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Calm Before the Storm

It was winter again, though the calendar read fall. There did not seem to be an in-between. Trees turned purple and orange for a few short weeks and dropped their leaves to the ground, but it seemed to end before it should have even begun. Sidewalks were no longer covered with beautiful, sporadic droplets of color, but with shriveled, brown crunches. Pumpkins provided the only organic cheer, but they seemed fake when surrounded by such a dull gray.


It had rained a lot lately, so much, in fact, that the musty smell became normal and flowers lay soaked on the soil as though trampled upon. The grass had not been properly dry in days, and the sidewalks never could get back to their usual color during the brief intervals of sunlight. During these intervals, the sky seemed unnatural. Dark rain clouds tried to the repress the bright, evening sun, but the sun fought valiantly for those times, though it was greatly outnumbered by its enemy. The sun fought to make the remaining flowers feel beautiful before they were to die. The sun fought to raise the mercury. The sun fought to hear the birds sing again.


The birds are what Sara missed the most. For hours she would lie on the same love seat under the window trying to catch the song. Sometimes she would drift to sleep, but the sun would shine so brightly through the window that she would be woken by the orange glow. She would wake cheerfully and sit up to look out the window.


The outside radiated so intensely that Sara had to squint her eyes. After taking in the sunlight that seemed so foreign after the hours of gloom, she heard a distant chirp. She let out a small squeal of excitement and began moving her head in every direction, seeking out the bird that made her spirit soar. Although this always happened and she could never find it, she never stopped looking for the one bird that always chirped when the sun came out again.


When the clouds won their battle and pushed the sun below the horizon, Sara left her base on the love seat and stood up. The living room was dark except for a small lamp that lit the desk in the corner. The light revealed several envelopes with broken seals and letters strewn about the desk. She walked over and picked up the letter on top of the pile. Sara had tried many times to read these letters, but she could only understand some of the smaller words, and any time she would ask for help from her parents, something else would come up that would take their attention away from her question.


The day before, Sara had asked her mother what “d-i-v-o-r-c-e” spelled, but her mother’s face, glowing red, turned away from her.


“You’re too young to know what it spells,” her mom had said quickly, “don’t worry about it honey. What would you like for dinner tonight?”


“Anything but colly-flower,” Sara had replied, forgetting about the word at the thought of food. She had been very hungry at the time.


The day before she asked her mother about a word, her father had explained to her that a “lawyer” was a person who stopped fights from happening.


“But who is fighting, Daddy?” she had asked him.


“Some friends of mine,” her father had answered sadly. At the time, she thought she saw a tear forming at the corner of his right eye, but he had rubbed his eye as soon as the water glimmered. He had given her a forced smile, and then he had gone back upstairs to his office.


Now she stood looking at the letters again, still stumped at the bigger words. She put the one letter back down on top of the pile; she saw no use in trying to read something she could not understand. At a mere five years old, Sara had just perfected her recitation of the alphabet. She could only read and write small words, but she was fascinated by language, and she was always trying to read books that were far above her reading level. She once took a book off of her mother’s nightstand and tried to read the cover, but she gave up after a few minutes and fell asleep on top of it as her mother searched the house for her copy of Frankenstein. When her mother found the book hidden beneath Sara’s little head, she picked up both her daughter and her book and put the former to bed. She took the latter to the love seat and spent an hour with Victor Frankenstein.


Sara’s mother was always reading, and Sara wanted to do the same. It saddened her that no one seemed to have any time to help her learn how to read and understand those big words. What she was learning in school could not help her with the words she tried to pronounce. She hated not being able to understand. 


Bored with the letters she could not read, Sara left the desk in the corner of the living room and returned to the love seat. She climbed on top of the chair and reached for the light switch beside it. She pushed the switch up, and the lights attached to the ceiling fan flooded the room with fluorescent light. At the same time, she heard footsteps coming down the stairs in the distance. The footsteps drew nearer until her parents stood before her.


“What’re you doing standing on the seat?” her dad asked playfully, approaching her and lifting her up in his arms. Sara giggled excitedly.


“It was dark, so I turned on the lights!” she yelled. “I still can’t find the birdie!”


“Oh, did it chirp again when the sun came out?” asked her dad, sitting down and placing her on his knee.


“Yes! I watch from this chair every time I hear the chirp, but I can’t ever find it! But I’ll never give up! You know why?”


“Why’s that, honey?”


“Because even though I don’t see it, I know it’s out there somewhere!” she yelled, giggling again. Her father looked across the room at her mother with a small smile. She stared back at him with a wrinkled nose, as though an internal battle was making her stomach hurt.


Sara’s mother was a beautiful and happy woman. Her long, brown hair was swept to the side, and her makeup was flawless. She had brown eyes and a dark complexion, and she was a bit taller than average. Usually she had a cheerful countenance, but as of late, she had not been smiling as much. Sara’s father was also very handsome. He had short, dark brown hair and hazel eyes, and he was naturally tan. His wife stood taller than him when she wore heels, but this just added to their reputation as the most adorable couple in town. They constantly received compliments for being fun and so polite, but lately they had not received many compliments. Lately they had not gone to any parties and outings with friends. Sometimes Sara’s mom would go out with girl friends, but Sara’s dad would stay at home.


During those nights at home, Sara and her father would watch cartoons, play games, and have fun until it was time for bed. At bedtime, they would lie in bed together, and her dad would fall asleep telling her a story. She always would stay up later than him, but she loved having him there at her side at bedtime. He made her feel safe and comfortable as she drifted off to sleep.


Sara got most of her looks from her father. She inherited his naturally tan skin and hazel eyes, and she had long, dark brown hair. The only physical traits she inherited from her mother were her height and posture. Sara was easily the tallest student in her kindergarten class, and she held herself as her mother did: proudly.

She never spent much time with her mother anymore. Usually she would spend time after school playing and singing with her mom and helping her cook dinner, but lately she had been playing and singing alone as her mother sat at the desk for hours reading more words Sara could not understand. When her mom would be busy at the desk, Sara would just await her father’s return from work more eagerly than usual. After a few weeks, though, Sara began to dread her father’s return because she would always begin to cry as soon as her parents would raise their voices. 

They were not their usual selves anymore; Sara remembered laughter and playtime when she was with both of them, but recently all she had witnessed was screaming and bitter laughter. They would yell at each other about money and “divorce” and “affairs” and other words Sarah could not comprehend. When these fights would begin, Sara would run upstairs to her room, shut her door, and cry until her dad would come get her for dinner.


“Sar-bear,” he would say gently, opening up her door. She would stare back at him from under her covers. “It’s time to eat,” he would add. Slowly, Sara would untangle herself from her sheets and join her father at her door to follow him downstairs to the kitchen.


Today was different. Since it was Saturday, neither of her parents worked, so she had no argument to spend her day dreading. She had been playing in her bedroom before her parents walked upstairs to their offices, but when she heard them come upstairs, she went downstairs to sit on the love seat and wait for the sun to come out. She wanted to wait for the bird that would always sing.


Today was the first time in a while that Sara had seen her parents in the same room together without a fight happening. She liked it.


“What have you two been up to all day?” asked Sara, bouncing on her father’s knee.


Her dad stopped moving, and her mom sat down at the desk in the corner. No one spoke for a couple seconds. Sara’s eyes moved between her parents quizzically. Her mother stayed silent.


“Well…today was a good day,” her father said, “your mother and I worked some things out, so hopefully you won’t have to hide under your covers when I come home from work anymore.”


“No more tears?” Sara asked.


“Hopefully not,” he smiled.


“Mommy?”


“Yes, honey?” her mom answered, looking up from the letters on the desk.


“Are you having a good day?”


“Oh, it’s been okay. Mommy’s just been feeling a little stressed and sick lately, but today I’m feeling much better,” her mom said.


“Why have you been feeling sick?”


Her mom stared at her with an open mouth, trying to figure out how to answer the question. She looked at her husband, and he looked back at her.


“Well…remember how I went in to work late a couple times this week and stayed home a couple times last week?”


“The days we played before I went to school?”


“Yes, those days. Well…,” her mother paused and began moving her foot nervously. “Well…,” she began again.


“Sara,” interrupted Sara’s dad, “how would you like to have a brother or sister?” he asked, breaking the silence from the lost speech.


Sara launched herself off of her father’s knee and began jumping excitedly, flailing her arms in the air.


“Like how Chrissy at school has a sister? And how Maddie has a big brother?”


“Yes,” laughed her mother, who found her voice again. Sara turned to face her mom and see the first smile that had been on that face in what seemed like weeks.


“I’d love a brother or a sister! Would it be older or younger than me?”


Her head kept moving back and forth between her parents, who were sitting at opposite ends of the room and laughing at the question. Sara laughed with them.


“Will it be a boy or a girl? How old will it be? What’s its name? Will it be nice? When will it be here? It can sleep in my room! That way I can have a sleepover every night!”


The more she spoke, the more her parents’ smiles broadened.


“We don’t know if it will be a boy or girl yet; we really don’t know how to answer any of your questions. All we can tell you for sure is that you’re going to be an older sister,” her mom explained carefully.


“But why have you guys been fighting about giving me a brother or sister?”


The laugher and smiles faded quickly. Her parents looked at each other uncomfortably with half-open mouths and raised eyebrows. They were dumbfounded at what they had just heard. Neither of them knew how to answer their daughter’s question.


“Time for a bath,” Sara’s mom said, rising from her seat at the desk and picking up her daughter before she could ask again.


When his wife took their daughter upstairs to bathe, he sat in silent thought for a while before moving to the desk in the corner. On his way over, he picked up the remote and turned on the television. A football game appeared, so he sat the remote down at the desk and in return picked up the letter on top.


The letter was addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Michael Derby, and it concerned divorce. He could not remember who had requested the letter or contacted a lawyer first. The past month was a blur to him, but it seemed as though his rollercoaster of emotions was beginning to slow itself down.


He could not remember what exactly had started the fight a little over a month ago. The night it happened, he had just put Sara to bed, and he came downstairs to find his wife reading a book and drinking wine on the love seat. This excited him; he never saw his wife drinking. He poured himself a glass and sat down beside her, placing his arm around her shoulders. He began to run his fingers through her hair and kiss her neck, but she would not respond.


“Kate…please,” he continued to kiss her neck and began nibbling on her ear; he knew that would cause some sort of response, and it did.


“Stop!” she had yelled, standing up and looking furiously at him. Her glass was empty.  “Just because I am sipping some wine does not mean that I want to sleep with you tonight, Michael!”


“Whoa, whoa whoa, calm down. That’s fine. I won’t try anything.”


“Yeah right, you won’t. I always ignore you, thinking you’ll get the hint, but no, you are a stupid male who only thinks about sex, especially when a woman is tipsy.”


“Kate, honey, you’re my wife; of course I’m going to think about sex when I see you tipsy. But it seems like you’ve had a bit too much to drink tonight, so trust me, I’m backing off.”


That had been the beginning.


Now he sat trying to remember where it went from there. So many fights had happened over the past month that he had forgotten about the rest of his life. The only emotion that never changed was the joy his daughter brought him on a daily basis, and he held fast to that joy since the other woman in his life was bringing him grief.


He heard footsteps coming down the stairs, and a few seconds later he looked over to see his wife standing in the entrance to the living room. She sat down on the couch next to the desk and looked at the television. She laughed.


“Is football the only thing you know how to watch?” she asked, smiling.


“Kate, how did all of this begin?”


Taken off guard, she stared at him in deep thought, and he could tell that her mind was drifting back to the incident that he had just been thinking about.


“You wanted to have sex, but I didn’t.”


“Yes, but we’ve disagreed about that before and fixed the problem by having sex the next day,” he said seriously. He continued, “What I’m asking is how did that one incident lead to a whole lot of other incidents and ultimately to a discussion about getting a divorce?”


She turned her head to the television, but she was not watching it. She thought about all the different fights they had had in the past month.


She had picked fights with him about the way he styled his hair, the clothes we wore, his loud breathing at night, his annoying mother, his hours for work, how he does not read, how he needs to work out, how he needs to communicate better, his driving, his handwriting, his shoes, and countless other minor details about his life.


“Wow,” she said, “I think I’ve just been incredibly emotional. I think it’s the baby that almost had us separating. Ironic, right?”


“Yes, very ironic,” he said, nodding. He looked sadly down at the divorce letter on the desk. “I just can’t believe we thought about getting a divorce.”


“You thought about getting a divorce, Michael.” She raised her eyebrows at him, and he nodded again in agreement.


It had been the strangest month their seven-year marriage had yet seen. He was not used to fighting with his wife so much, so he mistook it as a sign that they needed to consider divorce or separation. It did not register with him that the reason his wife had looked so appalled and hurt when he mentioned divorce was that she never had intentions of leaving him. With the realization that they were going to have another child, both of their minds came back into focus.


Earlier that day, Michael had been in his office sorting and organizing papers for work. He heard his wife coming down the hallway and immediately put on a defensive front.


“What are you coming to nag me about now?” Michael had said cruelly when his wife had entered his office.


“I’m pregnant,” she had said shortly and then burst into tears.


He got out of his chair and embraced her. Completely lost for words, he began stroking her hair affectionately, and he moved her head to his shoulder so she could cry on it. At that moment, any thought of divorce left his head. All he wanted to do was hold his wife, so he held her and cried with her. They had not said a word to each other, but they knew that whatever they had been fighting about was now insignificant.


Now they sat in their living room peacefully after a month-long battle. He moved to the couch and sat next to his wife, snaking his arm around her shoulders. The last time he had done this, he had been denied, and a war began.


He kissed her neck, and he heard her breathing grow faster. He liked what he heard, so he moved up to her ear. She let out an approving groan.


“What’re you doing?” she asked playfully.


“I’m finishing what I started a month ago and making up for being a jerk,” said Michael seriously, but then he paused. “When exactly did you get pregnant? We haven’t had sex in over a month, so it must have been the last time before we fought…the night we came back from the picnic at your mom’s?”


“Must have been, or the time before that. I don’t know. Wow. I’ve been pregnant for almost two months.”


“How didn’t you notice before? We could have stopped fighting weeks ago.”


“I guess I was just too stressed to notice. I’ve heard of it happening a lot with really busy women. They don’t notice they’re pregnant until they develop a tummy. It never even crossed my mind that I’d been having morning sickness…and I mistook spotting for my period,” she added, staring out the window.


“Okay, okay, enough feminine terms,” he said and kissed her on the lips. She kissed him back and began pulling him on top of her. He hesitated.


“What about Sara?”


“You know how long she stays in the bath tub with those floating turtle toys…she’ll be in there for at least an hour. Shut up and kiss me again. But be gentle with me, the baby’s been giving me some cramps.”


He laughed at his wife’s remark, and he was definitely not going to make her think twice about her request, so he kissed her and laid her down on the couch, climbing on top of her. It was the best night they had had in a month.


The next morning, after having played with her turtle friends all night in the bathtub, Sara woke up to sunlight shining through her bedroom window and birds chirping every few seconds. She stood up on her bed and looked out the window behind her bed stand. Her eyes widened.


It was the most beautiful day she had seen in the past week. Some wispy clouds situated themselves in the beautiful blue sky, and she knew today would be the day she would find the bird that always chirped first. The smell of cinnamon rolls caught her nose, so she jumped off her bed and hurried downstairs to find her parents sitting at the kitchen table eating the very food she was craving. Her mom was drinking orange juice, and her dad drank his usual coffee. An orange juice stood waiting for Sara at her usual place at the table.


Sara grabbed a roll off the stove before anyone could even say good morning. Her parents, knowing their daughter’s love of the food, had placed the rolls near the edge of the stove so she could reach them.


She sat down at the table and devoured it while her parents watched and laughed. When she was done eating, she looked up at her parents with icing on her face, accompanied by a smile and wide, hazel eyes.


“I’m not going to ask how you managed to get icing on the side of your cheek, dear,” Kate said to her daughter.


Sara laughed and squealed with delight. “It was so good that I just wanted it everywhere! Can I have another one, Mommy? Please?”


“Just one,” Kate said, nodding. Sara ran back to the stove and grabbed herself another roll. Kate sighed. “Oh, how I’m going to miss coffee. I don’t know how I survived without it when I was pregnant with her,” she added, gesturing toward her daughter.


“All that matters is you survived,” smiled her husband, leaning his head back and draining what was left of his mug into his mouth.


When everyone was finished with breakfast, Kate took Sara upstairs to get her ready for church, and Michael cleaned up the kitchen. After, he sat on the back porch with Saturday’s newspaper and a light jacket.


Although it was sunny, October was starting to feel chilly. The rain from the previous week had drowned all the flowers and forced leaves to fall before their time. The backyard was spotted with leaves and twigs, and if it were not for the glorious sunlight, it would not have been a pretty sight. All this death made winter seem to be creeping up early.


A bird landed a few feet away from Michael’s chair and ate an ant that was vainly trying to get away. It searched out the area, but when it failed to find more food, it flew off. Another bird landed on the porch, this time just standing and singing.


“Are you the bird Sara always hears singing?” he asked, not feeling the least bit silly for talking to a bird since birds were always talking to humans. A tap at the back door’s window caused the bird to fly away, and Michael turned his head to see his daughter smiling and waving for him to come with them to the car.


Their church gave Eucharist the third Sunday of every month. It was a giant church, so the bread and wine were passed down each row. Kate did not take wine since she was pregnant, so she passed the holder to her husband after taking bread, and he passed it down the rest of the row. They took their communion and said their prayers. 

For Michael, the church service served as a renewal. They had gone to church as a family every week during the fight, but this was the first service he had attended with a clear head. Feeling convicted, he apologized in his wife’s ear at least a dozen times, and she apologized back, squeezing his hand.

After the service, the Derby family returned home. All three of them helped make a lunch of packaged soup and turkey sandwiches. The kitchen glimmered in the sunlight shining through the window over the sink, and Michael noticed his daughter staring at the dust particles floating in the air.


“Is this pixi dust?” she asked seriously.


“Yes, Sar-bear,” her dad said, “your fairy godmother must be around here somewhere.”


Sara’s eyes widened, and she started running around the house searching for the fairy.


Michael walked over behind his wife standing at the stove and put his arms around her waist. She smiled and stirred the soup as he kissed her cheek and held her closely.


“Today is a beautiful day,” he said in her ear.


“Yes,” she said, “but it’s supposed to rain later. Better enjoy the sun while it lasts. Rub my belly, would you? This pregnancy is going to be a pain just like the other.”


Sara came zooming back into the kitchen looking like she was going to say something, but some birds outside the window caught her attention. Sara ran to the window and placed her face to the glass, while Michael rubbed his wife’s lower stomach as she continued to stir the soup. When it was finished, the three of them sat at the kitchen table and ate their soup and sandwiches. After, Kate put the leftovers in the refrigerator and the dishes in the dishwasher.


The family played together during the lazy Sunday afternoon. They put together a puzzle of a flower garden, and they played children’s card games. Anytime it was Sara’s turn, she would ask her parents when her brother or sister would be coming or how much longer she would have to wait. They told her it would be a while yet, but that is not what she wanted to hear; she wanted her sibling as soon as possible.


“Will you teach me how to read soon so I can read to it?” asked Sara.


“Of course, honey. But I’ll get you some different books. I don’t think you should start with reading my Frankenstein book,” Kate said, laughing.


After the games, Sara got tired, so Kate took her upstairs to nap. Michael rested on the loveseat, awaiting his wife’s return.


When he saw Kate return to the living room, he motioned for her to sit with him. She walked to him and sat down. She laid her head on his chest, and he smiled. He ran his fingers through her hair and breathed in deeply her perfume. Slowly, the light began to dim in the living room as clouds covered the sun. The sound of raindrops filled their ears.


“There’s the rain again,” Kate said calmly. Her eyes were closed, and she was calm.


“Never fails to ruin a good day,” sighed Michael, still playing with her hair.


“Nothing could ruin today…everything was so perfect. Just enjoy it. The rain demands peacefulness. Always take advantage of that feeling.”


He did not respond. He sat there, absentmindedly stroking her hair, lost in thought about the things that had been going on in his life. A week ago, he and his wife had been prematurely considering divorce, but now they lay there enjoying the sound of rain together on a Sunday afternoon. They lay there for an hour listening to the rain and finding comfort in each other’s body heat. The heater turned itself on, and they both drifted off to sleep.


When Michael awoke to the sound of thunder and heavy raindrops, Kate was gone from his side. He squinted at the clock and saw it was two hours past when he had fallen asleep. He shook his head, rubbed his eyes, and then stood up. 


“Kate?” he called, but there was no answer. He left the living room and entered the kitchen, finding a note on the table.


“Picking up dinner…ordered you a burger…that woman is smart…,” he mumbled, still half asleep. He poured himself a cup of coffee and stuck it in the microwave to reheat. After a couple minutes, he took his coffee out and sipped it as he slowly woke up. 


“Daddy?” said a voice.


Startled, Michael choked on his coffee and turned around to his daughter standing behind him. He took a deep breath, shook his head, and smiled at her.


“Where is Mommy?” she asked before Michael could say anything.


“She went to pick up some dinner for us, sweetie. She’ll be back soon.”


“Okay,” she said. “Will you get the plates down so I can set the table like I learned in school?”


Michael opened a high cupboard and pulled out some paper plates for his daughter’s pleasure. She took a handful of silverware out of a lower drawer, grabbed the plates, and took them to the table. Michael sipped his coffee again as he watched.


“Remember, the spoon goes with the knife, not the fork,“ he said, walking over to the table. When he set his coffee down, the phone rang.


“Oh! Can I answer it?” yelled Sara, bouncing on her heels.


“No, you go ahead and finish setting the table, I’ll get it,” he laughed as he picked up the phone. “Hello? Yes, I am Michael Derby. What—“


The smile Michael had worn when he picked up the phone quickly fell into a frown. His forehead creased, and his mouth hung open.


“I’ll be there immediately,” he said, hanging up the phone. “Come on Sara, we need to take a quick drive.” He scooped her up, slipped on some shoes, grabbed keys, and left the house before Sara could say a word.


They arrived at the hospital fifteen minutes later, and Michael rushed into the emergency room, wet from the rain and carrying his daughter. A receptionist directed him where to go, and a couple minutes later, after he quickly got permission, he was at his wife’s bedside. She was awake, and she had a black eye and a purple bandage on her forehead.


“Mommy! What’s wrong with you?” Sara cried when she saw her mother’s face. Michael put Sara down, and Sara jumped up on the hospital bed. Kate winced.


“I’m okay,” she said weakly, hugging her daughter. She looked up at Michael, whose forehead seemed to wrinkle more and more with every breath. He was staring at her speechlessly. Finally, he walked to her, bent down, and kissed her.


“I’m so glad you’re all right!” he said, breathing very fast. “When I got the call, I assumed the worst….”


“They thought I had a concussion, but I don’t. I’m really lucky, they said,” she explained, “Mommy’s gonna be just fine,” she added, looking at Sara. Sara smiled and continued to hug her, while Michael continued to look worried. Kate had not yet smiled.


“Sara,” began Michael, “could you wait outside with the nurse for a couple minutes?”


Sara lowered herself from the bed and left the room smiling, and Michael made eye contact with the nurse so she knew. He then averted his attention to his wife.


“What happened?” he asked, sitting down at her feet.


She shifted uncomfortably in the bed and closed her eyes before talking.


“Someone ran a red-light and t-boned me,” she explained. “They were going pretty fast…I hit my head off the window. The airbags went off. I felt like I was gonna suffocate.”


Michael looked terrified. “I am so, so thankful you’re okay,” he said. He rubbed her leg under the bed sheet and closed his eyes, trying to relax.


“But Michael,” she said, her voice cracking.


He opened his eyes and saw his wife’s pale face streak itself with tears. He opened his mouth to speak, but she spoke again.


“The force of the collision and the airbags and the seatbelt on my body wasn’t good. The doctor said…,” she stopped again, crying.


Michael stared at her, terrified at what he was about to hear.


“He said I lost the baby,” she finished, thoroughly breaking down into tears. He sat there dumbfounded. All the familiar anxiety he had faced during their long fight was coming back. His peace was gone. He wanted to scream, but he could not. He silently stared at his wife with pity in his eyes as she cried. The one light they had found in the midst of their darkest time was gone. He took his wife’s hand and rubbed it as tears began to leave his eyes.


He heard small footsteps enter the room, but he did not care. He was numb. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sara climb into a chair under the window through which the dusk sun was shining. The rain had stopped.

Sara looked very sad, but when she looked outside, her face brightened. She turned to her parents and smiled.


“Mommy! Daddy! I found the singing birdie! He’s here!”
