THE WATER BENEATH
By Paul Kessler


Their voices swell in the cab. The rain drones against the metal truck frame; it’s almost deafening but has been so constant that you forget the sound is even there.  You sit, restricted in the back, sliding your hand over the belt that lies loose across your lap. It’s as tight as it can be pulled; you look up and see their belts stretched tight across their chests over their shoulders. You press your head against the window, it’s cold on your skin, you watch the world pass by, blurred from the rain. Your eyes climb the mountains with the laurel and rest in the valleys amidst patches of ramps.  


You don’t remember why they’re yelling; you wonder if they still do. The overcast, grey light fills the truck, lining their angry bodies. You see silhouettes of straining necks, veins filled and contracting with blood and dispute that rupture into sound. It isn’t uncommon and you wonder if the same dispute is in your blood. It is. It has been this way from the beginning, since you can remember. The rings are not on their fingers, but the pale stain of new skin circles where they used to be; the pale color that skin has before it is subject to sunlight. Sunlight bleaches everything out except for skin. 


The rain continues against the truck, pooling in the bed, leaking back out onto the blacktop. Water is among the hardest things to contain. Their hands grip the steering wheel, beat the dash. You are seven years old and your heart is heavier than you can bear. You are afraid to breathe because your breath will be staggered, and you don’t want them to know you are crying. She will cry if you do; he will be mad at you both. But suddenly, all at once, the truck passes under a bridge. 


The rain stops. 


The cab is enveloped in a momentary vacuum of silence.


All at once, the rain begins again.

* * *

“I’m out the door.”

I call to Charlene down the narrow hall of our duplex from the door frame. The place is worn in, not necessarily a bad thing, but it’s small and needs work the landlord keeps putting off. Stains on the floors, holes in the walls. It’s morning and the sun hasn’t yet reached our segment of grass to burn the dew off. It glistens in the dull light. 


“Wait.”


Her soft voice responds up the hall before her body appears. She is wearing old blue jean overalls that are already covered in paint. Yellow paint. Yellow is neutral; I know because she told me. She is careful that her hands don’t touch the walls as she walks towards me and she leans in to kiss me to avoid getting paint on my cloths. It’s sweet but pointless; I’ll be covered in concrete in thirty minutes. I put my hand on her stomach, still flat.


“Don’t over do it,” I say and gently pat her stomach. She smiles at me, her eyes as dark as her hair, her skin olive with a touch of yellow. 


“Wouldn’t dream of it.”


She crinkles her nose up; I know she’s lying, she’ll do as much as she can before she’s too far along. I smile and kiss her again. She smells like morning. 

* * *


I shut off the radio in the truck. The truck feels like it’s going to stall out; if it idles too long it dies. I can’t give her a nice house; we might even lose the apartment after she has to leave her job, lose the yellow room before it’s ever used. Maybe I care more about where we live than she does. She would just as easily kiss me and paint another room yellow, a smaller room. But I’ve lived off of promises made in my youth, to myself and my family that I, so far, haven’t been able to keep. I sit through three lights, revving my engine on the way to work.


When I get to the site a concrete mass looms before me, a giant arch that leads to nowhere, an unfinished bridge. Today we start on the other side of the bridge, the middle comes last. My co-workers arrive; some carry bagged lunches, some look content, some look hung-over. But they all look grateful for the job, as I am. Work has been sporadic the past couple months. This bridge means survival, and it pays more than building or road work; the bridge pay is good because not every man knows how to build one.


What most people don’t realize about bridges is that they are similar to people. They have bones. They are raised by people and reflect their environment. They have names. Named after their fathers. After their mothers. They carry burdens and are subject to time. They are repaired when they falter; they are replaced when they can no longer be repaired. They span distance and let people come in and go out. They are born with bones, metal bones that their concrete body shapes itself around. 


“We’re gonna hold off on the superstructure for now and work on the other side’s sub. Sound good?”


The sun is fully out, and I’m sweating already. Glen stands in front of me squinting and shading his eyes with his hand, waiting for my answer.


“Sounds good.”


I look across the highway. My answer does not matter. He’s the boss. The rest of the men have already gathered on the other side in the Tidewater Restaurant parking lot where all the business men normally have lunch. We patiently wait for a break in traffic before we dart to the median and stand, waiting for another break in an ocean of cars.


I pull my gloves over my hands; they are heavy and hot. I begin mixing cement. I think of Charlene rolling the neutral yellow paint across the nicotine stained walls, replacing the old yellow for a new, brighter shade. I scrape cement between slabs of concrete to hold them together. I think of our child and holding things together and hope that it is as easy as this. My hands are covered in cement; I rub my ring finger with my right hand, the grit of the cement burns under the friction. I want to ask her to marry me, but I don’t want to do it without a ring and I can’t afford one. I know she is waiting for the question. I know she has pressure from her family.


A voice calls my name. I’ve been working in silence for several hours. I recognize the voice.


“I’ll be damned. What are you doing here?”


I grit my teeth before even turning around to see Blake Rumes standing in a business suit, watching the dried cement dust drift around him in disgust.


“I’m building a bridge.”


I offer him brief eye contact before turning back to my work. I begin scraping off the excess from the concrete slabs. I think about Blake and Charlene, I even wonder if she wouldn’t be better off with him and his money. Big yellow room. The luxury of being neutral. 


“Is that any way to treat an old friend?” 


 I scrape harder, my jaw clenched. I don’t respond.


“Well it’s good to see you’re doing so well for yourself . . . and Charlene.”


I turn around. Dispute in my blood . . . 

We crash into the foundation, into the slabs; my arm is wrapped around his neck, the back of his head against my chest. He is pushing with all his weight. Our breath is out of sync and heavy. I hear my co-workers voices. They are all begging me to let it go. I feel the warmth of my blood running down my face from the cut above my left eye; it is mixing with the cement dust that my checks are coated in. I don’t let go.


I feel Glen’s arm on mine, prying my grip open. Blake gasps. He spins around and away from me. He tugs at his suit, dirty from the fight, and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. He laughs and says.


“I’ll see you in court.”


I feel Glen’s hand on my chest holding me back, pushing me against the slabs. I’m struggling to catch my breath. I feel the consequence. It sinks slowly into me and replaces the anger with a deep sadness. I can’t lose this job. Can’t lose the yellow room. The neutral. Blake is disappearing towards the restaurant, brushing the dust from his arms. It hangs around him as he moves. I look toward Glen; his face is kinder than I thought it would be.

“What the hell was that about?”


I shrug, still breathing hard.


“Unfinished business.”


He doesn’t like my answer.


“Well, finish it someplace else.”


“I’m sorry.”

My voice loaded with regret, he sees that I mean it. His face grows softer and sympathetic. He sighs.


“Look, why don’t you take the rest of the day off, get yourself together, and come back first thing in the morning.”


I know he is not asking me, and I know that I’m not in any position to argue him. I should be kissing his feet.


“Thank you, Glen.”


I collect my things. I nod at him and look for a break in the traffic. I see my truck on the opposite end. The traffic breaks. I reach the median and hear Glen’s voice call across the pavement.


“And for Christ’s sake, leave that business at home!”


I laugh in the middle of traffic.

I listen to the drone of the engine and the wind the truck is cutting through. I don’t know what I will tell Charlene. She never did understand why I couldn’t let it go. She was with him before me, briefly. He was born well off; so was she. We were young, and she chose me. She doesn’t understand that all the things I can’t give her, he can.  Or maybe she does and just doesn’t care.  I’m aware that I’m stubborn, but all I know is defense.


I pull in front of the duplex. She hears my truck and looks out the window. Even from this distance I can see the panic on her face. She knows I’m home earlier than I should be. The door swings open as I approach it. She sees the dried blood on my forehead. Her hands carefully cup my face, still covered in yellow paint.


“Oh my God baby, what happened?”


Her voice is full of concern. I take her hands down from my face and kiss them. She leads me inside, straight to the bathroom. She fills the water in the tub while I undress, my movements slow and painful. The steam rises and spreads through the room. I step into the water, the heat surrounds me. I sink into the tub and watch the level rise around the porcelain ring. She throws a dry wash cloth over my face.


“Don’t look” she says.


Her voice is warm and promising. I hear matches strike and smell sulfur and lavender. Everything is dark and warm. Her sweet voice comes again, filling the darkness.


“Ok.”


I open my eyes. The room is golden and dancing. The flames of candles flicker in the physical and crawl across the reflection in the tile. All the stains on the floors and walls are gone.  We are in a palace.  I look up and see her standing before me, naked and drenched in gold.  Her body is both outlined and lit by the fire, her curves move with the flames. She walks up to the tub. I sit up and press the side of my face against her stomach, my ear against her skin. I listen for dispute. I hear only peace. I turn my face inward and kiss her navel.


“Aren’t you gonna let me in?”


I smile without looking up, my face still against her stomach. I take her hand and help her into the tub. The water rises around her. I look into her eyes. They are black in the low, golden light. I try to kiss her, she pulls away.


“What happened to your eye?”


I shrug and hear the water move around us.


“You remember our old friend Blake?” I reply.

She opens her mouth and rolls her eyes.


“You’re kidding me. What did you say to set him off?”


She asks. She remembers his temper over mine. I’m thankful.


“It was nothing; it’s water beneath the bridge.”


She gives me a look. Her voice drops low and sensual.


“Seriously, if you don’t tell me, I’m getting out.”


I feel her smooth, warm legs on mine. She dips the wash cloth in the water and lifts it to my face. She wrings it out across my brow, across the evidence of my violence. The dried blood liquefies and runs down my cheek and drips off my chin. It dilutes in the water and disappears. A little bit of me in an ocean. I think of our baby.


“I’m building a bridge,” I say.


I’m building a bridge.

* * *


The cab is full of anger. You sit in the back and try to imagine them together. When they first met. You picture them on a bench beside a lake in the fall. Her head on his shoulder. He kisses the top of her head. It is the saddest image you have ever seen. You are seven years old, and your heart is heavier than you can bear. You think of the vacuum of silence. You think of how their voices dropped out in the absence of the drone. 


The rain continues to pound on the truck frame. You look out at the passing world and don’t recognize any of it. You know it is a long way home. The war of voices rages on in the front seats. You grip the belt buckle; you squeeze it as hard as you can. A tear rolls down your cheek, and you get scared that they will see. You wipe it away as fast as you can. You ignore the words; you ignore the question. You smile. Because you know that down the road there will be another bridge, another underpass.


Hard rain.


Pause.


Hard rain.

