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We tell ourselves stories in order to live. 
—Joan Didion 

. 
To begin (writing, living) we must have death.  

— Helene Cixous 
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Ch 1 

 The sheer lunacy of an alarm bell echoing off the walls, rushing them from 
that fitful slumber of sleeping in a new house. It was the alarm bell that Howard 
had set the night before. It was the alarm bell of regret. The shrill of the ring 
alerting neighbors that a sinful woman was among them. Howard stepped into 
the master bedroom from the master bath and turned off the alarm. The belt 
around his robe was cinched tight around his waist.  
 “I drew a bath for you, if you are ready to join the world on this fine 
morning.” Howard said, as if he just stopped by for a visit.  
 His tone loosening the shame Evie felt, and penetrating the horror she 
masked as sleepiness to avoid this very moment. She felt like a captive shackled 
to a mattress, unable to lift the sheet that covered her nakedness, her clothes felt 
far away strewn from the hallway to the bedroom threshold. 
 “Howard, how long have you been awake?” Evie asked as she rolled over 
towards the window to avoid further eye contact with Howard. Their 
lovemaking rushed and awkward, left a deep longing in Evie that she hadn’t 
experienced in a long time — since Alek — who rolled over immediately after, 
often leaving her trembling and unsatisfied. 
 “Never slept. Set the alarm just in case.” 
 “You didn’t sleep? At all? Just in case what?” 
 “Not a wink,” Howard said as he turned his head and stared at the 
unfinished pine molding around the closet door.  
 “I was afraid you would leave,” he confessed but was angry with himself 
for not just saying how lovely she looked as she slept. The night had been a 
night of firsts. The first time he had been alone in a house with a woman, 
undressed a woman, made love to a woman, watched a woman sleep, and now, 
navigated the morning after with a woman. 
 “Afraid I’d leave?” The thought had not crossed Evie’s mind that she could 
leave. That she could have risen from the bed, tip-toed to the doorway where 
Howard had undressed her, picked up her clothes, found her pocket book, taken 
the car keys, and simply went home. Like it never happened. Why hadn’t she 
thought of it? Why had Howard? 
 Howard had brought her to this house. Her house. He said it over and 
over again to her as they locked eyes, his hand holding her chin to secure their 
gaze, “This is your house. Your home.” Evie gently corrected him, “Our house, 
our home,” she recited back to him, like a new poem she was learning in grade 
school, or like a lie she had told to her parents she had to remember. 
The Book of Jo 
by JoAnn Elizabeth Stevelos Copyright 2018@ �4



  
 Our home. Your house. Our house. Your home. These became the words 
that would rustle under the covers on a damp summer night and escape out the 
window into the quiet suburban air. These words became a mantra they would 
breathe when their secret was threatened. These words became a shared prayer 
to summon protection from nosey neighbors and curious family. Howard would 
hold Evie’s face and bring their lips close together but not touching and they 
would both murmur, “Our home. Your house. Our house. Your home,” until the 
ecstasy of their shared breath had stilled their trembling bodies, or until the 
crisis had passed, or until the lie to neighbors and family was absorbed and then 
dismissed as ‘none of our business’. 
 When Howard laid next to Evie that night. He was nearly a ghost. His 
body lay there but his spirit hovered above, looking down upon him, lying next 
to a woman, a beautiful woman who breathed stars into the black sky darkening 
the open window above their bed. The maple trees billowing leaves, plump and 
silver, scraped against the window screen, rhythmically, seductively, beckoning. 
The rain had stopped. Yet he couldn’t move. He had collapsed next to her, the 
instant after. She had turned and draped the bed sheet over her naked body. His 
confusion, joy, stubbornness, and pride kept him awake, watchful, vigilant. What 
if she left? What if she changes her mind? He had to be alert, ready. 
 The evening had stirred in him a feeling of triumph and exorcism. With 
his lust actualized, the battle was over. The angst, anxiety, dread of the uninvited 
nightly sentimental longings for Evie vanquished into the messy reality of the 
morning. Oh how unprepared he was for this morning. What should he say to 
Evie? Good morning? Would you like some coffee? This morning was 
reminiscent of the the first time he went to Dell’s — when he sat in his car in the 
parking lot practicing his greeting to Evie — trying to sound casual yet confident 
and completely normal. What would put Evie at ease? He pondered this with a 
gardener’s care, as if he was planting a pear sapling. He had carried the image of 
Evie’s imperfect body throughout the evening into the morning, boldly lifting 
the sheet draped around Evie’s body as she slept, relishing the folds of her skin, 
the scars of her children’s birth, her magnificent dimpled thighs reminiscent of 
the Botticelli paintings he had obsessed over as a boy. It occurred to Howard 
that Evie’s little black uniform had concealed all that was true about her, the 
glory of her motherhood, the milky fullness of her.  
 As Howard gazed upon Evie he understood that the Dell’s uniform had 
trapped the strength of Evie’s femininity into an image deliberately designed to 
provoke his lust and wonton thoughts rather than let him possess her whole self 
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— the self he lay with, her true self revealed in the scars on her skin, in her 
breath, in the flutter of her eyes as she slept, snored, and then had begun to 
grind her teeth. 
 All the tension in the room was amplified when the door bell rang! Evie 
jumped from the bed, dismissing the sheet and her modesty. Howard ran his 
fingers through his hair and began to pace the room, looking at Evie, with a 
panicked look as he paused to notice the morning light accentuating her  
stretch-marked breasts, hips, and sagging bottom.
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