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Grave Soul

Matthew Weiss


A few weeks ago, Tim’s girlfriend, Anna, had a concussion. She had gone down to the Jersey shore for the day with a friend, Katie. Tim couldn’t go. He had to work. Anna drove down at about eleven, expecting to stay until about three. Anna and Katie had lunch on the boardwalk. They went to the beach because Katie wanted a tan. After about an hour, Katie suggested they surf. The two girls squinted past the dunes, hands hovering over their eyes. The waves looked good. Then, Katie and Anna lugged their surfboards from the car and took them out into the water.


The first few minutes went well. At one point, however, Anna fell off her board into the water. As the next wave passed, Anna’s surfboard slammed into her head. She saw lights and heard a sound like a metallic groan. The next thing she knew, she was surrounded by the sky, uncertain how or why she had come to be there. She stumbled to shore and, finding her towel warm, fell fast asleep. She awoke a few hours later and sat with Katie at a pizza place, but did not eat. The two of them drove home as night fell, the trip passing uneventfully, although at times Anna felt light-headed and briefly confused. It was not unpleasant, like a gentle high. That night, when she saw Tim, he said she seemed subdued. But he himself was in a foul mood, jealous of the time with Anna he had missed, and eager for details. He therefore made no special note of it. The next morning, Anna vomited after breakfast. Later that day, the doctor told her she had had her second concussion. Avoid physical activity, he told her, most of all guard your head. No loud music or flashing light. She nodded, not really listening. Again, it wasn’t her first time with a concussion. 


A few days passed and then a week, and then another. Finally, the day of their anniversary arrived. Tim and Anna had been in love for at least a year. They did nearly everything together. The couple celebrated by cooking dinner. Both of them loved charcuterie, so they bought a prepared plate of meats and cheeses from Wegmans. The entrée was a lentil soup, the recipe cut from the New York Times Dining section. Finally, Tim picked up a bottle of champagne on his way home from work. When the preparation was complete, two lovers enjoyed their meal, their legs entwining under the table, first in one configuration, then in another. 


Anna and Tim retired to the couch, talking incidentally about their days. Anna put on the Daily Show from the previous day. The volume was turned down and Tim placed a kiss gently on the small hairs of Anna’s cheek. Once or twice, as they made love, the phone rang. The second time, in fact, Tim answered it, Anna laughing. Perhaps it was Tim’s mother wishing them well. When they finished, their eyes clouded over. Tim lay back on the sweaty couch and Anna turned to him, pushing her nose insistently into his side, rubbing her face against his skin. Itchy, she said. Tim laughed and pushed her away. She groaned and lunged against his chest, murmuring, Hold me, please, in the voice of a small girl. Tim put his arm around her. So cold, she said, her eyes fluttering open. Tim got up, happy to stretch his legs and brought over a blanket. He sat Anna up and placed the blanket over her. Do you love me, Anna asked him. Of course, I do, said Tim. This was to be expected on a night like this. Really? Yes, said Tim, this time more firmly. Why? Anna asked him. Tim paused. Anna asked again, But why do you love me? You’re so good, so good to me, she said, but why do you like me? She slapped her hands to her face. Hey, I can’t even believe you’re asking me that, duck. Inside, Tim was fearful, knowing that he loved her, but also knowing that he was incapable of answering a question like why. He looked into her eyes, which were soft and filled with a dull worry. She was looking at him like a little child. Why do you even stay with me? she asked again, I’m so… She groaned and afterward even pouted. You could be with someone pretty… you should have someone much prettier, she said, squirming on the couch, mumbling something. What did you say, Tim asked her, afraid. Like one of those girls from Degrassi, she said, giving a little cry of frustration, of helplessness that seemed almost to break free of her body before being held back. Wouldn’t you love me more if I were all… skinny? Tim looked at her, horrified that they were having this conversation. Not at all, swan, I love you just the way you are. He was grasping for words. I never even knew you were concerned about your weight, he said painfully. C’mere, he said finally and held her tight. What’s wrong? She slumped against him, sliding down to his lap, her eyes closed. Tim rubbed her shoulder, trying to think of the right thing to say to someone looking so wholly defeated. Say you love me, she mumbled. I love you, he said. Her hair was beautifully askew. You’re so warm, she said. Kiss me. He did, bending down to kiss her where she lay against his legs. Kiss me, she said again, pouting her lips desperately, comically. He did again. Finally her breathing slowed and she fell asleep in his lap. Tim stretched himself out and tried to understand what had just happened. This changes everything, he thought to himself. What was Degrassi? Finally, at around one, Tim turned off the TV. 

The next morning, Tim awoke to Anna making breakfast in the kitchen. It was very bright. As he came in, she threw him some pants. Good morning, crow, she said happily and kissed him gently, lightly, before turning to the eggs. You didn’t have to do all this, Tim said, gesturing to the stove. Anna laughed. About last night, he started to say. Anna interrupted him. It was wonderful, she said, grabbing the toast. The lentil soup was delicious. Blending part of it was just the right idea. That’s fine, Tim said, but about what we talked about… Anna was silent. Tim took a breath, about to launch into his prepared speech. I know you might be concerned about your body, he said, and Anna laughed. What are you talking about, she asked as they sat down to eat. About what you said, he answered, wincing. What? After dinner, when we were on the couch? Yeah? And we talked. About what? Don’t you remember? Tim asked, almost yelling. We had sex and fell asleep, she said, I mean I don’t remember much conversation. You whispered something to me, I think, she said, trying to recall. Tim stared at her. Just as he was about to explain what she had told him, a panicked look came into Anna’s eyes. She ran to the sink and vomited. Tim was there at her side, wiping the sweat from her beautiful forehead, as smooth as a child’s. She groaned. Concussion, she said wiping her mouth, I guess that’s what it was. She turned on the faucet. As he watched the vomit disappear down the drain, Tim felt as if part of his soul were being flushed away with it.

