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∞ In the Kitchen: Happiness ∞ 
 

 

“You have to listen to me now, Ma.”  

Her son’s voice seems to come from a great distance 

although he stands just feet away. Across the kitchen, the 

faucet releases a single, soundless drip. Ginny licks her lips 

and makes an effort to slow her breathing. She feels certain 

she could not move, even if she were not restrained in the 

chair. 

“Oh—the gun,” Sean says. “The gun is disturbing, I 

admit. But don’t pay too much attention to it. It’s my 

insurance policy. I don’t want to hurt you.”  

He doesn’t say aloud: Because there comes a point in a 

man’s life when he has to say “no more.” A point of 

reckoning, a point of action. A day, an hour, a minute. 

Ginny manages to whisper a single word. “Why?” 

“Why? Or why now? Do you even know what day it is?” 

The question accuses Ginny of something, but what? Sean 

answers himself before she can respond. “Valentine’s Day. 

Do you remember where I was seven years ago? Where we 

all were?” The pitch of his voice rises the way Ginny 

remembers it rising when he was a child thirty years 

earlier. “Till death do us part and now that’s gone to shit 

like everything else.”  
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He adds, superfluously since Ginny has not uttered a 

word since the single whispered why, “Shhhh. I want you 

to listen for once.” 

 

 

He wants her to listen, but he doesn’t say: All you 

wanted was for me to shut up for those years when I was 

such a difficult child making life hell for my poor single 

mom.  

“You called yourself my mother.” Sean stands before 

Ginny in a posture that seems borrowed from a TV cop 

show. “I tried to believe it. But when I felt knives in my gut 

instead of intestines and my heart ate itself up, what did 

you do?”  

Cried your croc tears and put your arm around me 

and said I love you no matter what, honey. What fucking 

good did that do?  

On the counter Ginny sees the bowl of tuna salad left 

from the lunch she ate alone just before Sean arrived. She 

didn’t put it away and now it will spoil. She thinks: What 

have I done?  

“You brought me to those counselors. Ladies just like 

you with earnest faces and wrinkles starting around the 

corners of their eyes telling me, It’s okay, you don’t have to 

worry about disappointing me. I’m not your mother.”  

But they were just like you and they never listened 

either. As soon as I opened my mouth I could see their 

eyes cross and their maternal brains swirling away like 

the insides of a washing machine. They took in one word—
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“tired”—maybe two—“nothing fun”—and bingo!—they had 

their diagnosis.  

“Then they were off trying to fit me into their little 

boxes just like you did: son, genius, troubled child. 

Meanwhile missing the biggest diagnosis of all.” 

Ginny feels patches of sweat cooling in her armpits. She 

watches the faucet, wishing for a drip to moisten her lips. 

Her chest hurts. Could she be having a heart attack? Would 

Sean notice, or would he go on talking in this peculiar, 

truncated rhythm?  

“Now you will listen. I’m sorry about the rope but I 

want you to stay put. How else can I be sure you won’t 

wander away? Mothers worry about their toddlers 

wandering but you were always the one who wandered 

away. I’d try talking about something important and right 

in the middle—oh! I left something on the stove! be right 

back! or I’d love to listen to the rest of your story but I have 

to check the answering machine. How do you think that 

made me feel?” 

If he expects an answer, he doesn’t leave room for it.  

 

 

“So here we are, Ma. Just you and me. Just the two of 

us.” Sean sings the last sentence in the sweet falsetto she 

remembers from his teenage years. 

Ginny wants to cry. The ability to cry has come to her 

only recently. For so many years she held her stoicism as a 

badge of honor and strength. Except now, with her son 

training a gun on her, seems like not the time to exercise 
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her newfound capacity for emotion. Instead, she takes a 

deep breath.  

“Tell me more,” she says. “About when you were a kid.” 

She pauses, then prompts him. “Were you ever happy?” 

“Happiness?” Sean spits the word out like a curse. 

“There was one time,” he says more softly. “With Dad. I 

think I might have been happy for a minute.” 

I was four. He came into my room. Weird, because he 

never did that. He had this look on his face like he was 

going to yell. Or cry. So, really quick, to prevent that from 

happening, I jumped up on my bed and lay down and 

tossed my legs up the wall. “Look Daddy! I’m standing on 

my head!” Even though I wasn’t really. It could’ve 

backfired right there. He wasn’t an upside-down type of 

guy. He liked everything neat and straight and he never 

had a problem putting me in my place. “Come on, Daddy, 

you do it too!” Stars started whizzing around behind my 

eyes from all the blood gushing into my head. He sat on 

the edge of the bed and I was sure he’d whack my bottom. 

I could see his belt buckle digging into his belly just about 

at eye level to me. But then he bent over and in a few 

seconds I heard a thud and another thud as he took off his 

shoes. The bed started to wiggle and shake and he was up 

on his knees next to me and his weight made a valley so I 

practically fell over to one side. One more big shake and a 

whomp as his feet hit the wall next to me and suddenly we 

were both standing on our heads. Then he started 

laughing. So I started laughing. Pretty soon we were 

laughing so hard we couldn’t stay upside down. We 
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crumpled onto the bed and kept laughing and laughing 

some more until I thought I was gonna pee my pants. 

“Let’s never forget this,” he said. “Let’s always remember 

the time you were four and we stood on our heads on your 

bed.”  

Sean has been silent for several minutes. His body 

seems almost to vibrate, although he doesn’t move, in 

contrast to the violent spasm that put her in this chair so 

soon after he arrived. He surprised her by being early—that 

was why she failed to put away the lunch things, she hadn’t 

expected him quite yet—and stood stiffly for her hug. She 

stepped back and asked, what’s wrong? And then: his 

seething breath, the gun slipped from his waistband, her 

gawking incomprehension, the hard blankness in his eyes 

as he motioned her into the chair. 

Ginny is just about speak when he says, “That time Dad 

came in my room and we stood on our heads on my bed. I 

was happy then. I never would’ve remembered except he 

repeated it to me over and over, from then until he died. 

Every few months he’d say, ‘Remember when you were 

four and we stood on our heads on your bed?’ And I would 

remember and re-remember. So now I remember.” 

The picture of Howard standing on his head is so 

incongruous Ginny has a hard time imagining it. Is that 

what Sean wants from her? Silliness? 

“I was doing the best I could,” she says. The words 

sound pitiful. 

Sean fumbles in his pocket with his free hand. Out 

comes a pack of cigarettes. He taps one out and reaches 
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back into his pocket for a lighter. He lights the cigarette 

one-handed, keeping the gun on her. 

“I’m not saying you didn’t do your best, Ma. Just saying 

it wasn’t good enough.” He exhales a stream of smoke. “Oh 

yeah—blow it away. You don’t like it in your face? Well, 

you’ll have to deal with it.”  

You think I don’t remember how much you smoked 

when I was little? You said: If I ever catch you smoking—

what? You never said. I was maybe ten or eleven. What 

did you think I’d do? So trusting, leaving your purse lying 

around any old where with those Marlboro Lights just 

begging. I never took more than one at a time on the 

theory you wouldn’t notice given how much you smoked 

every day. And you never seemed to. Never seemed to 

notice the smell in my room or wonder why the window 

was open in the dead of winter. So you could say you’re 

responsible for this filthy habit I’m hooked on. Even if one 

day out of the blue you quit and suddenly became Ms. 

Holier-than-Thou about cigarettes. 

“Just be fucking glad I never got into the hard stuff. A 

little pot now and then, some booze, but here’s a triumph 

for you: no hard drugs. You’d think maybe I’d’ve gone 

there on account of what the counselors and later the 

psychotherapists called the pain. On the other hand, 

maybe part of me wants to feel the pain. Like those crazies 

who slice up their arms until the blood drips onto the floor 

because it’s goddamn real.” 

Sean tosses the cigarette into the sink where it dies 

with a hiss. 
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∞ 
 

He gestures at Ginny with the gun. 

“The gun definitely makes you pay attention. I see you 

calculating like you always do. Wondering ‘what’s his next 

move?’”Regretting how you let me have that BB gun when 

I was twelve to take out in the back yard for target 

practice because maybe that’s what set me up for this. 

Maybe that’s what got us here. “You tried to steer me clear 

of all that. Like any good suburban mother.” 

Clear of all what? Ginny wonders. “But that’s what I 

was,” she says. “I was a suburban mother.” 

“Well the BB gun had nothing to do with it. Oh, I see. 

Now you’re thinking maybe it was all those video games 

you let me play. I will tell you again, it had nothing to do 

with you!” It’s not all about you in your perfectly 

constructed world where if only you do or say or think or 

be the right thing it’ll all turn out okay. You think I didn’t 

notice those stupid books—The Spirited Child and How to 

Raise an Emotionally Intelligent Boy? 

As if words could cure me. 

The morning clouds have just begun to tear apart. 

Steely midday light pours into the room. Ginny looks up at 

Sean. He is sweating, like she is; she can see moisture slick 

on his forehead. Then she looks away, to the bowl of tuna 

salad, the faucet, the stretch of counter with the stack of 

unsorted mail. She can’t look at her son for more than a 

moment because the looking, the seeing, will make it real.  
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“I like the way you’re paying attention,” he says, almost 

whispering. “No books. No therapists to the rescue. We 

have plenty of time to talk now. Muck around in the past 

for some clues. Your past. My past. Eve’s and anyone else’s 

that might matter.”  

Though what’s the upside?  

“I mean, what could we possibly say now that would 

make any difference at all?” 
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Stay tuned for the book! 

 

 
…coming in 2016 from Sand Hill Review Press. 
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