teamster wagons clogged the downtown streets 
my father the boy hoisted barrels from wagons 
sometimes the bartenders slipped him pennies 
passed him herring slices
horses dropped in the streets their hearts stripped bare 
people died at home bewildered stifled in pain 
under quilts stained with blood and phlegm 
the world played different tunes on varied streets 
I was a boy hauling sugar sacks and chemical barrels 
my heart beating machine gun bursts
face scored by chemical splashes
my father the man polished rings and clips for rich folks 
breathing the fatal dust of dim lofts
weekends we gallivanted on subways
rattling to Coney Island and salt water thrills 
jostling thousands swarming to the gritty surf 
cramming hot dogs and foamy root beers
strivers working up and down the booming street 
worshipping at the temple of the shining future 
cutting a path for newer strivers
forever casting a sharp eye at the curb.

—GERALD ZIPPER

HAIKU

on the back pew
boys measuring their biceps
with a striped tie

—ELIZABETH PETTY BENTLEY
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