
  
[image:  ]
  


  
    About Grace


    Anthony Doerr

    

    



    [image: ]

  


  
    for my mother and father

  


  
    There must be some definite cause why, whenever snow begins to fall, its initial formation invariably displays the shape of a six-cornered starlet. For if it happens by chance, why do they not fall just as well with five corners or with seven?…Who carved the nucleus, before it fell, into six horns of ice?


    From On the Six-Cornered Snowflake, by Johannes Kepler, 1610
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    Book One

  


  
    1


    He made his way through the concourse and stopped by a window to watch a man with two orange wands wave a jet into its gate. Above the tarmac the sky was faultless, that relentless tropic blue he had never quite gotten used to. At the horizon, clouds had piled up: cumulus congests, a sign of some disturbance traveling along out there, over the sea.


    The slim frame of a metal detector awaited its line of tourists. In the lounge: duty-free rum, birds of paradise sleeved in cellophane, necklaces made from shells. From his shirt pocket he produced a notepad and a pen.


    The human brain, he wrote, is seventy-five percent water. Our cells are little more than sacs in which to carry water. When we die it spills from us into the ground and air and into the stomachs of animals and is contained again in something else. The properties of liquid water are this: it holds its temperature longer than air; it is adhering and elastic; it is perpetually in motion. These are the tenets of hydrology; these are the things one should know if one is to know oneself.


    He passed through the gate. On the boarding stairs, almost to the jet, a feeling like choking rose in his throat. He clenched his duffel and clung to the rail. A line of birdsground doves, perhapswere landing one by one in a patch of mown grass on the far side of the runway. The passengers behind him shifted restlessly. A flight attendant wrung her hands, reached for him, and escorted him into the cabin.


    The sensation of the plane accelerating and rising was like entering a vivid and perilous dream. He braced his forehead against the window. The ocean widened below the wing; the horizon tilted, then plunged. The plane banked and the island reemerged, lush and sudden, fringed by reef. For an instant, in the crater of Soufriere, he could see a pearly green sheet of water. Then the clouds closed, and the island was gone.


    The woman in the seat next to him had produced a novel and was beginning to read. The airplane climbed the troposphere. Tiny fronds of frost were growing on the inner pane of the window. Behind them the sky was dazzling and cold. He blinked and wiped his glasses with his sleeve. They were climbing into the sun.
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    His name was David Winkler and he was fifty-nine years old. This would be his first trip home in twenty-five yearsif home was what he could still call it. He had been a father, a husband, and a hydrologist. He was not sure if he was any of those things now.


    His ticket was from Kingstown, St. Vincent, to Cleveland, Ohio, with a stopover in Miami. The first officer was relaying airspeed and altitude through loudspeakers in the ceiling. Weather over Puerto Rico. The captain would keep the seat belt sign illuminated.


    From his window seat, Winkler glanced around the cabin. PassengersAmericans, mostlywere reading, sleeping, speaking quietly to one another. The woman beside Winkler held the hand of a blond man in the aisle seat.


    He closed his eyes, rested his head against the window, and gradually slipped into something like sleep. He woke sweating. The woman in the seat beside him was shaking his shoulder. You were dreaming, she said. Your legs were shaking. And your hands. You pressed them against the window.


    Im all right. Far below the wing scrolled reefs of cumuli. He mopped his face with a cuff.


    Her gaze lingered on him before she took up her novel again. He sat awhile and studied the clouds. Finally, with a resigned voice, he said, The compartment above you isnt latched properly. In the turbulence itll open and the bag inside will fall out.


    She looked up. What?


    The compartment. The bin. He motioned with his eyes toward the space above them. It must not be completely closed.


    She leaned across the blond man beside her, into the aisle. Really? She nudged the blond man and said something and he looked over and up and said the bin was fine and latched tight.


    Are you sure?


    Quite.


    The woman turned to Winkler. Its fine. Thank you. She went back to her book. Two or three minutes later the plane began to buck, and the entire cabin plunged for a long second. The bin above them rattled, the door clicked open, and a bag dropped into the aisle. From inside came the muffled crunch of breaking glass.


    The blond man lifted the bag and peered inside and swore. The plane leveled off. The bag was straw and printed with an image of a sailboat. The man began taking out pieces of what looked like souvenir martini glasses and shaking his head at them. A flight attendant squatted in the aisle and collected fragments in an airsickness bag.


    The woman in the middle seat stared at Winkler with a hand over her mouth.


    He kept his gaze out the window. The frost between the panes was growing, making tiny connections, a square inch of delicate feathers, a two-dimensional wonderland of ice.
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    He called them dreams. Not auguries or visions exactly, or presentiments or premonitions. Calling them dreams let him edge as close as he could to what they were: sensationsexperiences, eventhat visited him as he slept and faded after he woke, only to reemerge in the minutes or hours or days to come.


    It had taken years before he was able to recognize the moment as it approachedsomething in the odor of a room (a smell like cedar shingles, or smoke, or hot milk and rice), or the sound of a diesel bus shaking along below an apartment, and he would realize this was an event he had experienced before, that what was about to happenhis father slicing his finger on a can of sardines, a gull alighting on the sillwas something that had already happened, in the past, in a dream.


    He had standard dreams, too, of course, the types of dreams everyone has, the film reels of paradoxical sleep, all the improbable narratives concocted by a cerebral cortex working to organize its memories. But occasionally, rarely, what he saw when he slept (rain overwhelmed the gutters; the plumber offered half his turkey sandwich; a coin disappeared, inexplicably, from his pocket) was differentsharper, truer, and premonitory.


    All his life it had been like this. His dreams predicted crazy, impossible things: stalactites grew out of the ceiling; he opened a door to find the bathroom stuffed with melting ice. And they predicted everyday things: a woman dropped a magazine; a cat delivered a broken sparrow to the back door; a bag fell from an overhead bin and its contents broke in the aisle. Like dreams these apparitions ambushed him in the troubled fringes of sleep, and once they were finished, they were almost always lost, disbanding into fragments he could not reassemble later.


    But a few times in his life he had fuller visions: the experience of them fine-edged and hyperreallike waking to find himself atop a barely frozen lake, the deep cracking sounding beneath his feetand those dreams remained long after he woke, reminding themselves to him throughout the days to come, as if the imminent could not wait to become the past, or the present lunged at the future, eager for what would be. Here most of all the word failed: These were dreams deeper than dreaming, beyond remembering. These dreams were knowing.


    He shifted in his seat and watched phalanxes of clouds pass below the wing. Memories scudded toward him, as distinct as the fibers in the seat-back in front of him: he saw the blue glow of a welding arc flicker in a window; he saw rain washing over the windshield of his old Chrysler. He was seven and his mother bought him his first pair of eyeglasses; he hurried through the apartment examining everything: the structure of frost in the icebox, a spattering of rain on the parlor window. What a marvel it had been to see the particulars of the worldrainbows of oil floating in puddles; columns of gnats spiraling over Ship Creek; the crisp, scalloped edges of clouds.
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    He was on an airplane, fifty-nine years old, but he could be simultaneouslyin the folds of memorya quarter century younger, in bed, in Ohio, falling asleep. The house was still and going dark. Beside him his wife slept on top of the comforter, legs splayed, her body giving off heat as it always did. Their infant daughter was quiet across the hall. It was midnight, March, rain at the windows, and he had to be up at five the next morning. He listened to the click and patter of drops against the panes. His eyelids fell.


    In his dream, water swirled three feet deep in the street. From the upstairs windowhe was standing at it, palms against the glassthe neighborhood houses looked like a fleet of foundered arks: flood-water past the first-floor sills, fences swallowed, saplings up to their necks.


    His daughter was crying somewhere. Behind him the bed was empty and neatly madewhere had his wife gone? Boxes of cereal and a few dishes stood on the dresser; a pair of gum boots waited atop the stairs. He hurried from room to room calling for his daughter. She was not in her crib or the bathroom or anywhere upstairs. He pulled on the boots and descended to the front hall. Two feet of water covered the entire first floor, silent and cold, a color like milky coffee. When he stood on the hall carpet, the water was past his knees. His daughters whimpering echoed strangely through the rooms, as if she were present in every corner. Grace?


    Outside more water muttered and pressed at the walls. He waded forward. Pale spangles of reflected light swung back and forth over the ceiling. Three magazines turned idly in his wake; a bloated roll of paper towels bumped his knee and drifted off.


    He opened the pantry and sent a wave rolling through the kitchen, jostling the stools. A group of half-submerged lightbulbs like the caps of tiny drifting skulls sailed toward the refrigerator. He paused. He could no longer hear her. Grace?


    From outside came the sound of a motorboat passing. Each breath hung in front of him a moment before dispersing. The light was failing. The hairs on his arms stood up. He picked up the phonethe cord floating beneath itbut there was no dial tone. Something sour and thin was beginning to rise from his gut.


    He forced open the basement door and found the stairwell entirely submerged, lost beneath a foamy brown rectangle of water. A page from a calendar floated there, something of his wifes, a photo of a candy-striped lighthouse, darkening and turning in the froth.


    He panicked. He searched for her beneath the hall table, behind the armchair (which was nearly afloat now); he looked in ridiculous places: the silverware drawer, a Tupperware bowl. He waded with his arms down, feeling below the surface, dragging his fingers along the floor. The only sounds were of his lower body splashing along and the smaller percussions of waves hed made lapping against the walls.


    He found her on his third pass through the family room. She was in her bassinet, atop the highest shelf of his wifes plant stand, against the foggy window, her eyes wide, a blanket over her shoulders. Her yellow wool cap on her head. Her blanket was dry. Grace, he said, lifting her out, who put you up there?


    Emotion flitted across her face, her lips tightening, her forehead wrinkling. Just as quickly, her expression eased. Its okay, he said. Well get you out of here. He held her against his chest, waded through the hall, and dragged open the front door.


    Water sighed in from the yard. The street had become a clotted, makeshift river. The sugar maple on the Sachses lawn was lying immersed across the street. Plastic bags, snagged in the branches, vibrated in the passage of water and sent up a high, unearthly buzzing, a sound like insects swarming. No lights were on. Two cats he had never seen before paced a low branch of the front yard oak. Dozens of possessions were adrift: a lawn chair, a pair of plastic trash cans, a Styrofoam coolerall slathered with mud, all parading slowly down the street.


    He waded down the steps of the front walk. Soon the water was to his belt and he held Grace high against his shoulder with both arms and fought the current. Her breath was small in his ear. His own breath stood out in front of them in short-lived clouds of vapor.


    His clothes were drenched and he had begun to shiver. The force of waterslow, but heavy with sediment and sticks and whole clumps of turfpushed resolutely at his thighs and he felt it trying to raise his feet and carry them away. A hundred yards up the street, behind the Stevensons place, a small blue light winked among the trees. He glanced back at the entrance to his own house, dark, already far away.


    Hang on, Grace, he said. She did not cry. From the location of the telephone poles standing in the dimness he could discern where the sidewalk was and made for it.


    He clawed his way up the street, hanging with one arm on to lampposts and the trunks of trees and pulling himself forward as if up the rungs of an enormous ladder. He would reach the blue light and save them. He would wake, safe and dry, in his bed.


    The flood hissed and murmured, a sound like blood rising in his ears. The taste of it was in his teeth: clay and something else, like rust. Several times he thought he might slip and had to stop, propped against a mailbox, spitting water, clutching the baby. His glasses fogged. His legs and feet were numb. The flood sucked at his boots.


    The light behind the Stevensons wavered and blinked and rematerialized as it passed behind obstacles. A boat. The water was not as deep up here. Help! he called. Help us. Grace was quiet: a small weight against his wet shirt. Far away, as if from a distant shore, sirens keened.


    A few steps later, he stumbled. Water surged to his shoulders. The river pushed at him the way wind pushes at a sail and all his life, even in dreams, he would remember the sensation: the feeling of being overwhelmed by water. In a second he was borne away. He held Grace as high as he could and clamped her little thighs between his palms, his thumbs in the small of her back. He kicked; he pointed his toes and tried to find bottom. The upper halves of houses glided past. For a moment he thought they would be carried all the way down the street, past their house, past the cul-de-sac, and into the river. Then his head struck a telephone pole; he spun; the current washed them under.


    The evening had gone to that last blue before darkness. He tried to hold Grace above his chest, her little hips in his hands; his own head stayed under.


    His shoulders struck submerged sticks, a dozen unseen obstacles. The undercurrent sucked one of his boots off. A few hundred feet down the block they passed into an eddy, full of froth and twigs, and he threw his legs around a mailboxthe last mailbox on the street. Here the flood coursed through wooded lots at the terminus of the street and merged with the swollen, unrecognizable Chagrin River. There, somehow, he managed to stagger to his feet, still holding Grace. A spasm tore through his diaphragm and he began to cough.


    The bobbing, shifting point of light that had been by the Stevensons was miraculously closer. Help us! he gasped. Over here!


    The mailbox swiveled against his weight. The light drew nearer. It was a rowboat. A man leaned over the bow waving a flashlight. He could hear voices. The mailbox groaned against his weight. Please, Winkler tried to say. Please.


    The boat approached. The light was in his face. Hands had ahold of his belt and were hauling him over the gunwale.


    Is she dead? he heard someone ask. Is she breathing?


    Winkler gulped air. His glasses were lost but he could see that Graces mouth hung open. Her hair was wet, her yellow cap gone. Her cheeks had lost their color. He could not seem to relax his armsthey did not seem like his arms at all. Sir, someone said. Let her loose, sir.


    He felt a scream boiling up in his throat. Someone called for him to let go, let go, let go.


    This was a dream. This had not happened.
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    Memory gallops, then checks up and veers unexpectedly; to memory, the order of occurrence is arbitrary. Winkler was still on an airplane, hurtling north, but he was also pushing farther back, sinking deeper into the overlaps, to the years before he even had a daughter, before he had even dreamed of the woman who would become his wife.


    This was 1975. He was thirty-two years old, in Anchorage, Alaska. He had an apartment over a garage in Midtown, a 1970 Chrysler Newport, few friends, no family left. If there was anything to notice about him, it was his eyeglasses: thick, Coke-bottle lenses in plastic frames. Behind them his eyes appeared unsubstantial and slightly warped, as if he peered not through a half centimeter of curved glass but through ice, two frozen pools, his eyeballs floating just beneath.


    It was March again, early breakup, the sun not completely risen but a warmth in the air, blowing east, and with it the improbable smell of new leaves, as if spring was already happening to the westin the Aleutian volcanoes or all the way across the strait in Siberiathe first compressed buds showing on whatever kinds of trees they had there, and bears blinking as they stumbled from their hibernal dens, whole festivals starting, nighttime songs and burgeoning romances and homages to the equinox and the first seeds being sownRussian spring blowing across the Bering Sea and over the mountains and tumbling into Anchorage.


    Winkler dressed in one of his two brown corduroy suits and walked to the small brick National Weather Service office on Seventh Avenue where he worked as an analysts assistant. He spent the morning compiling snowpack forecasts at his little veneered desk. Every few minutes a slab of snow would slide off the roof and plunge into the hedge outside his window with a muffled whump.


    At noon he walked to the Snow Goose Market and ordered a salami and mustard on wheat and waited in a checkout lane to pay for it.


    Fifteen feet away a woman in tortoiseshell glasses and a tan polyester suit stopped in front of a revolving rack of magazines. Two boxes of cereal and a half gallon of milk stood primly in her basket. The lightangling through the front windowsfell across her waist and lit her shins below her skirt. He could see tiny particles of dust drifting in the air between her ankles, each fleck tumbling individually in and out of sunlight, and there was something intensely familiar in their arrangement.


    A cash register clanged. An automatic fan in the ceiling clicked on with a sigh. Suddenly he knew what would happenhe had dreamed it four or five nights before. The woman would drop a magazine; he would step over, pick it up, and give it back.


    The cashier handed a pair of teenagers their change and looked expectantly at Winkler. But he could not take his eyes from the woman browsing magazines. She spun the rack a quarter turn, her thumb and forefinger fell hesitantly upon an issue (Good Housekeeping, March 1975, Valerie Harper on the cover, beaming and tan in a green tank top), and she picked it up. The cover slipped; the magazine fell.


    His feet made for her as if of their own volition. He bent; she stooped. The tops of their heads nearly touched. He lifted the magazine, swiped dust off the cover, and handed it over.


    They straightened simultaneously. He realized his hand was shaking. His eyes did not meet hers but left their attention somewhere above her throat. You dropped this, he said. She didnt take it. At the register a housewife had taken his place in line. A bagboy snapped open a bag and lowered a carton of eggs into it.


    Miss?


    She inhaled. Behind her lips were trim rows of shiny teeth, slightly off-axis. She closed her eyes and held them shut a moment before opening them, as if waiting out a spell of vertigo.


    Did you want this?


    How?


    Your magazine?


    I have to go, she said abruptly. She set down her shopping basket and made for the exit, almost jogging, holding her coat around her, hurrying through the door into the parking lot. For a few seconds he could see her two legs scissoring up the street; then she was obscured by a banner taped over the window, and gone.


    He stood holding the magazine for a long time. The sounds of the store gradually returned. He picked up her basket, set his sandwich in it, and paid for it allthe milk, the cereal, the Good Housekeeping.


    Later, after midnight, he lay in his bed and could not sleep. Elements of her (three freckles on her left cheek, the groove between the knobs of her collarbone, a strand of hair tucked behind her ear) scrolled past his eyes. On the floor beside him the magazine lay open: an ad for dog biscuits, a recipe for blueberry upside-down cake.


    He got up, tore open one of the cereal boxesboth were Kelloggs Apple Jacksand ate handfuls of the little pale rings at his kitchen window, watching the streetlights shudder in the wind.

    



    A month passed. Rather than fade from his memory, the woman grew sharper, more insistent: two rows of teeth, dust floating between her ankles. At work he saw her face on the undersides of his eyelids, in a numerical model of groundwater data from Shemya Air Force Base. Almost every noon he found himself at the Snow Goose, scanning checkout lanes, lingering hopefully in the cereal aisle.


    He went through the first box of Apple Jacks in a week. The second box he ate more slowly, rationing himself a palmful a day, as if that box were the last in existence, as if when he looked into the bottom and found only sugary dust, hed have consumed not only his memory of her, but any chance of seeing her again.


    He brought the Good Housekeeping to work and paged through it: twenty-three recipes for potatoes; coupons for Pillsbury Nut Bread; a profile of quintuplets. Were there clues to her here? When no one was looking he set Valerie Harpers cover photo under a coworkers Swift 2400 and examined her clavicle in the viewfinder. She consisted of melees of dotsyellows and magentas, ringed with blueher breasts made of big, motionless halos.


    Winkler, who in his thirty-two years had hardly left the Anchorage Bowl, who still caught himself some clear days staring wistfully at the Alaska Range to the north, the brilliant white massifs, and the white spaces farther back, the way they floated on the horizon less like real mountains than the ghosts of them, now found his eyes drawn into the dream kitchens of advertisements: copper pots, shelf paper, folded napkins. Was her kitchen like one of these? Did she, too, use Brillo Supreme steel wool pads for her heavy-duty cleaning needs?

    



    He found her in June, at the same market. This time she wore a plaid skirt and tall boots. She stepped briskly through the aisles, looking different, more determined. A shaft of anxiety whirled in his chest. She bought a small bottle of grape juice and an apple, counting exact change out of a tiny purse with brass clasps. She was in and out in under two minutes.


    He followed.


    She walked quickly, making long strides, her gaze on the sidewalk ahead of her. Winkler had to half jog to keep up. The day was warm and damp and her hair, tied at the back of her neck, seemed to float along behind her head. At D Street she waited to cross and Winkler came up behind her, suddenly too closeif he leaned forward six inches, the top of her head would have been in his face. He stared at her calves disappearing into her boots and inhaled. What did she smell like? Clipped grass? The sleeve of a wool sweater? The mouth of the little brown bag that held her apple and juice crinkled in her fist.


    The light changed. She started off the curb. He followed her six blocks up Fifth Avenue, where she turned right and went into a branch of First Federal Savings and Loan. He paused outside, trying to calm his heart. A pair of gulls sailed past, calling to each other. Through the stenciling on the window, past a pair of desks (with bankers at them, penciling things onto big desk calendars), he watched her pull open a walnut half-door and slip behind the teller counter. There were customers waiting. She set down her little bag, slid aside a sign, and waved the first one forward.

    



    He hardly slept. A full moon, high over the city, dragged the tide up Knik Arm, then let it out again. He read from Watson, from Pauling, the familiar words disassembling in front of his eyes. He stood by the window with a legal pad and wrote: Inside me a trillion cells are humming, proteins stalking the strands of my DNA, winding and unwinding, making and remaking…


    He crossed it out. He wrote: Do we choose who we love?


    If only his first dream had carried him past what he already knew, past the magazine falling to the floor. He shut his eyes and tried to summon an image of her, tried to keep her there as he drifted toward sleep.


    By nine A.M. he was on the same sidewalk watching her through the same window. In his knapsack he had what remained of the second box of Apple Jacks and the Good Housekeeping. She was standing at her tellers station, looking down. He wiped his palms on his trousers and went in.


    There was no one in the queue, but her station had a sign up: PLEASE SEE THE NEXT TELLER. She was counting ten-dollar bills with the thin, pink hands he already thought of as familiar. A nameplate resting on the marble counter read, SANDY SHEELER.


    Excuse me.


    She held up a finger and continued counting without looking up.


    I can help you down here, another teller offered.


    Its okay, Sandy said. She reached the end of her stack, made a notation on the corner of an envelope, and looked up. Hello.


    The lenses of her glasses reflected a light in the ceiling for a second and flooded the lenses of his own glasses with light. Panic started in his throat. She was a stranger, entirely unfamiliar; who was he to have guessed at her dissatisfactions, to have incorporated her into his dreams? He stammered: I met you in the supermarket? A few months ago? We didnt actually meet, but…


    Her gaze swam. He reached into his knapsack and withdrew the cereal and the magazine. A teller to Sandys right glanced over the partition.


    I thought maybe, he said, you wanted these? You left so quickly.


    Oh. She did not touch the cereal or the Good Housekeeping but did not take her eyes from them. He could not tell but thought she leaned forward a fraction. He lifted the box of cereal and shook it. I ate some.


    She gave him a confused smile. Keep it.


    Her eyes tracked from the magazine to him and back. A critical moment was passing now, he knew it: he could feel the floor falling away beneath his feet. Would you ever want to go to a movie? Anything like that?


    Now her gaze veered past Winkler and over his shoulder, out into the bank. She shook her head. Winkler felt a small weight drop into his stomach. Already he began to back away. Oh. I see. Well. Im sorry.


    She took the box of Apple Jacks and shook it and set it on the shelf beneath the counter. She whispered, My husband, and looked at Winkler for the first time, really looked at him, and Winkler felt her gaze go all the way through the back of his head.


    He heard himself say: You dont wear a ring.


    No. She touched her ring finger. Her nails were clipped short. Its getting repaired.


    He sensed he was out of time; the whole scene was slipping away, liquefying and sliding toward a drain. Of course, he mumbled. I work at the Weather Service. Im David. You could reach me there. In case you decide differently. And then he was turning, his empty knapsack bunched in his fist, the bright glass of the banks facade reeling in front of him.

    



    Two months: rain on the windows, a pile of unopened meteorology texts on the table in his apartment that struck him for the first time in his life as trivial. He cooked noodles, wore one of the same two brown corduroy suits, checked the barometer three times a day and chaRted his readings halfheartedly on graph paper smuggled home from work.


    Mostly he remembered her ankles, and the particles of dust drifting between them, illuminated in a slash of sunlight. The three freckles on her cheek formed an isosceles triangle. He had been so certain; he had dreamed her. But who knew where assurance and belief came from? Somewhere across town she was standing at a sink or walking into a closet, his name stowed somewhere in the pleated neurons of her brain, echoing up one dendrite in a billion: David, David.


    The days slid by, one after another: warm, cold, rainy, sunny. He felt, all the time, as if he had lost something vital: his wallet, his keys, a fundamental memory he couldnt quite summon. The horizon looked the same as ever: the same grimy oil trucks groaned through the streets; the tide exposed the same mudflats twice a day. In the endless gray Weather Service teletypes, he saw the same thing every time: desire.


    Hadnt there been a longing in her face, locked behind that bank-teller smilea yearning in her, visible just for a second, as she dragged her eyes up? Hadnt she seemed about to cry at the supermarket?


    The Good Housekeeping lay open on his kitchen counter, bulging with riddles: Do you know the secret of looking younger? How much style for your money do cotton separates offer? How many blonde colors found in nature are in Naturally Blonde Hair Treatment?


    He walked the streets; he watched the sky.
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    She called in September. A secretary patched her through. He has a hockey game, Sandy said, nearly whispering. Theres a matinee at four-fifteen.


    Winkler swallowed. Okay. Yes. Four-fifteen.


    She appeared in the lobby at four-thirty and hurried past him to the concessions counter where she bought a box of chocolate-covered raisins. Then, without looking at him, she entered the theater and sat in the dimness with the light from the screen flickering over her face. He took the seat beside her. She ate her raisins one after another, hardly stopping to breathe; she smelled, he thought, like mint, like chewing gum. All through the film he stole glances: her cheek, her elbow, stray hairs atop her head illuminated in the wavering light.


    Afterward she watched the credits drift up the screen as if the film still played behind them, as if there would be more to the story. Her eyelids blinked rapidly. The house lights came up. She said, Youre a weatherman.


    Sort of. Im a hydrologist.


    The ocean?


    Groundwater, mostly. And the atmosphere. My main interest lies in snow, in the formation and physics of snow crystals. But you cant really get paid to study that. I type memos, recheck forecasts. Im basically a secretary.


    I like snow, Sandy said. Moviegoers were filing for the exits and her attention flitted over them. He fumbled for something to say.


    Youre a bank teller?


    She did not look at him. That day in the market…It was like I knew you were going to be there. When I dropped the magazine, I knew youd come over. It felt like I had already done it, already lived through it once before. She glanced at him quickly, just for a moment, then gathered her coat, smoothed out the front of her skirt, and peered over her shoulder to where an usher was already sweeping the aisle. You think thats crazy.


    No, he said.


    Her upper lip trembled. She did not look at him. Ill call next Wednesday. Then she was moving down the row of seats, her coat tight around her shoulders.

    



    Why did she call him? Why did she come back to the theater, Wednesday after Wednesday? To slip the constraints of her life? Perhaps. But even then Winkler guessed it was because she had felt something that noon in the Snow Goose Markethad felt time settle over itself, imbricate and fix into place, the vertigo of future aligning with the present.


    They saw Jaws, and Benji, talking around the edges. Each week Sandy bought a box of chocolate-covered raisins and ate them with the same zeal, the indigo light of the screen flaring in the lenses of her glasses.


    Sandy, hed whisper in the middle of a film, his heart climbing his throat. How are you?


    Is that the uncle? shed whisper back, eyes on the screen. I thought he was dead.


    How is work? What have you been up to?


    Shed shrug, chew a raisin. Her fingers were thin and pink: magnificent.


    Afterward shed stand, take a breath, and pull her coat around her. I hate this part, she said once, peeking toward the exits. When the lights come on after a movie. Its like waking up. She smiled. Now you have to go back to the living.


    Hed remain in his seat for a few minutes after shed left, feeling the emptiness of the big theater around him, the drone of the film rewinding up in the projection room, the hollow thunk of an ushers dustpan as he swept the aisles. Above Winkler the little bulbs screwed into the ceiling in the shape of the Big Dipper burned on and on.

    



    She was born in Anchorage, two years before him. She wore lipstick that smelled like soap. She got cold easily. Her socks were always too thin for the weather. During the earthquake of 64 a Cadillac pitched through the front window of the bank, and she had been, she confessed, thrilled by it, by everything: the sudden smell of petroleum, the enormous car-swallowing graben that had yawned open in the middle of Fourth Avenue. She whispered: We didnt have to go back to work for a week.


    The husband (goalie for his hockey team) was branch manager. They got married after her senior year at West High School. He had a fondness for garlic salt that, she said, destroyed his breath, so that she could hardly look at him after he ate it, could hardly stand to be in the same room.


    For the past nine years they had lived in a beige ranch house with brown shingles and a yellow garage door. A pair of lopsided pumpkins lolled on the front porch like severed heads. Winkler knew this because he looked up the address in the phone book and began driving past in the evenings.


    The husband didnt like movies, was happy to dry the dishes, lovedmore than anything, Sandy saidto play miniature golf. Even his name, Winkler thought, was cheerless: Herman. Herman Sheeler. Their phone number, although Winkler had never called it, was 542-7433. The last four digits spelled the first four letters of their last name, something Herman had, according to Sandy, announced at a Friday staff meeting as the most remarkable thing that had happened to him in a decade.


    In a decade, she said, staring off at the soaring credits.


    Winklerbehind his big eyeglasses, his solitary existencehad never felt this way, never been in love, never flirted with or thought about a married woman. But he couldnt let it go. It was not a conscious decision; he did not think: We were meant to be, or: Something has predetermined that our paths cross, or even: I choose to think of her several times a minute, her neck, her arms, her elbows. The shampoo smell of her hair. Her chest against the fabric of a thin sweater. His feet simply brought him by the bank every day, or the Newport pulled him past her house at night. He ate Apple Jacks. He threw away his tin of garlic salt.


    Through the bank window he peered at the bankers behind their desks: one in a blue suit with a birthmark on his neck; another in a V-neck sweater with gray in his hair and a ring of keys clipped to his belt loop. Could the V-neck be him? Wasnt he twice her age? The birthmarked man was looking up at Winkler and chewing his pen; Winkler ducked behind a pillar.

    



    In December, after they had watched Three Days of the Condor for the second time, she asked him to take her to his apartment. All she said about Herman was: Hes going out after the game. She seemed nervous, pushing her cuticles against the edges of her teeth, but she was perpetually nervous, and this, Winkler figured, was part of itAnchorage was not a huge city and they could, after all, be seen at any time. They could be found out.


    The streets were dark and cold. He led her quickly through the alternating pools of streetlight and shadow. Hardly anyone was out. The tailpipes of cars at stop signs smoked madly. Winkler did not know whether to take her hand or not. He felt he could see Anchorage that night with agonizing clarity: slush frozen into sidewalk seams, ice glazing telephone wires, two men hunched over menus behind a steamy diner window.


    She looked at his apartment with interest: the block-and-board shelves, the old, banging radiator, the cramped kitchen that smelled of leaking gas.


    She picked up a graduated cylinder and held it to the light. The meniscus, he explained, and pointed to the curve in the surface of the water inside. The molecules at the edges are climbing the glass. She set it down, picked up a typed page lying on a shelf: I measured spatial resolution data of atmospheric precipitable water and vapor pressure deficit at two separate meteorological stations…


    What is this? You wrote this?


    Its part of my dissertation. That nobody read.


    On snowflakes?


    Yes. Ice crystals. He ventured further. Take a snow crystal. The classic six-pointed star? How it looks so rigid, frozen in place? Well, in reality, on an extremely tiny level, smaller than a couple of nanometers, as it freezes it vibrates like crazy, all the billion billion molecules that make it up shaking invisibly, practically burning up.


    Sandy reached behind her ear and coiled a strand of hair around her finger.


    He pushed on: My idea was that tiny instabilities in those vibrations give snowflakes their individual shapes. On the outside the crystal looks stable, but on the inside, its like an earthquake all the time. He set the sheet back on the shelf. Im boring you.


    No, she said.


    They sat on his sofa with their hips touching; they drank instant hot chocolate from mismatched mugs. She gave herself to him solemnly but without ceremony, undressing and climbing onto his twin bed. He didnt put on the radio, didnt draw the shades. They set their eyeglasses beside each other on the floorhe had no nightstands. She pulled the covers over their heads.

    



    It was love. He could study the colors and creases in her palm for fifteen minutes, imagining he could see the blood traveling through her capillaries. What are you looking at? shed ask, squirming, smiling. Im not so interesting.


    But she was. He watched her sort through a box of chocolate-covered raisins, selecting one, then rejecting it by some indiscernible criteria; he watched her button her parka, slip her hand inside her collar to scratch a shoulder. He excavated a boot print shed left on the snowy step outside his apartment and preserved it in his freezer.


    To be in love was to be dazed twenty times a morning: by the latticework of frost on his windshield; by a feather loosed from his pillow; by a soft, pink rim of light over the hills. He slept three or four hours a night. Some days he felt as if he were about to peel back the surface of the Earththe trees standing frozen on the hills, the churning face of the inletand finally witness what lay beneath, the structure under there, the fundamental grid.


    Tuesdays quivered and vibrated, the second hand slogging around the dial. Wednesdays were the axis around which the rest of the week spun. Thursdays were deserts, ghost towns. By the weekends, the bits of herself that she had left behind in his apartment took on near-holy significance: a hair, coiled on the rim of the sink; the crumbs of four saltines scattered across the bottom of a plate. Her salivaher proteins and enzymes and bacteriastill probably all over those crumbs; her skin cells on the pillows, all over the floor, pooling as dust in the corners. What was it Watson had taught him, and Einstein, and Pasteur? The things we see are only masks for the things we cant see.


    He flattened his hair with a quivering hand; he walked into the bank lobby shaking like a thief; he produced a store-bought daisy from his knapsack and set it on the counter in front of her.

    



    They made love with the window open, cold air pouring over their bodies. What do you think movie stars do for Christmas? shed ask, the hem of the sheet at her chin. I bet they eat veal. Or sixty-pound turkeys. I bet they hire chefs to cook for them. Out the window a jet traversed the sky, landing lights glowing, her eyes tracking it.


    Sometimes she felt like a warm river, sometimes a blade of hot metal. Sometimes she took one of his papers from a shelf and propped herself on pillows and paged through it. One-dimensional snowpack algorithms, shed read, solemnly, as if mouthing the words of a spell. Cd equals degree-day melt coefficient.


    Leave a sock, hed whisper. Leave your bra. Something to get me through the week. Shed stare up at the ceiling, thinking her own thoughts, and soon it would be time to leave: shed sheathe herself in her clothes once more, pull back her hair, lace up her boots.


    When she was gone hed bend over the mattress and try to smell her in the bedding. His brain projected her onto his eyelids relentlessly: the arrangement of freckles on her forehead; the articulateness of her fingers; the slope of her shoulders. The way underwear fit her body, nestling over her hips, slipping between her legs.


    Every Saturday she worked the drive-up teller window. I love you, Sandy, hed write on a deposit slip and drop it into the pneumatic chute outside the bank. Not now, shed respond, and send the canister flying back.


    But I do, hed write, in larger print. Right now I LOVE YOU.


    He watched her crumple his note, compose a new one, seal the carrier, drop it into the intake. He brought it into his car, unscrewed it on his lap. Shed written: How much?

    



    How much, how much, how much? A drop of water contains 1020 molecules, each one agitated and twitchy, linking and separating with its neighbors, then linking up again, swapping partners millions of times a second. All water in any body is desperate to find more, to adhere to more of itself, to cling to the hand that holds it; to find clouds, or oceans; to scream from the throat of a teakettle.


    I want to be a police officer, shed whisper. I want to drive one of those sedans all day and say code words into my CB. Or a doctor! I could go to medical school in California and become a doctor for kids. I wouldnt need to do big, spectacular rescues or anything, just small things, maybe test blood for diseases or viruses or something, but do it really well, be the one doctor all the parents would trust. Little Alices blood must go to Dr. Sandy, theyd say. She giggled; she made circles with a strand of hair. In the theater Winkler had to sit on his hands to keep them from touching her. Or no, shed say, no, I want to be a bush pilot. I could get one of those passbook accounts of Hermans and finally save enough to buy a used plane, a good two-seater. Id get lessons. Id look into the engine and know every part, the valves and switches and whatever, and be able to say, Thisplane has flown a lot but she sure is a good one.


    Her eyelids fluttered, then steadied. Across town her husband was crouched in the net, watching a puck slide across the blue line.


    Or, she said, a sculptor. Thats it. I could be a metal sculptor. I could make those big, strange-looking iron things they put in front of office buildings to rust. The ones the birds stand on and everybody looks at and says, What do you think thats supposed to be?


    You could, he said.


    I could.

    



    Every night nowit was January and dark by 4P.M.he pulled on his big parka and drew the hood tight and drove past her house. Hed start at the end of the block, then troll back up, the hedges coming up on his left, the curb-parked cars with their hoods ajar to allow extension cords into the frost plugs, the Newport slowing until hed come to a stop alongside their driveway.


    By nine-thirty each night, her lights began to go off: first in the windows at the far right, then the room next to it, then the lamp behind the curtains to the left, at ten oclock sharp. Hed imagine her passage through the dark rooms, following her with his eyes, down the hall, past the bathroom, into what must have been the bedroom, where shed climb into bed with him. At last only the tall backyard light would glow, white tinged with blue, all the parked cars drawing energy from the houses around them, the plugs clicking on and off, and above the neighborhood the air would grow so cold it seemed to glitter and flexas if it were solidifyingand hed get the feeling that someone could reach down and shatter the whole scene.


    Only with great effort could he get his foot to move to the accelerator. Hed drive to the end of the block, turn up the heater, roll alone through the frozen darkness across town.

    



    Its not that hes awful or anything, Sandy whispered once, in the middle of Logans Run. I mean, hes nice. Hes good. He loves me. I can do pretty much whatever I want. Its just sometimes I look into the kitchen cupboards, or at his suits in the closet, and think: This is it?


    Winkler blinked. It was the most shed said during a movie.


    I feel like Ive been turned inside out is all. Like Ive got huge manacles on my arms. Lookshe grabbed her forearm and raised itI can hardly lift them theyre so heavy. But other times I get to feeling so light its as if Ill float to the ceiling and get trapped up there like a balloon.


    The darkness of the movie theater was all around them. On-screen a robot showed off some people frozen in ice. In the ceiling the little bulbs that were supposed to be stars burned in their little niches.


    Sandy whispered: I get happy sometimes for the younger gals at work, when they find love, after all that stumbling around, when theyve found their guy and get to talking about weddings during break, then babies, and I can see them outside smoking and staring out at the traffic, and I know theyre probably not a hundred percent happy. Not all-the-way happy. Maybe seventy percent happy. But theyre living it. Theyre not giving up.


    Ive just been feeling everything too much. I dont know. Can you feel things too much, David?


    Yes.


    I shouldnt tell you any of this. I shouldnt tell you anything.


    The film had entered a chase sequence and the varying colors of a burning city strobed across Sandys eyeglasses. She closed her eyes.


    Thing is, she whispered, Herman doesnt have any sperm. We got him tested a few years ago. He has none. Or basically none; no good ones. When they called, they gave the results to me. I never told him. I told him they said he was fine. I tore up their letter and brought the little scraps to work and hid them at the bottom of a trash can in the ladies bathroom.


    On-screen Logan careened down a crowded street. Suits in the closet, Winkler thought. The guy with the birthmark?

    



    In his memory he could traverse months in a second. He imagined Herman crouched like a crab on the ice, guarding the net, slapping his glove against his big leg pads, his teammates swirling around the rink. He imagined Sandy leaning over him, the tips of her hair dragging over his face. He stood outside their house on Marilyn Street and above the city, streamers of aurorasreds and purples and greensglided like souls into the firmament.


    Now a soft haillump graupelsflew from the clouds. He opened all his windows, turned off the furnace, and let it blow in, angling through the frames, the tiny balls rolling and eddying on the carpet.

    



    Near the middle of March she lay beside him in the darkness with a single candle burning on his sill. Out beyond the window a trash collector tossed the frozen contents of a trash can into the maw of his truck and Winkler and Sandy listened to it clatter and compress and the fading rumble as the truck receded down the street. It was around five and all through the city, people were ending their workdays, mail carriers delivering their last envelopes, accountants paying one more invoice, bankers sealing their vaults. Tumblers finding their grooves.


    You ever just want to go? she whispered. Go, go, go?


    Winkler nodded. Without her glasses, that close to his face, her eyes looked trapped, closer to how they had looked in the supermarket, standing at a revolving rack of magazines but trembling inside; her whole body, its trillions of cells, quivering invisibly, threatening to shake apart. He had dreamed her. Hadnt she dreamed him, too?


    I should tell you something, he said. About that day we met in the market.


    She rolled onto her back. In five minutes, maybe six, she would leave, and he told himself he would pay attention to every passing second, the pulse in her forearm, the pressure of her knee against his thigh. The thousand pores in the side of her nose. In the frail light he could see her boots on the frayed rug, her clothes folded neatly beside.


    He would tell her. Now he would tell her. I dreamed you, hed say. Sometimes I have these dreams.


    Im pregnant, she said.


    The flame of the candle on the sill twisted and righted.


    David? Did you hear me?


    She was looking at him now.


    Pregnant, he said, but at first it was only a word.

  




End of sample
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