1

Holding Up the Chandelier

by Nathan Roberts


“Happy anniversary, Charles.”  


“I don’t have time for this today, Rose.”  

She stood smiling up at him there at the bottom of the bus steps, just outside the door.  Her face was painted up – deep red lipstick, pink rouge, blue mascara, and a dark black beauty mark on her wrinkled upper lip.  Her stringy grey hair was held back by a pink hairnet.  A drab brown muumuu with some sort of Aztec print on it covered the tops of her tan house-shoes and climbed up to her shoulders where a satin shawl lay that was so old it had turned an ugly yellow, like bad teeth.  Draped around her neck was a pearl necklace that clashed with the liver spots on her chest.

“Are you riding today or aren’t you?”  

“Well at least say it back, Charles,” Rose said.   

His hand tightened around the lever that opened and closed the door.  

“Did you just want to tell me that or are you –” 
“You have to say it back.”  She gave him a coy smile and bowed her head.
“Are you getting on?” he asked. 

“Why, Charles!  Is that a new uniform?”  He was wearing a polyester jacket with the bus company's logo on the arm.

“I’ve had it for a –”

“Do you recognize what I’m wearing?”  She dropped the wrap off her shoulders.
“Please, Rosy….”

“That’s right.  And the pearls, too.”  She raised her neck so he could see the long strand.

From the driver's seat he could hear exasperated moans coming from the passengers.  He took a slow, deep breath.  “Now Rose, just you get on the –”

She was still looking up at him batting her eyelashes, her thin lips turned up at the sides.  “I thought I might ride with you for a little – like I did right after we were married.”  

“If that’s what you’d like,” he said. “Hurry up.” 

“Remember?  I’d bring you dinner and just ride and ride.  We’d look at each other in your mirror.  You liked that, didn’t you?”
"Please, Rose. Get on the bus or get off the bus. Don't just stand there." He glanced into the mirror above his head at a man wearing a tie, sitting in the row behind him. The man had a clipboard on his lap and was watching them talk.
“Charles!”  She looked away from him, the pearls swinging on her neck.  “Why so rude?  Today of all –” 
“I’m sorry,” he hissed.  “It's a bad day for this. I'm being evaluated.”  
“That doesn’t give you the right to speak to me like that.”  She pursed her lips and drew the wrap tighter around her shoulders.

He looked up into the mirror again.  “Don’t you be causing trouble for me today.”    


“But, Charles.  It’s our anniv –”


 “Don’t care."  He shook his head. "Not today.”


 “Sure, sure.”  She forced a smile.  “I’ll just sit and ride – watch you like I used to.”  She climbed the steps and turned up the isle to find a seat.  He stopped her.
  
“Gotta pay.”


She gasped.  “But I’m your –”


The man with the clipboard looked at his watch and then jotted down some notes with his ballpoint pen.  

“Doesn’t matter if you’re the queen of England today,” he whispered.  


“Well!”  She dug into her pocket and dropped a few wrinkled bills into the slot.


He watched her in the mirror make her way to an empty seat.  She noticed him looking and smiled.


“I forgive you, Charles.  But only because it is such a special day.”


He shook his head.  “We can't move until you're seated.”


He glanced at the sour faces staring at the woman as she shuffled down the aisle.  Rose took a seat between a man reading a newspaper and a girl listening to music on a pair of headphones.  When the bus started moving she leaned over the seat towards the man sitting next to her and beamed.
“That’s my Charles,” Rose said.  
The man with the paper shifted his arms and hid himself behind a wall of print.

She laughed and winked a sky-colored eyelid then leaned in the opposite direction, towards the girl wearing the headphones.  


“That’s my Charles,” she said. “Today’s our anniversary.”


The girl nodded.

“I guess you noticed my pearls,” Rose said.


The girl kept nodding.


“Charles gave them to me on our tenth wedding anniversary.  He told me he’d been saving for six months to get them.  Even the box was expensive – black and silk-lined with gold around the lid.  I was so excited I didn’t want to open it.  And can you believe I didn’t?”  Rose laughed and stared through the floor of the bus, remembering. 


“That’s right! Made him sit there and wait. I didn’t want it to be over. I tried to imagine what was inside. I saw gold and silver, big red rubies, emeralds, and diamonds even. But that was just for starters. I also saw Charles's smile, the tree in my front yard where Daddy hung the swing, and every Christmas morning I've ever had. Before you open a box everything in the world is in there. After though, you only see what was there in the dark all along.”  Her smile faltered.  

“Of course, I had to open it eventually.  The end of such a beautiful day – such a beautiful gift.  I never expected it.”  She looked at the mirror and leaned closer to the girl.  “After all, Charles was only a bus driver,” she whispered.  


The girl scooted a few inches away and stopped nodding.


“Can you believe that I kept that box?  And sometimes...Oh, this is so silly! I act like I never opened it at all.  I make myself remember that feeling and just look at it– black, soft, and mysterious – everything I want inside.”  Rose covered her mouth with her hand and giggled.  “Oh, Charles thinks it is ridiculous…and he's right.”

The bus pulled to a stop.  Passengers got on and got off.  Rose didn’t notice.  She twisted the necklace around her fingers and pulled it away from her chest so she could see it.  She stared at the pearls for a moment and then through them.  When everyone was seated, the bus pulled away from the curb, jostling Rose in her seat.  She dropped the pearls to her chest and looked at the girl again.  The girl was watching her out of the corner of her eye.

“And the wrap?  Oh, you noticed it!  I wore it on our honeymoon.  We went to a big fancy hotel and danced and danced all that night.  Of course, we didn't have a room – we couldn’t afford it, but Charles knew the doorman.  He rode Charles's route twice a day and when he held the door open for us he said, 'Welcome to The Plaza Mr. and Mrs. Baker.' That man all buttoned up in his uniform and holding the door for us – I could have died. 

"And the ballroom! There was a band dressed in tuxedos and holding big shiny brass instruments. Waiters in crisp white shirts and bowties zipping around with fancy drinks on silver trays. Tables all draped in white with more silver and china than I'd ever seen. Then there was me, all wrapped up in my satin shawl, just like I belonged. 

"And the light! I remember the light the most – a big chandelier was hanging over the dance floor shining down over everything.  I remember I asked Charles how they kept it up there.  I worried it might come crashing down on us.  He told me I was being silly – that we’d be dead and buried and that chandelier would still be up there with people dancing underneath.  He told me all that light holds it up and makes it weigh nothing at all. He told me that and I believed him.”  


She laughed and clapped her hands together.  

“I acted like we were staying there – in the honeymoon suite, no less.  Pink champagne and fancy food and a big bed with soft white sheets.  Imagine my surprise when I woke up in our own bed the next morning, Charles getting dressed for work. Do you know that I convinced myself that we were staying in that fancy place?  I looked around and all that white and all those lights were gone. Except for this.” She smoothed the yellowed fabric. “When I get lonesome for that night I put it on and I'm back there.  I ask Charles to take me for a dance on the big wood dance floor under the chandelier. He always does. We move the table and dance to the radio right there in the kitchen.  Even if there isn’t a song on we dance. All that light comes back to me then.  

"You must think I’m just an awful woman, wasting my days dreaming the same dream over and over.  But no, a person needs those spots of brightness in this life – needs to be able to wear those old memories like they're brand new.”  

She looked up at the mirror as the bus slowed to a stop.  

“That’s why I still get gussied up and make my way to the bus stop every anniversary.  I come to see my Charles drive his bus and to remember all the bright parts of our life together.  I know it makes him mad.  I know he loves me, too.  Such a good man.”  She looked back at the girl wearing the headphones.  “And look at me.  I’ve talked your ear off, haven't I?  Thank you for listening to an old woman.”  She reached out and gripped the girl’s hand.  


The girl jerked her hand away. “Don’t touch me!”   


Rose frowned.  “Oh, don't you worry, Sweetie. You'll meet a man like Charles some day and together you'll make the same sort of memories I've got.” She reached out her hand again.


“Leave me alone!" the girl yelled. "Somebody help me!”


Rose patted the girl's knee and then slowly stood up and walked toward the front of the bus. The driver was standing in the isle waiting for her.

“I warned you not to bug the passengers,” the driver said.  “Next time I call the cops and they haul you away.”  


“Thank you, Charles.  Thank you for making all these years so wonderful.  I’ll see you tonight, after.  I baked your favorite cake, so hurry home.”  She wrapped her frail arms around him and tried to kiss his cheek, but he pushed her away and held her at arm's length.


“That’s it, lady. I need you off this bus.”


She smiled and winked.  “I understand, Charles.  Still shy after all these years.”


The driver shook his head and let her pass.  He looked at the man in the tie.


“Put that in your report.  This old woman has been causing problems ever since I got this job. This kinda pay ain’t worth the frustration.”  He turned and sat back down in the driver's seat.      

Rose climbed down the stairs to the sidewalk and looked up at him.  His hand was on the door lever. She kissed her palm, flattening it under her mouth to blow him a kiss. 


“I’ll save you a dance for when you come home, Charles,” she said. “Just like The Plaza.  Just like under that big, bright chandelier.”  

  The driver shook his head. His right hand moved and the door unfolded. The bus pulled away. Rose stood staring after it for a second and then took a seat on the bench behind her. She pulled the satin wrap closer and one hand rose to the pearls around her neck, giving them two soft pats.
