Millie Ford

Noisy Boy
	At first it was charming. The tall handsome man with broad shoulders, thick brown hair, and animated brown eyes was interested in telling me his stories. There was no awkward early-dating silence when my mind went blank, and I had nothing to say. Jim kept the conversation going, asking questions, paying attention, and remembering things. 
	He invited me to his house for a home-cooked dinner. “I was going to make stuffed peppers, but I remembered that you picked off the green peppers from your pizza, so I hope you are OK with meatloaf.” We shared a pizza with his brother and sister-in-law months before we officially started dating. I agreed to half an all-veggie, and I did set aside the green peppers. The boys got sausage and pepperoni.
	Jim never stopped talking, and in the early morning, he got up with the sun, full of energy and excitement. He was rushing me out the door before my eyes were open, when the half-cup of caffeine I gulped hadn’t made its way into my brain cells.  His constant chatter could be annoying. “My friend Timmy lived here,” he started. “We were in first grade together and . . .” It was too early for this walk down memory lane. It was too early for a walk at all.  
	He even talked in his sleep, flopping around like a fish on the bottom of the boat. I rarely got a good night’s sleep, except when I snuck out and slept on the couch. Those peaceful nights ended when my new husband cried, “Why have a wife if I can’t wake up next to her.” I wondered how long it would take for my body to get used to no sleep.
	He was a professional football fanatic, and every Sunday, he wanted me by his side while he watched all the games. (Thankfully, it was before cable sports packages and the NFL network.) Jim didn’t just watch football; he interacted with the announcers and wanted a companion in the conversation. There was too much noise to read, so I’d take my NY Times Sunday crossword puzzle and sit next to him. Something happened on the field, and Jim shouted, “Did you see that?”
	Of course, I didn’t. “Did he just,” I stopped. It wasn’t a home run, it wasn’t a three-pointer, but I had no idea what the equivalent would be for football. “Wow. Spectacular.” I tried to match his intensity, but he knew I wasn’t interested.
	One evening, we were playing Scrabble. A game I loved, and Jim tolerated. “It’s still your turn,” and I started humming the tune from Final Jeopardy. Jim kept rearranging the letters, hoping the small beige tiles would magically transform into a triple word score.
	“I got it,” he said as he triumphantly put down the tiles to spell A-F-L-E-E-K. It was 2003, long before ‘fleek’ made its way into the popular lexicon. He moved his shoulders back and forth, a victory dance.
	My eyebrows raised; I shook my head. “That’s not a word.”
	“Yes, it is,” he took a sip of bourbon, ice cubes singing inside the glass, giving him time to think. His eyes started to dance. “I read it in the sports section. ‘The horse was running afleek.’” He was a kid on Christmas morning discovering that Santa had indeed given him a powerful word. I could not deny him this victory. I always beat him in Scrabble even when I tried to throw the game. 
	“OK,” I said as I raised my eyebrows. “Pick your new letters.”  I tossed the black bag to him.
	He paused, looked directly at me, and smiled. “If I die today, I will die happy. I have everything I ever wanted”
	I blinked away the tears, pretending to have dust behind my contact lens. I wanted to say something funny, but I couldn’t take away from this exquisite moment. Afleek was now a word, and my heart was blown open. I finally had everything I ever wanted as well. 
	The silence choked me after he died. His college student son was rarely home, and when he was, he was in his room studying. There was no more loud music, no sports talk radio, no endless Sundays of football. His booming voice echoed in my heart, and like an echo, grew faint over time, and then, it was gone. 
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