The Gentle Husband


There are some men who believe their wives are princesses. These treat these women like royalty, bowing to their every wish, catering to their every caprice. There are some women who treat their men like kings. All the man has to do is shout and down comes the drawbridge.


Kerthunk!


Esther loved the sound of a single guitar. A recording of Carlos Montoya would bring tears to her eyes, quivers to her throat, and other strange physical manifestations. The emotions wrung from her body were of such special intensity that she often wished aloud that the music might never stop.


But the music did stop, whenever Jacob entered the house. With Jacob in the house, even Montoya became muffled, the intensity diminished. It wasn't his fault that this happened – it just happened – whenever he walked into the house.


They had been married for twelve years. During that time she had grown only slightly heavier as a housewife and he had lost only a little hair as a college professor. Together, they had bought a small bungalow in a quiet part of the city, purchased a new car every three years, completely redecorated twice; once in French Provincial, the other time Americana; and conspired to produce two children born dead. The little boy had been named Mort, and the little girl optimistically named Vivian. They were buried three years apart – side by side – in a quiet part of the graveyard near the church.


Jacob worried over his wife's sharp diminishing in his presence, but just couldn't find an answer. He couldn't leave her, he loved her. Finally, he purchased a reel-to-reel tape recorder for her birthday, one that was capable of playing eight straight hours of music. He talked the audio-visual department at the college into finding eight hours of solo guitar music and putting into one long tape for her.


He rose early the morning of her birthday and set up the new tape recorder. He placed the special tape on the machine and turned it on just as he left for the campus.


Esther's last dream before waking was filled with a wonderful emotion, one that pulled her into consciousness instead of pushing her away. The dream lingered as she rose, washed her face and brushed her teeth. It carried her into the kitchen where she prepared her normal breakfast alone.


As she read the newspaper, it struck her how harmonious the world seemed to be that day. Every article seemed to be written with an almost musical slant. every photograph tugged at her heart – each with a special relevance – leaving her continually on the verge of tears.


She wandered into the living room and saw the new addition to the family stereo. The extra-large reel turned slowly and hypnotically before her. Her face brightened in pace with the movement of the wheel.


There had never been a day like this. She glided through her housework as in a dream. Every painting on the wall, each piece of furniture, the plates in the cupboard, the whole house took on a new significance.


The tape ran out ten minutes before Jacob was to arrive home. The sudden cessation of the music caught her off guard. The dream loosed its grip on her and her face lost its new luster. 


Jacob arrived, his arms filled with a large cake. He was forced to knock on the door with his elbow. Esther answered the door slowly.


"Happy birthday, Sweetheart."


She nodded, mumbled, "thank you," then turned and walked back into the kitchen.


After dinner Jacob went to the stereo shop and exchanged the tape recorder for one that automatically reversed the tape. He stopped at the bakery but the baker refused to take the cake back. While he drove home, a plan slowly formed in his mind. It was radical, but he wasn't going to throw away twelve years of a relationship simply because his wife didn't like him anymore.


He waited until Esther went to sleep to pack a suitcase. Then he rose early and set the new tape recorder on continuous play. At work, he informed the staff he was going to attend a seminar in another city and would be gone at least a week.


The dream was interminable. Esther's life had never been so serene, so constant. She never left the house, ordering groceries, marking the hours by particular songs on the tape, sleeping wherever she fell. The darkness always caught her by surprise and she would scurry around the house to turn on the lights. The mornings found her wondering why Jacob had turned on all the lights before leaving for work. Though, she had to admit she couldn't remember the last time she had seen him. At that distance, he was once again charming, desirable, and she vowed every morning that she would be happy to see him that night. By evening, she had forgotten that he must have told her he was working late. It didn't matter. The music was all that mattered.


Jacob arrived home one afternoon with a suitcase dangling from his arm. The sight of the suitcase made her laugh. The sound of her laugh made him smile. His smile arrived just at the beginning of one of her favorite songs in the long dream that had caught her.


They made love right there, in the living room. He found himself being caught up in the slow intensity of the music. Her skin seemed to vibrate whenever he touched her and she reacted as never before.


Struck a chord? Crossed a bridge?


He began to have trouble motivating himself to leave for work in the morning. The people around him at the college looked dead, unmusical. His face would begin to brighten as he neared the house – at first just when he could hear the music from the sidewalk in front. Then, later, when he would pull on to their street. The anticipation grew stronger as he cleared his desk to leave for home. Lunchtime soon signaled halfway home.


Then, the anticipation become overwhelming upon leaving the house in the morning, knowing how good he would feel when he realized the day was half over at lunch, how much more excited he would be when clearing his desk, how fulfilled at turning on to their street.


How sweet it was to stand at the front door and know the music was just on the other side and Esther was waiting just as anxiously to greet him as him her.


One day, disaster struck. Esther called him at the college. Her voice was filled with terror. The tape had snagged, then broke when she tried to fix it. Jacob told his secretary to tell the college president he wouldn't be able to attend the faculty meeting that afternoon. On the way home, he stopped at the stereo shop and bought a tape splicer, cursing himself for not having a second tape ready for such an emergency.


He pulled on to their street with a sense of forboding, could hardly bring himself to walk the twenty feet up to the front door, hardly turn the door knob. The inside of the house seemed empty and cold. Jacob heard her moaning in another room and quickly went about splicing the tape.


Once repaired, he set the recorder in motion and went into the other room to find Esther. She was lying in the bath tub, her hands jammed against her ears.


"It's okay, Sweetie. I've got the music going again."


He looked at her face and was immediately concerned. she was pale and dark rings curled below her eyes. Her mouth hung slackened.


"It's okay now. Can't you hear the music?" He practically shouted.


Frantic, he ran back into the living room and turned the volume up as loud as it would go. He returned to find her face still blank. He carried her into the living room and set her on the sofa, moving it as close to the speakers as he could manage it.


Several neighbors, hearing the loud music pouring from the house, came to complain. They found him kneeling over her, admonishing her to listen to the music.


He only went once to see at the sanitarium. Jacob held her hand and looked deeply into her catatonic gaze. When he finally left the ward, the sound of the door closing heavily behind him made him shudder.


Kerthunk. 


He sold the house and all its contents, taking an apartment near the campus. One night he was awakened in the early hours by loud music coming from the apartment below. He stamped on the floor hoping to restore quiet. The music grew louder.


In disgust, he threw on his robe and made his way down in the elevator. He knocked on the door to the offending apartment and waited. And waited. He knocked again, but still no one answered. He tried the door and found it unlocked. He walked through cautiously.


A young girl was sitting at a desk tapping her finger to the beat of the music.


"Are you trying to drive me crazy?" He asked angrily.


The girl turned to look at him. Her face brightened. "Hi."


Her greeting caught him off-guard. That, and the fact that she smiled when she saw him. "Could you turn the music down? It's a little loud."


"Sorry." 


He noticed the brightness leaving her face as she stood to repair the volume. A frown was gathering in her mouth. He stopped her hand and she looked at him quizzically.


"I'm sorry, dear. You can play it as loud as you like. I shouldn't have interfered."


"No, listen. I can live without it. I just turned it on to study." She turned down the volume. Then she looked up at him and smiled. "Say, aren't you professor –"


"Yes."


"Well, as long as I woke you up in the middle of the night, couldn't I give you a cup of coffee – tea maybe?"


He gauged her age at twenty, or not much more than that. Her face had brightened when she recognized him.


"I don't want to put you to any trouble."


"No trouble. I've always got the coffee pot on." She pointed to the stereo. "Music, I can live without – but take away my coffee, and I don't know how I would get by."


He followed her into the small kitchenette, less aware of his bathrobe and pajamas than she was. Her hand trembled almost sensuous when reaching for the percolator. The body beneath her tee shirt and blue jeans was fresh and eager. Almost ripe.


Seven months after her admission to the sanitarium, Esther gave birth to her third still-born child. The child, whom Jacob named Monty, was buried next to his brother and sister. The psychiatrist told him his wife would never recover. If he wanted, Jacob could easily get a divorce and no one would blame him.


Polly admired his decision to remain married to Esther. She told him she had never met a more gentle man. And considerate? Why he treated her like a princess. Hadn't he filled the cupboard with large cans of coffee? Enough to last three years at least. And can openers! There must have been fifteen in the bottom drawer.


They may not have been married, but they were happy. He was so serene and caring. She had only seen him frightened once, when she kidded him about an impending drought and the possibility of a coffee shortage. Unbelievable as it sounds, she was sure she had heard his jaw drop. It made a funny sound. Kind of like this:


Ker-thunk.


