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Train Ticket


Sundays are a roulette spin.  The couple helps one another out of the graying Cadillac up the steps to the corner grocer.  Selma has given up checking her hair in the rear view mirror because the reflection comes along with dozens of wrinkles that makeup can’t cover anymore but only fill like nude cement.  She stopped playing the spackle game in her fifties and refuses to ever take it up again – unless she wins.

No one shops at Barleys anymore.  The tomatoes are bruised.  Dinged cans don’t get discounts, and the plastic bags barely hold together.  Selma has sacrificed the oven at home, claiming that raw, uncooked food is healthier when in fact she’s forgotten how to care about cooking.  No flavor with no love and so she uses the blender and skins rutabaga with a peeler but the oven stays cold.


“My favorite couple,” Sandi, the cashier, bellows.  “I want to find a woman who holds onto me that tightly.”

The couple shuffles together, a painfully slow dance, out of necessity rather that affection.  Both take solace in this Sunday ritual because the food isn’t important or even necessary.  Both have witnessed their appetites waning in their sixties.  Only the checkout matters, where each purchase a last chance amidst toilet paper and Nabisco wafers.


“Tell me how long it’s been,” Sandi demands, pecking at the ancient register.  He knows the answer, but the retelling settles him when his own parents divorced when he was seven.  He equates time with devotion.


“Forty-seven years,” Bill coughs into his fist as if he’s trying to contain the words.  “One ticket please.  For tonight’s lottery.”


“One ticket please,” Selma echoes.  


“I love,” Sandi booms, “that you each buy your own as if you wouldn’t share.”


He packs up the groceries and kisses Selma’s hand.  The couple creeps home in the Cadillac, chew thoughtfully on their cold vegetables and bread, and watch the evening news.  Bill stops reminding himself that most references are to things he won’t live to see, smirks at the half-erection the blonde news broadcaster gives him, and carries his ticket to bed, setting it on the nightstand and refusing to look at the numbers until morning because it is bad luck.


17 – 3 – 41 – 11 – 2.  


If he wins he’ll buy a cross country train ticket and Viagra.  He’ll leave Selma, not because he doesn’t love her, but because he loves her enough to free them both from the cobweb of polite friendliness that has settled over their marriage.  He wants at least another decade of living (not just life), and holds his breath every Monday morning when he wakes up and checks the numbers, acknowledging the convenient cliché, a cowardly escape.  That night he sleeps on his side and dreams about the way trees look through the windows of an Amtrak sleeper car and if he will find a woman at one of the stops to press up against him on the tiny platform bed.  Or perhaps he will sit by the window and write about the times when he was living, when he could move with no aches and a strand of optimism firmly wrapped around his spine, that thing that held him upright and kept him ready for tomorrow.

Selma waits up until 11 each Sunday night to hear the winning numbers.  Her ticket is balanced on her knee as she pulls out the small caddy of nail polishes.

37 – 9 – 2 – 14 – 33.  
 She indulges herself in the things that have slowly become bothersome to Bill, or at least she believes they have because he doesn’t compliment or complain.  Her fingernails are the grace of her body.  They are strong and hard with no unattractive ridges or white stains.  Her fingernails are still twenty-three, and sometimes she snaps a shot of them with her phone and studies how lovely they look.  She’s never been one to measure her beauty through the eyes of others, but Bill’s silence has broken her down.

He called her pretty the other day, and the compliment slipped into her stomach like Drano.  It was the compliment of a stranger.  She made a similar comment over her book club’s latest selection because it was too age appropriate, and the other women donned their red hats and sighed at a heroine who didn’t expect enough.  Selma said the book was nice because she hadn’t loved one ounce of it, and therefore Bill’s comment secretly meant that he didn’t love one ounce of her.

She plans to win the lottery every Sunday night and vanish Monday morning.  They’d never been able to have children, a sticking point that she worried had gently tugged at the umbilical cord of their marriage until they didn’t need one another for nourishment.  Selma intends to move north where the cold tightens everything and find a lodge that will allow her to be daring.  She will be the crazy woman across the ski mountain who bakes for strangers and skinny dips in the hot springs where it has nothing to do with what you look like.  It is survival.  And dutifully she will write letters to Bill telling him which woman in the retirement community he should remarry and that she plans to see him again before she dies but not until she has reworked herself and it will poison her if he calls her pretty.  

Selma begins to doze on the sofa once she’s painted her nails and a snail trail of gold slips down her knee.  She and Bill do not meet in their dreams but rather race to opposite ends of the country.
The announcer arrives in a black tuxedo, his booming voice startling Selma.  He clears his throat and there is an emergency broadcast test that whines at her, waking her so she stands and shakes each limb.  The TV is frozen in this pattern, and she worries.  She starts to pace because this is not the routine.  Selma navigates the perimeter of the room and slowly touches each object with her fresh nails.  Ones he’s given to her.  Ones she’s made in pottery class or stitched upstairs in her sewing room.  The pictures of the two of them are taunts.  In a strange panic she is reminded that then used to be good, that now is not, and that tomorrow is suspect.
“And one last time, the winning numbers,” the announcer cradles the bingo balls in his hand, “are 37 – 9 – 2 – 14 – 33.”

Selma falls to her knees in front of the ticket now resting on a stained sofa cushion.  On normal Sunday nights she drops it into the trash can, checks Bill’s ticket in case she needs to switch them to win, and climbs in bed next to him.  Tonight she avoids the trash can, creeps into the bedroom and switches the tickets, ripping Bill’s into a dozen pieces.  She wraps the blanket around her and backs her body into his, chuckling at the half erection he has and wondering who he is dreaming of.  This is a choice she no longer wants to make.

In the morning, Bill hears Selma in the shower.  The scent of cinnamon and lilac steams through the bedroom, and he rolls to inspect his ticket.  He reaches for his phone and pulls up the numbers.  He’s bookmarked the lottery site and compares his ticket to the digits flashing across the screen.  Bill rubs his eyes and mutters them normally and backwards.  And then he sings them to the tune of New York New York.  Getting dressed has never been easier.  The door opens smoothly.  Even though they live in a community of retirees who are accustomed to racing to wake up just to make sure they are still alive, he slinks away without a witness.

Selma exits the shower and notices the missing ticket, sits down in her wrapped towel and studies her glistening nails.  The townhome is silent, and she listens to the sound of the water draining and refuses to think logically but instead that she’s made Bill happy and at least knows what the word pretty meant.  She turns on the oven and scrambles eggs, the yellow mess of liquid solidifying into pieces.  Islands.  She loses herself in the movement of the wooden spoon and is so numb she doesn’t jump when Bill’s arms wrap around her.


“Smells good,” he says.  He lays slightly wilted carnations next to her, and the edge of the cellophane sizzles.  She quickly bats at them and then holds them, burying her nose.  He lifts her hand in his.


“Your nails, they’re handsome.”

He sits and she serves him eggs, and the two of them lean in over the warmth.  Selma, afraid to ask about the flowers or missing ticket, instead questions him about his morning, when she really wants to know how he has been for the past ten years.

“Good,” he smiles at her.  “News from Barleys, though.  Sandi won the lottery.”
