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                                                                                                                             Stewart


Sarah Sour sat silently, careful of posture, in the straight-backed kitchen chair, glaring fixedly at her nemesis.  The telephone squatted dumbly, hulking and bulbous as a toad on Mother’s antique end table.  Sarah had been unable to sleep after Steven set off early that morning, pulling on his jeans and grunting goodbye.  She kept imagining, as she lay in bed, that she heard a distant ringing.  Each time she began to drift off, her eyelids growing impossibly heavy, she would jerk awake, sick, terrified by a phantom ringing, convinced she’d missed the all-important call.


Sarah had been staring at the phone for three hours.  It was nine am.  Every fifteen minutes (her pride allotted the fixed amount of time to check her paranoia), Sarah picked up the telephone receiver to make sure there was still a dial tone.  She had begun to need to pee around seven-thirty.  Although she could make herself sit down on the toilet, she could not make her body work, it was too tense, ready to race back into the sitting room, where her parent’s only phone, curly archaic cord binding the receiver forever to the body, may begin to ring at any moment, bringing news of their condition.  

The billowing white muslin curtains adorning the smashed front windows caught the morning breeze and sunlight, casting a sleepy luminescent haze across the austere living space, enhancing the frustrating dreamlike quality of Sarah’s situation.   She watched the curtains as they puffed out like proud chests, then retreated.  The edge of the material caught the telephone receiver and slid back over the shiny plastic, the movement appearing to Sarah to be a show of camaraderie between the two inanimate objects.  The play of light and shadow in the room reflected the fragments of glass scattered across the floor, illusions of grandeur.  She had already caught her toe on one of these shards, and had thus steeled herself against their misleading shimmer.  


Ignoring her bloody toe, Sarah waited calmly in her chair, lightly gripping the rounded wooden seat.  She remembered when Dad had built the kitchen set for Mother.  It had been their twelfth wedding anniversary.  Mother had hated the simple wooden chairs, despite their smoothness, their mellow glossiness.  They were too rustic, she had complained, her refined voice slurred and nasal.  She worked so hard to present her home as an image of success.  The chairs ruined everything.  Why was he always trying to spoil everything pleasant about their lives?


Although she didn’t remember Dad arguing with Mother, Sarah noticed certain things, things like the carefully sanded and finished kitchen table that Dad had never brought in from his shop in the garage.  The table had fallen into the lowly role of work surface, having replaced the old conglomeration of two sawhorses and a sheet of plywood.

Sarah thought of how they must look now, her parents, lying in their narrow antiseptic cots.  Were they together?  Were masked doctors performing surgery on them?  Were their conditions similar, or was one fading while the other recovered?  They had been brought to the hospital unconscious, she knew.  Surely she would be the first to hear if they woke up.  If they regained consciousness, her name would be the first thing on their lips.  Sarah tried to pray, and then snorted laughter.  The gods would never answer such a plea.  She bit her lip until she tasted copper.

Frustrated by her lack of information, her lack of control, Sarah wanted to jump up and scream at the telephone, “Ring goddammit!” but making a scene would, of course, be unseemly and pointless.  She resituated her glare onto Steven’s cell phone, which lay abandoned on the sofa.  Why hadn’t he taken it with him?  Her lack of control seemed for a moment to be absolutely insupportable.  She bit her lip again, harder, and pulled at her short blonde hair so it hurt.  It was the uncertain waiting that was so difficult.  Steven, Dad, Mother, they didn’t have to wait for her.  The one who waits has to suffer all the tension, all the anxiety, all the worry.  If you know someone is waiting for you, and you are engaged in any action other than waiting, time just slides by.  “Like sands through the hourglass,” Sarah thought solemnly.  It’s so true.  She thought of all her favorite characters, Stefano, Hope, Bo, Sami.  If only she could talk to them right now.  She knew they would understand her like no one else, not even Steven, possibly could.


“Who can imagine the pure torture!?” Sarah wailed inwardly.  At this point, she refused to be the one to break the silence in the empty house.  Only the ringing of the telephone deserved that honor.  She tried to will the outside world to contact her.  With utmost care she avoided any noisy toe tapping, knee jiggling, or knuckle cracking.


What was taking Steven so long?  Handling Sarah’s awful little sister might be a big job, but Steven was a strong guy.  He had sworn to her that he could deal alone, because she was already under so much stress.  He said he understood who was really suffering through all this, but was it not obvious to him that endless waiting was itself unbearably stressful?  If I survive this, she vowed, I will never keep anyone waiting ever again.


Was it possible that something terrible had happened to Steven?  He had been so upset last night.  Sarah remembered his pale handsome face, his hair dusted with soot.  He had been shaking, unable to meet her gaze.  Maybe it had been irresponsible of her to let him go alone.  It was just that he had been such an absolute rock this whole time, and he had insisted.  It struck her as odd suddenly, his insistence.  As she gazed at the telephone, panic dawned cold like a silent winter morning.  She and Steven had always done everything together.  That was part of the whole plan.  Why would he suddenly want to go off on his own?


Sarah choked down the urge to call the hospital.  She didn’t know which one they’d been taken to, and what would she say, after all?  That the two anonymous victims of the night’s brutal robbery were her parents?  That she suddenly had a bad feeling and was calling around?  She focused every ounce of whatever kind of personal energy and power she might possess on the silent telephone.  She felt that she could sense a connection surging through a tangle of information-bearing cables and circuits in her direction.  The ring would come any second.  Her hand hovered over the receiver.


A sharp knock at the front door broke the interminable silence.  Sarah let out a frantic screech, so intent on her subject that she almost lifted the receiver and said, “Hello?”  Without giving her brain time to react, she was up and bounding towards the door, flinging it open wide.  Two men in suits stood upon the threshold.  They were both quick to flash their badges.


“Sarah Sour?”  The shorter detective inquired.  Sarah nodded wordlessly, preparing herself to react to the shocking news.  They would ask to come in, sit her down gently, and explain that her parents had been dragged from their car last night on the way home from Mother’s AA meeting.  They had been robbed, knocked unconscious, and left to die in an abandoned warehouse set on fire by the perpetrators.  Although they had died in hospital, their vehicle, found abandon at the Harris dump, had led the police here.


“Where is Sandra?  Where is my little sister?”  Sarah would ask.  “I came by this morning and found an empty house, the front windows smashed.”  She would begin to cry.  Sarah looked up at the cops beseechingly, finding their returned gazes to be disappointingly grim and indifferent.  


“Miss Sour, we are placing you under arrest for the attempted murders of Simone and Stillman Sour…”  Goddammit, they must have woken up!  She should never have let Steven warn those bloody itinerants about the fire.


“…and for the murder of Sandra Sour.  You have the right to remain silent…” The taller cop pulled out a set of handcuffs and turned Sarah around roughly.  Instead of exercising her rights, Sarah said the first thing that came to mind.


“I had nothing to do with it!  My boyfriend did it.  He said he’d kill me too if I told anyone!”  She began to sob pitifully.  “Are my parents okay?  You’ve got to arrest Steven Smart.  He’s driving my sister’s car.”


“Where do you think we found your sister’s body, crazy lady?”  The tall cop spoke disgustedly.  “Your boyfriend shot himself in a Wal-mart parking lot this morning.  Funny, his suicide note said that you were the one wearing the pants.  Watch your head.”  The tall cop guided her into the backseat of the unmarked police cruiser.  Eyes glazed, Sarah began to beat her head rhythmically against the car window.  It made her feel calm.  She remembered the brilliant explosion of glass when she had smashed the giant front windows of the house; she remembered Sandra’s terrified expression as the spray lacerated her body.  Through the jagged opening, through the billowing white curtains, faintly, as though in a dream, the phone began to ring.

