A Small Ritual
    Fiction by Nancy Pinard


It’s been a week now, and Sam stoops to collect the clothes scattered on the floor of his four-year-old daughter’s room, the flowered leggings, the pink t-shirt Hanna fussed for at Goodwill, the yellow overalls—orange now from the red shirt that got in with that load by mistake—and tosses each item into the plastic basket under his arm.  He usually hates laundry, begrudges every minute of the time it takes, but it’s one of those days when he’s caught up on the mowing and has either to prospect for new lawns or wait for his customers’ grass to grow.  He’s restless, can’t sit still to balance his books or even to zone out in front of the Weather Channel.  There’s a ritual quality to laundry, cycling clothes through the machine, the agitator thinking up and down, then swishing back and forth in a flinging motion, as if it’s trying to sow seed or cut hay with a scythe.  Tasks full of possibility, performed beneath a big sky.


Suddenly Sam needs to go outside.  Since the day he came home to Barbara’s note, the ceilings in his house have felt too low.  He’ll get the truck jack and lift them higher, jacking, jacking, until he pushes them all the way to the sky.  The walls will fall down and he’ll have only a flimsy roof left to keep out the rain.  


He threads himself through the bedroom doorway with the basket.  It is still his daughter’s room, though it hardly looks the same.  Barbara took their daughter, her gingham puff, her toy box, the picture books off her shelves.  Hannah’s bed is still there, empty.  Scenes from movies file through his mind—mothers preserving a dead son’s room as it was the moment he drowned.  No.  He won’t be like them—frozen in memories of the way life isn’t.  He won’t.  He’ll go on, like the movie fathers.


Only he can’t imagine how to get from where he is to anywhere else.


Sam carries the basket down the stairs, past the washer and dryer and out to his truck.  He’d like know where he is going, but he has no plan and can’t imagine what laundry has to do with anything.  He backs his pick-up out of the drive, comforted by the mass of his tarp-covered John Deere in his rearview mirror.  His string trimmer rattles with each bump in the road.  Maybe if he keeps driving, he’ll be okay.  He’ll drive and listen to the rattle, glancing now and then at the passenger seat, at the basket of Hannah’s clothes.  Barbara only left the ones he bought, as if she couldn’t stand to remember five years lived together.

Sam’s headed south, into Kensington Park.  It’s a grand neighborhood where stately homes, each one unique, line sidewalks studded with old oaks.  He wonders what it would be like to grow up with old trees, wonders if you would feel more rooted, more connected.  The high school here, a National School of Excellence, is the picture of tradition, half-timbered and dark brown brick.  It looks sturdy, as if it’s planted on its two manicured acres, with lighted windows like so many eyes out onto the world.  Maybe he’d park, go inside, see what kids see out those windows.  He makes an abrupt right, turns the truck around, and parks it facing the school.  Before he can stop himself, he’s out on the sidewalk, trudging doggedly toward the lighted windows, the basket of laundry on his hip.  Then he’s climbing the school’s granite steps, opening front doors with little wooden mullions, surprised to find the doors are not locked.  Before him in the empty hall are athletic trophies in their cases.  Golden men or women pose on top, reaching up to serve invisible tennis balls.  The hum of fluorescent lights cuts through the scent of pencil shavings, chalk dust and floor polish.  The office to his right says PRINCIPAL and a sign requires visitors to sign in.  There’s no one in sight, but the place feels full.  Of what?  He doesn’t know.  Warmth, maybe.  It’s very warm.  And generations of faces in tiny ovals—framed composites of the school’s senior classes—look down from above the trophy cases.  Before he can stop to inspect each face, a shrill bell rings.  Classroom doors swing open and a hubbub of bodies and voices streams into the corridor, kids in t-shirts and jeans with backpacks.  The kids who go to this school are rich, but he’d never know it from their clothes.  He has to look closer, at their straightened teeth, their unblemished skin.  Or listen to their textbook grammar. 


There he stands, the laundry basket on his hip, a sea of kids parting around him, like a housewife lost on a city street.  A very tall boy, passing by, executes a jump shot and sinks an imaginary ball in Sam’s basket.  A group of talking girls pauses before him, without looking up, as if Sam is passing out a test they’d rather not take.  Sam does the only thing he can think of.  He hands the yellow-orange overalls to a girl with a fat blonde braid.  He hands the flowered leggings to another, the pink shirt to a third.  He passes out socks and undershirts, a little green sweater.  The girls giggle and move on, some turning to walk backward a few steps, as if to make certain he’s really there.  Others show one another what they got, giggling and swapping clothes.  The look so young.  He wonders if they have dolls at home.


Then a suited man is at his side, hauling him the elbow toard the front door and threatening to call the police.  It doesn’t matter.  Sam’s basket is empty now.  He goes willingly, shrugging an apology to the girls who didn’t get anything.  But once outside, the door closed behind him, the bottom of the basket looks huge.  For a long time, he stares at its expanse, feeling that, but for the June sky, he might cry.  At last he turns and nods to the watching principal, then sets the basket down, at the top of the six granite steps.  


His truck, he sees, is parked crooked. 


Across the road, he sits in the driver’s seat, staring at the school’s front doors until his vision blurs and the mullions become tiny crosses.  At last the principal steps outside, picks up the basket, and disappears inside.


“There,” Sam says and starts his truck.  

