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Talking in bed ought to be easiest,

Lying together there goes back so far,

An emblem of two people being honest. 

Yet more and more time passes silently.

Outside, the wind's incomplete unrest

Builds and disperses clouds about the sky,

And dark towns heap up on the horizon.

None of this cares for us. Nothing shows why

At this unique distance from isolation

It becomes still more difficult to find

Words at once true and kind,

Or not untrue and not unkind.

—"Talking in Bed," PHILIP LARKIN






I

 




One

THEY MET at a hospital nurses' station, a smooth, flesh-toned, bent elbow of a desk separating two hushed corridors, an axis around which wheeled all the facets of living. 

Their fathers were dying. While at one end of the desk Paddy Limbach, wearing a cowboy hat, was commanding an Oriental woman in whites to come immediately, with morphine, to his father's room, which was down the south wing, Evan Cole stood at the other end of the desk, smugly taking it all in behind his thick eyeglasses. He was attempting to get drugs for his father, too. The difference was that Ev wanted his father to die as quickly as possible—he'd been languishing for years—whereas Paddy was desperate to keep his alive. The other difference was that Ev knew the Oriental woman was a doctor. He knew the man's badgering her was pure presumption and ignorance.

Ev thought, Sexist, xenophobe, asshole, cowpoke, tough guy. He made a sneering curled-lip expression. But Dr. Ono wouldn't hold it against the man; she was secure enough, majestic enough, to extend automatic forgiveness—akin to pity—to the dope, the hayseed whose father would not live through the night. Ev could only wonder, and only mockingly, at a man whose feelings about his father were so uncomplicated. Ev himself had indulged fantasies of murdering his father. Patricide, he'd whispered, tasting the specificity of the English language, marveling. His wife, Rachel, had grown alarmed at the exquisite detail Ev could provide—the pillow, the closed door. "You've imagined it too thoroughly," she had said. "You're frightening me." 

"Who would ever in a million years order an autopsy?" Ev had demanded as Rachel made a show of covering her ears. "No one, that's who. We should order an autopsy now, while he's living, and find out why he's not dead. That's the real mystery."

"It's an enigma," she had agreed, unbuttoning her blouse for bed, kicking off her shoes, and nudging down her jeans zipper—always three or four things at once, Rachel. "But do you think you'll be given conjugal rights in prison?" she had asked him, pulling off her panties and spinning them on her finger. "Please don't suffocate your father."

Ev left Paddy at the desk and returned to his father's bedside, where he sat and stared in a way he could only describe as dispassionately. When had he last looked with passion at this person? His father might live another month, but no more. That he had survived the last fifteen years was shocking: he'd suffered so many strokes that Ev imagined his brain and bloodstream as a veritable fireworks display.

His father's stubborn survival—"He's unkillable," Rachel had claimed, "the first immortal!"—had made Ev alternately sloppy and cautious about his own life. Some days he believed genetics would keep him invincible. He certainly looked like his father, in physique and complexion and features; wouldn't that suggest a similar physiological disposition? But other days he believed poetic justice would prevail. He'd spent his life opposing his father, becoming contrary at every turn as a matter of principle. Why wouldn't this contrariness in the end tell some nasty ironic joke?

He could convince himself that he'd be struck dead in a car accident driving home from the hospital, that his father would live to hear the news of his death by four-car pileup and respond with a satisfied grunt.

That grunt! Those rolling eyes!

Before him on the bed, his father's face was yellow. His whiskers were yellow, his fingers were yellow. The long nails, thick and opaque like bear claws, were also yellow, and appeared to be more substantial than the flesh from which they erupted. There was no way not to imagine them continuing in their ugly stubborn growth, the body feeding on and excreting from itself into eternity. Did everyone picture death the way Ev did—the decomposing corpse in its dark box, the slow encroachment of nature, the tactless tread of living feet far above? 

"How is he?" a nurse asked Ev. She had entered tentatively, as if Ev and his father might be involved in a final moment of bedside tenderness, and Ev pretended to be startled so that she would apologize.

"I'm sorry," she said. "How is he?"

"He's unkillable," Ev said flatly. In life he sometimes found himself required to shock people. Women such as this, polite and timid, he frequently saw as his most significant targets. Their meekness was dishonest, as if a demurely averted gaze and a capacity to blush might hide the fact that, on a daily basis and with indisputable competence, they wiped the foul naked buttocks of dying strangers.

But she smiled pityingly at him, focused on his father, her patient. Perhaps she had not recognized the word unkillable. Perhaps she took that to be a grieved and mangled pronunciation of his father's illness; Ev had a tendency to snarl and mutter and be misunderstood. As she stood calmly beside the bed, squat and firm like a pincushion in her whites, measuring pulse, touching the bottom eye-lids to reveal the surprising deep pink beneath, she ignored Ev. He was not her concern. He was a miscreant child proceeding through familiar stages of grief. And Ev felt too tired to prove himself otherwise, grateful for her composure. He could always respect a professional.

"I'm Amy," she told Ev as she ran her hands beneath his father's sinewy yellow neck, tilting the head back.

"Night shift," Ev said. "I don't suppose you call it graveyard duty in a hospital?"

"No, you don't," she agreed.

"Lousy hours."

"Oh, it's not bad, once you adjust for sleeping during daylight. In the night, it's peaceful. Hardly any visitors."


"Except annoyances like me," Ev said. 

"No, I didn't mean that." She spoke without missing a beat in her evaluation of his father, pulling down the thin hospital blanket to lay a stethoscope on his skeletal chest. "He's a tough bird," she said.

"Unkillable," Ev repeated. "Immortal."

When Amy pulled back the covers to check lower reflexes, Ev's father suddenly got an erection, the lump unmistakable beneath the thin gown, rising in a slow, regal manner. Ev looked away, then back, too fascinated to ignore it.

"How's that for reflex?" he asked Amy.

She shared a smile with him; small lines spread from her eyes and mouth. She was older than he'd thought originally, and instantly more interesting to him. She'd seen plenty of boners, had probably been propositioned and insulted by a hundred horny old men, had cleaned up their semen and saliva and blood, had seen all life forces exert themselves, bloom, and fade. Ev fought the temptation to slap at his father's hideous hard-on, now the staff of a tent erected in the middle of his bed. It was ludicrous and pathetic, undeniable.

Fortunately, there was a yell from down the south hall; Ev and the nurse both started for the door and passed through it at the same moment, shoulder to shoulder.

They found Paddy Limbach throwing a fit at that amazing nurses' desk, Dr. Ono beside him, gazing in a pained way at the floor. Paddy's father had been whisked away to the ICU only a few minutes earlier, his rolling bed flying through the halls, then disappeared as if in the wake of a startling blast, as if an unexpected train had come suddenly roaring through. He hadn't made it. He'd died despite everything, there one minute, gone the next, forever. Paddy, a large blustery blond who obviously did not have to explain himself very often, was trying to articulate his considerable rage, his impotence. His hands opened and closed in front of him as if he were squeezing teats, and his expression flipped like a light switch from horror to fury, off and on, off and on.

"You said the surgery was a success, you said he had good prospects, you said his signs were strong, you said—" Here he broke off to sputter, a man unaccustomed to crying. He had no idea how to do it. Instead, he gave a magnificent blow with his booted foot to the base of the nurses' station, a rattling impact that yielded him the seeming satisfaction of his own injury. "Oh my hell!" he cried. "Oh my frigging hell!" 

Ev almost smiled, then thought perhaps the women were waiting for him, as the only available man, to do something. He said, "Hey, now."

Dr. Ono, though a conscientious doctor, was not big on bedside manner. This had always been perfectly fine with Ev; he mistrusted the jolly golf-playing fat doctors who'd previously dealt with his father. Dr. Ono never smelled of bay rum or spearmint. She did not leave town for extended vacations on yachts. She did not tell distasteful jokes. And she did not know how to offer comfort to an unpredictable former athlete. The blond looked like the sort of male grown from farmland— strapping, Ev thought, like a big healthy bull pawing at the ground, preparing for the charge.

Like Zach, Ev thought. Instantly his younger son's face flashed to mind—the slow crooked smile, a goofy expression, as if a tooth were permanently missing, as if Zach knew your secret foolishness and could summon it forth. Zach was the good-natured husky one, a slightly dense boy who ordinarily suffered the nasty jibes of his intellectual older brother with an astonishing patience—resignation, Ev thought, admirable resignation—but who also occasionally exploded, his temper being of the volcanic variety. Brawny and Brainy, Rachel called them, her two boys.

But Paddy Limbach seemed to have exhausted his fury. Defeated, he simply wept, which was maybe worse. "Oh my hell, oh my hell," he moaned, wiping a bedraggled blue bandanna across his face. Ev turned back to his father's room. Women, after all—kind Amy and awkward Dr. Ono, the candy stripers who watched fascinated from the sidelines—could better handle this sort of grieving. Ev would gladly have offered up his own father's life for Paddy Limbach's father's; obviously the man required a paternal presence. He was not done with it, while Ev felt decidedly over done.

Under the cold fluorescent light of Ev's father's private room, the erection had wilted away and the yellow hands with their thick talons covered the smooth place where it had stood, an illusory gesture of modesty. Ev's sons often slept with their hands over their penises in this precise manner, protective. Rachel had pulled back the older's, Marcus's, sheets to show Ev the wet-dream stains, blossom-shaped gradations of yellow splashed together like an old-fashioned map of Europe. Rachel had wanted to know how normal this ejaculation business was; how much would be too much? 

"How much did you play with yourself?" he'd asked her.

"Constantly," Rachel said. "I was a maniac."

Ev shrugged. "He inherited it from you."

"Girls don't leave stains," she said. "Nobody had to clean my sheets."

In his pleasure at considering his son's sexual life and his wife's serious but unnecessary concern, Ev took a moment to realize that the blanket before him, the cover over his father, had ceased its rising and falling. He stared transfixed at the chest, the area bracketed by his father's yellow arms, waiting for its faithful swelling, for whatever tenacious purchase the body had on this world to assert itself once more. His father had finally died; Ev felt relief well inside himself like warm water, a flooding sensation of happiness. The misery, his own and his family's, his father's too, had ended.

Seconds passed, and then others, and then, just as Ev was beginning to go dizzy under the spell of his own held breath, of the warmth inside, of the pure reprieve he'd been granted, his father's breathing resumed. Ev watched, incredulous, horrified, enraged, as the old man reignited, as the bellows of his lungs drew in again, ambushing Ev with their ability to perform against all odds. Ev watched his breathing father so long and so hard that his peripheral vision began to burn away, the center to turn plum-colored, blurred.

And then he simply watched himself reach down and hold the old man's nose with his fingers, rest the convenient palm over the open mouth. His other hand he braced against his father's chest, as if pushing him into a too-small space, something like a coffin. Over his shoulder, he watched the doorway, waiting for witnesses. He did not watch his father's face, the yellowed eyes, cow brown in the center, which would be open now, revealing understanding, however briefly, of who was responsible. Ev held firm against his father's struggle, which was not as fierce as his own. His desire for his father's death was larger than his father's for life, and in this discrepancy resided Ev's slim faith in his behavior. He was prepared to exert more force if necessary, but it was not necessary, and soon there was no struggle at all. 

He released his father shuddering as if chilled, as if the warmth had drained away, wiping his palms on his pants. Then he rubbed sweat from his forehead, pushing it up into his hair, his hand still heated from his father's face. His own face was more than damp; his glasses slid down his sweaty nose. His heart banged. And then he reached to smooth his father's hair over his head, alarmed at how similar their two heads felt, his father's hair just slightly sparser and coarser, his skin just slightly drier. This gesture was one he would recall over and over in future months, one that would imprint itself more fully than the preceding one of suffocation.

What a strange coincidence, he and Paddy Limbach would agree later, when they were friends, that their fathers had died at the same time.

"Papa," Evan said, the word like two popped bubbles, leftovers from childhood. Finally he had let his father go. He had made his father leave him.

***

Paddy Limbach sat on the edge of the bench alongside the bank of telephones in front of the nurses' station, where he'd kicked a foot-size ragged break in the tongue-and-groove paneling. Peach-colored lights shone on the desktop in perfect cones, giving the place the feel of October, harvest twilight, though it was eleven-thirty on a hot summer's night outdoors. Could that dusky, autumnal light be intentional? Part of the gently guided drift toward death?

Paddy leaned over his spread feet with his elbows on his knees, his face in his hands, his hat shielding him from observation. He had no idea how to proceed, no idea who to call first nor what to say. The females waited: his mother, his aunt, his wife, his little daughter, all of them at home praying for Peepaw. Who was he to tell them their prayers had failed? 

His hair was gritty and his hands smelled of fish. Up under each fingernail was an arc of slate-colored fish matter, stinking, possessing an odor Paddy immediately associated not with fishing, which is where he'd acquired it, but with sex, which he hadn't had in weeks. He sniffed his fingers, his hat creating a kind of trapped airspace, and forced the smell to conjure a cold lake and pointed trees. Twenty-four hours ago, he and his father had been camping in Wisconsin. Paddy supposed he was in shock, unable to raise his nose from his own fingers, unable to remove himself from the nurses' station.

The man who looked like a Marx brother returned now, wiping his face as if smelling his fingers. "My father has died," he told the nurse typing at the computer terminal behind the desk. She made an O with her mouth. "Just to let you know," he went on, as if it were a joke. "Down there, room 14D. He went peacefully, for the record, and quite uncharacteristically."

Quite uncharacteristically, Paddy repeated to himself, wondering if the man was crazy.

Quite uncharacteristically, Ev repeated to himself, wondering if the cowboy thought he was an asshole. He supposed he should be troubled by his own calm, but it was not his habit to manufacture emotions to suit conventional wisdom. He was a criminal according to the letter of the law, but as far as the spirit of the law went, he wanted to believe himself some sort of an angel of mercy. Now he would have to wait and see if that was the proper name.

As the nurse radioed for assistance, Ev sat down beside Paddy, who'd rested his head against the wall behind him, his cowboy hat at his feet. Ev, suddenly generous, said, "Sorry about your father. Mine just died, too."

"They're o for 2 here," Paddy said, trying on a joke. It felt dangerous. The men shook hands, Paddy mishearing Ev's name and calling him Ed.

Paddy was waiting for a death certificate from Dr. Ono and some change for the five-dollar bill he'd given a candy striper. He had to phone his girls, the thought of which made him tremble; he didn't like to be the bearer of bad news. Two days ago, he and his father had gone camping. Then last night there'd been seizing chest pain and a frenzied drive to Beloit, Wisconsin, and then a screaming ambulance ride down to Chicago. Paddy had had to phone his mother three separate times in the last twenty-four hours, on each occasion listening to her fearful breathing. She'd never been comfortable with the telephone; Paddy supposed he'd inherited his own uneasiness from her. She picked the nearest hospital to her son's home in Oak Park and then put herself on a train from Normal. When his father had stabilized, Paddy's mother and aunt and wife and daughter had all gone home in the car, which also smelled of fish. They believed the worst had passed, and now Paddy would be responsible for more bad news. Was it any wonder he was putting it off? 

As he told Ev these things, Ev realized how few calls he would have to make: the friends of his father who'd outlived him; Rachel, who would cry, despite her resentment and revulsion concerning her father-in-law; and his sons—Marcus, who'd learned to play chess and bridge from the old man, and Zach, who'd simply tolerated his grandfather's belittling remarks. "Hey pudgy," Ev's father had always said to poor Zach, "you get enough to eat?" Always in a tone that was intended to be understood as teasing, lighthearted, but that was transparently hostile. Even though Ev hated these jibes, he often felt tempted to make them himself, to indulge the same antagonism, the little niggardly desire to feel superior. That was the true aggravation between him and his father: they shared a superiority complex.

His brother Gerry he would have to wait to hear from; there would be nowhere to call to locate him.

No one would be sorry; no one would mourn his father's passing, Ev least of all. At night, his dreams had been teaching him how he would react when the old man finally died. His father would die in these dreams, and Ev's reaction in each and every instance was relief, pure relief. Although there'd been one dream, recollected now for the first time, which made Ev jerk and blink, wherein his father had pulled Ev along with him, through a door, over the edge of the universe, into the unknown, away. His father had never wanted to go anywhere alone; death was no exception. And Ev, naturally, understood himself to be the only possible escort. 

"I hate the phone," Paddy muttered beside Ev.

The simple act of lifting a phone receiver and punching familiar numbers seemed impossible for both men at the time. They'd placed themselves before that remarkable nurses' desk—so serene and unblemished, pink Formica flecked with gray like spilled pepper—and were staring at ordinary objects without registering their identities or uses. They watched the station as if watching television. The hospital drama: Dr. Ono had gone home; Dr. Kneister, one of the golfing good old boys, had come on duty wearing tartan pants and matching cap.

Paddy rotated his big blond hairy wrist to study the compasslike clock strapped there, a waterproof, indestructible model designed for people who climbed cliffs and overturned kayaks. "Thirty hours ago, Dad and I were fishing on Sugar River," he announced. "Having our dinner beside the fire, shooting the breeze."

"I'm sorry about your father," Ev told him, recovering composure. "You seem completely unprepared."

"Who could be prepared? This is the first I ever heard about a heart problem."

"I know this is going to sound cold, but you're lucky not to have to watch him deteriorate. My father has been dying for years and years. Had," Ev corrected himself. "Had been dying. Now he's dead." These words meant almost nothing to Ev. He felt instantly giddy with meaninglessness, acting his part in the hospital story, the bereft mourner, the grieving actor. He was processing his role, trying to behave the way he would behave if his father had died naturally. So far, guilt had not made much of an appearance. Nor had fear. He felt that dreamy relief.

Dr. Kneister bustled over to give his generic condolences: he was damned sorry to hear about their losses, damned sorry.

"I'm relieved," Ev told the doctor. "I'm happy. I've been waiting for years for him to die."

"Oh, hell yes, your dad was in some bad shape, I know how you must feel."

Ev recalled Dr. Ono's quiet look at the hall floor and her own small shoes, the way she seemed incapable of manufacturing this ghastly patter. Dr. Kneister spoke too loudly, as if certain he could offend no one in the range of his considerable voice, and had a tendency both to stand too close and to spray. On his hip, he wore a holster and a telephone. 

"I would have smothered him with a pillow years ago," Ev went on, gloriously indiscreet, "except my wife kept telling me someone would find out."

Dr. Kneister snapped his mouth shut. Paddy moved his hair out of his eyes to get a better look at Ev. His expression was hurt, as if Ev had disappointed him. It was an odd, shaming glance, and Ev's certainty about his own indifference faltered for a second. A little plume of regret came wafting toward him.

Dr. Kneister rested his hand on his phone, as if it might protect him, and decided to ignore Ev. He said to Paddy, "How old was your dad, son?"

"Fifty-four," Paddy answered promptly. Ev could not immediately remember his own father's age. Seventy-two? Seventy-three? Had he been born in 1918 or '19? "Just fifty-four," Paddy repeated. "I thought he was middle-aged, you know, only half done with the thing."

Dr. Kneister gave him a clap on the shoulder, one meaty-pawed mammal to another—"Brings you right up to mortality, doesn't it, son? I know, I know"—and left them at the nurses' station, where the women came and went softly, eyes fixed on the middle distance in disinterest, a state of mind they must have had to cultivate in order to work with continuous death. They murmured to one another in passing. Amy had been flipping papers over the wide metal rings on a clipboard during the exchange among the men, her red hair shining like gold under thè peachy light. On the exposed nape of her neck were the inevitable freckles of a redhead. Her round buxom chest and the small mound of tummy beneath her uniform soothed Ev. She could manage men like Dr. Kneister and Ev, each difficult in his own way, and she could manage Paddy, the grieving jock, the cowlicked cornpone. It was she who delivered their death certificates to them, like report cards to grade-schoolers, she who took instructions on what to do with the bodies, she who dispensed the personal effects of their fathers, in two white plastic bags soft and bulky as trash. 

She could have patted their bottoms and sent them on their way.

There was nothing to do now but leave.

"You need a lift?" Ev asked Paddy as they followed the exit signs through the winding halls of St. Michael's, their bags in their hands. Ev offered because he was not yet ready to be alone, not quite yet. His deed required some fraternity for just a little longer.

The hospital was old, perpetually under renovation, so that they passed through ancient clattering hallways with dangling metal-cased bulbs into hushed low-ceilinged ones lit by recessed fluorescents into ones curiously half and half, with rolls of industrial carpet parked alongside the doorways like sentries, stepladders laid near the walls between rooms, the heady odor of glue in the air. Ev had suggested that his father spend his final days at Northwestern Hospital, but his father had insisted on St. Mike's: the neighborhood institution, the place where Ev had been born, where his mother had died. It was small and hopeless, like the public schools Ev had attended, functional brick structures built optimistically in the 1920s, overloaded and underfunded ten short years later.

Paddy accepted Ev's insistent offer of a ride home. "I guess so," he said, as if he might agree to anything anybody offered him at this moment, as if he needed a new parent. Ev kept an eye on him as they charged through the corridors. Paddy was like Ev in his quick gait, and together they seemed to be trying to stay ahead of each other; they were practically running when they approached the big glass doors. They burst into the humid evening.

Ev instantly felt a sweat break on his forehead and chest, and the moist air seemed a forgiving cushion, the doors a gateway to the enormous forgiving world. His pace increased again; he felt curiously nimble. Metaphors filled his mind: he had set down a heavy load, left a great weight behind, the monkey had leapt off his back, from round his neck the millstone had been removed.

Literally he'd killed his father, but metaphorically his father had been trying to kill him. He let this supposition float around his mind, trying to decide if he could take solace in it.


The parking garage was catalogued by numbers, letters, and directionals. Ev had parked in 3F West, a confusing trek from the exit, down two flights and all the way through South. He spotted his Saab beside a dripping concrete post and suddenly grabbed Paddy's arm, pointing. "That woman's stealing my car!" he said. 

Paddy lifted his eyes from the oil-spattered deck he'd been watching—his downward gaze had caused him to run directly into a fire lane sign—and said, "What?," focusing on Ev's words as if they were a single tree in a vast forest.

The woman had stopped poking at the keyhole of Ev's car and shuffled around to the car beside it, feeling her way like a blind person. By the time Paddy and Ev reached Ev's car she was yet another one over.

"Excuse me!" Ev demanded over the car tops. "Should I report you inside?"

The woman turned. Her face beneath her hat was wide and pale, her mouth caving in on itself, her expression caught. The lights in the parking garage were green, and thousands of bugs fuzzed around them like aureoles. The woman's skin looked unhealthy in this light, but no doubt Ev's did, too. Paddy, beside him, said "Wait" and reached for Ev to shush him, his large hand warm and solid on Ev's forearm.

"I've lost my car," the woman said.

"Uh-huh," said Ev. No longer interested in her, he was reaching for his door, shaking loose Paddy's grip, his own keys in his hand. She could be crazy—she was dressed in a hodgepodge of colors, a man's suit jacket and a canvas fishing hat—but was probably harmless, checking for change in unlocked cars. And who was he to judge someone's nefarious nighttime business? Ev slid into his seat and reached for the passenger door lock.

It was her hat that made Paddy look at her more closely, made him understand she was in shock—a cotton fishing hat just like his father's, just like the one jammed into his effects bag.

"Let me help you," Paddy said, moving toward her without taking his eyes off her, squeezing in between the bumpers and hoods, his own hat in his hand—the polite gesture of a boy before a woman—then placed on a car hood as he reached her and produced his blue bandanna, still damp from his own tears. She began crying, holding the dangling ring of keys in front of her for explanation. 

She said, sobbing, "I borrowed my neighbor's car to come here with my daughter. I have no idea what kind it is. I can't remember a thing about it."

"Where's your daughter?" Paddy asked, taking the keys from her and fumbling with them.

"Oh," she said, her crying too violent to permit her to speak. "Inside," she finally said, covering her face with her hands.

Paddy turned to Ev, holding up a big key that opened an automobile, and told him they had to find a Toyota. "Her daughter's sick inside there."

"She's got a fever of a hundred and six," the woman said, re-covering some control. "No one knows what's wrong—it's been hours."

"She borrowed a car to come here," Paddy explained to Ev, who'd reluctantly joined them. Paddy had straightened up, grown confident in this new wrinkle. His own crippling sorrow he had put on the back burner; the woman's need was more dramatic, distracting.

"It was like my father was the one who really led her to that Corolla," he told Ev excitedly after they'd helped the woman on her way. Down four lines of parked cars they'd gone, G, H, I, and J, as a trio, trying each Toyota until they found the little white one she'd been looking for. "It was my father," Paddy insisted later, "like an angel of mercy."

An angel of mercy, Ev noted; precisely the way he would have liked to think of himself. They'd shaken the woman's hand good-night and wished her good luck, Paddy's eyes welling with bothersome tears like those he'd had such trouble shedding earlier.

The men returned to Ev's car afterward, Ev silent, brooding. Did Paddy understand his embarrassment at being suspicious of the woman? Thinking she was first a thief, then a bag lady? Had Ev been suspicious of her because he'd committed his own crime, never mind that he could justify and qualify it? For an instant, Evan pictured himself in a courtroom, actually having to defend what he'd done, asking Rachel and the boys to corroborate his story. 

Paddy folded himself inside Ev's small car almost happily, as if proud to have come through the episode looking better than his companion. He inhabited the world without guilt. Ev sighed, sorry for himself and his big guilt.

"Never ridden in one of these," Paddy commented, checking around his seat. "My dad always bought American. Kind of like an egg, isn't it?"

"Kind of. Where are you from?" Ev asked as they circled the ramp down.

"Normal," Paddy replied. "Just outside the city limits."

"Just outside Normal," Ev mused. "I've always thought Normal was the funniest-named place in Illinois."

"Huh," said his passenger. "I don't guess you ever heard of Goofy Ridge."

"I guess not."

A storm was moving in over the lake, reflecting the city's lights from the east. Behind him, clouds hid the Sears Tower and Hancock building goal posts. Ev assumed there were whitecaps on Lake Michigan tonight. He took solace in the presence of Lake Michigan even when he could not see it; it made him feel singularly melancholy and isolated, even in a city peopled with millions of strains of melancholy more severe than his. He knew this—as a psychologist, he listened all day to the various themes of ubiquitous isolation—and yet the lake still offered the absolute promise of uniqueness.

Paddy said, "Twenty-four hours ago I was casting line up in Wisconsin with my dad." He looked at his cumbersome clock. "Well, actually we were asleep."

"Change," Ev said, "by definition means quick." He snapped his fingers, felt again his father's face beneath his hand, the still warm forehead.

"At least it wasn't my daughter," Paddy said, staring out the window at the passing storefronts. "I have a little four-year-old girl."

"I have boys," Ev said. "Nine and twelve." Zach and Marcus, asleep in their beds, mouths slack. Rachel sitting in her stuffed chair reading a book, drinking wine. They were a comfort, pinned there in Ev's mind, safe, alive. 

By the time they got to Paddy's bungalow in Oak Park, it was after one. Ev had not spoken with Rachel since dinner; these days it was understood that Ev's appearances at home would be sandwiched between work and hospital. A creature of habit, Ev had almost enjoyed the regularity of his time the last few weeks, the predictability of traffic, the instant familiarity of the hospital, the pleasingly lonely drives home down empty streets. He had begun seeking radio phone-in shows, excited and repulsed by the tone of the advice dispensed. Why were all the hosts so angry? The callers so timid and cowed? These forays into average America always stunned Ev; his own insulated life—his family, his practice—allowed him a safe distance from such encounters. They would charm him for a while, then appall and depress him.

He'd arrive home exhausted, yet lie in bed beside Rachel wakeful, with ridiculous images scrolling inside his eyelids. He seemed to have been having dreams while awake, and they weren't unpleasant. Best of all was his magical ability to put into them whatever he wanted: flights around Europe, unusual sex partners, his lost childhood self.

Again he recalled that frightening dream of his father pulling him through the door of death, a tall door, a black-and-white, film-noirish dream, the long bright beam of death's light.

Now his father had died. The routine was over. Ev had hastened the inexorable future and there were arrangements to make (he'd told Nurse Amy to have his father cremated) and debts to settle. People who might genuinely mourn the old man's passing would soon come to Ev expecting cathartic reciprocity. A new era was on its way.

Beside him, Paddy Limbach said, "Man, my mother's going to take this like a ton of bricks."

"Mine, thank God, is already dead." He told Paddy that his father had killed her, had driven the life out of her, had made living miserable and dying a salvation. He found he liked Paddy, who listened attentively, although Ev did not typically like his type. Too rugged, too entrenched in the league of the dumb and fit, the ones Rachel called body Nazis. But his pain had shown on his face. There'd been that ridiculous kick, and then that shaming, hurt glance. Paddy had understood the woman in the parking lot, the one Ev had missed completely, and, maybe predominantly, he represented the antithesis of Ev's relationship with his father. Here was genuine grief, completely unlike the vague anxiety that Ev felt creeping toward him, an anxiety that had everything to do with getting caught and nothing to do, as far as Ev could tell, with having pushed forward the end of his father's life. 

"Thanks for the ride," Paddy said, swinging open the car door. "Hey, you seen my hat?"

"You left it on the hood of a car, back at the garage."

"Shoot."

"And your bandanna, too," Ev told him. "With the woman."

"I'm always losing my hankies, but I don't usually forget my hat." Paddy looked toward his house, the place thoroughly ablaze except for a softly lighted room on the far side: his daughter's night-lighted room, no doubt. "Lot of sad girls inside there," he said. His instinct was to shut the car door, stay in Ev's passenger seat, avoid his home, suspend the moment. "All praying my dad'll be O.K. I feel like I let them down." Going fishing had been Paddy's idea, and if they hadn't been so far from help, maybe his father's heart wouldn't have had to work so hard in damaged condition. No one was going to blame Paddy except Paddy himself, but just looking at those female faces was going to make him want to die.

"I'm sorry about your loss," Ev said—the one time in his life he'd uttered the words, the one time he could imagine meaning it.

"Oh yeah. Ditto," Paddy told him. He shook his hair from his eyes and nodded to Ev, then climbed clumsily from the car and walked up the steps with his hands jammed in his pockets. He rehearsed his entrance: I have some terrible news, he whispered. Peepaw has died.

Ev listened to his engine idling, the Saab's chirpy thrum, the sound of a machine eager to go places pretty fast. Where he wanted to go was a bar, and what he wanted to drink there was scotch. He hadn't had scotch for eight years, and his sudden desire for it made his heart grow alert and begin thudding. Ev had not had scotch or any other alcohol, hard or fruity, neither for social nor for ritual reasons, in eight years. All of his bad habits he'd been paring away over the years, beginning with smoking, when he was in college, and progressing through all the others, sugar and salt, red meat and dairy, then white meat and fat, always preserving alcohol as an indulgence, until he excised it, too. If he was going to be honest, he would have to let it go. He loved it best, so clearly it would harm him worst. 

"Why are all the good things bad?" his poor son Zach had once wailed, saddened by the withholding of his glorious Halloween loot.

It was only after Ev had driven away, speeding with his racing heart toward a neighborhood bar called the Elms, that he noticed the effects bag left on the floorboard, white, glinting under passing streetlights. He pulled over, switched on the dome light, and peeked in the sack to make sure it was Paddy's and not his own. There was the soft fishing hat, folded away to one side, brown with a tidemark of sweat along the rim. Checked shirt, blue jeans, dock shoes, jockeys, wristwatch, pocket knife, key ring, wallet. Utterly dull. Opening the wallet was an invasion of privacy, though the other perusal had been justified. Inside were the usual series of cards and ID: Visa, Diner's, NRA, AARP; a driver's license from Normal showing a red-faced blond not very different from the son, a meat-eating, beer-swilling good old guy, smiling, gap between the front teeth; photographs of Paddy and a woman who must be his wife, big teased head of hair, bright red lips. Little girl in Paddy's arms. And then there was the photo of the deceased's wife, a black-and-white picture taken a good thirty years earlier, one of those studio portraits wherein the subject seems to be rapturously viewing heaven. This woman was one of the earth's kind sorts. She had a tender uncertain smile, eyes sloped by apostrophe-like curves on either side, and a tiny dimple in the center of her chin. She looked as if she were sentimental in life, a woman who cried easily and often. Yes, she would take her husband's death like a ton of bricks.

He spun a wide U-turn on Chicago Ave., the Saab just as eager to go this way as that, back to Paddy's house. The lights still burned; even the Limbachs' doorbell was lit—little orange button—but Ev didn't ring it. He pulled open the screen door and set the effects bag between it and the wood door. He heard voices, Paddy's and one other—his wife's, Ev supposed—the two of them murmuring together. At first he thought he was overhearing their intimacies, the inflections of sex, the up and down, bad air and good air being exchanged as they pressed on each other's lungs, the happy gasps and sighs. So rarely did a person actually interrupt sex, Ev couldn't believe that was what he was hearing. Then the noise suddenly clarified, as if he had located an elusive radio station: prayer. It was words, but not known ones, a sort of  bey-nonny-nonny, the solemn nonsense of an auctioneer. He shivered, aware that overhearing sex would have been less abashing to him. An unfamiliar litany but with the familiar supplicating rhythm, begging, beseeching, bad air and good.

He listened for only a few seconds, then gently closed the screen door. From the yard, he glanced at the soft pink glow in the far window; apparently the little girl was spared the liturgy. The annoying metallic racket of cicadas surrounded him, insisting on a sense of the average and incessant.

His desire for a drink had died; he'd been rescued from his bad habit.

It was only when he was finally perfectly alone with his father's death—just him and his own bag of effects, driving in his closed egg toward home—that Ev felt the single fragment of remorse, like a burst of snow in his chest: he would never see his father again.



Two

RACHEL COLE was wakened that night by her husband's hot naked body curling around her. Bored, she'd drunk too much wine and now felt woozy, cotton-mouthed, and eye-achy. Her hand lay pocketed between her thighs, reminding her that she'd had an idea about masturbating before she had simply plopped into sleep. The digital clock read 2:22—orderly time, as usual. Ev said, "He died." 

She was immediately awake, riveted, un-hung-over, eyes wide. Excited. Her husband's erection bobbed around her backside, his coarse springy hair causing its usual tickling friction. He was excited, too. She rolled over to hold him. "You O.K.?" she asked.

"I'm good," he said. "Suffering some nonspecific weirdness, otherwise fine. I almost went to a bar—it's just a weird old night. Let's fuck."

Rachel turned over his words while they had sex. Although she hadn't thought he needed to quit drinking when he did, it still bothered her that he might be tempted now to start up again. He seemed to know himself best, to predict his own lapses, to execute punishment. He was hard on himself, critical and exacting, but perhaps his diligence had kept him from falling into the kind of decline his brother had fallen into. Even after fifteen years, Rachel did not feel qualified to pronounce with any kind of certainty on her husband's dormant character.

He could not come, although they tried for a long while, the clock's little green slashes clicking and contorting along—horizontal, vertical, Rachel compliant beneath him, active on top of him, adaptable in between. Still, nothing happened for him. Finally Ev flopped exhausted beside her, kissed Rachel's neck, then climbed out of bed. "Go to sleep," he told her, but, not surprisingly, she found herself unable to do so, her drunkenness fuzzing up once more to muddle and woo her unsuccessfully. 

Rachel was not sorry to see the last of her father-in-law. He had on the one hand enraged her and on the other terrified her. The rage came from his meanness; that was easy enough to explain. But the terror was less simple, since it came from his being related to her husband, from the physical resemblance Ev bore to him: the long scaly feet, the disarming squint of his left eye when he concentrated, the mesmerizing vein in his temple. Rachel hadn't known her father-in-law long before he became ill; her entire marriage to Ev had taken place in the shadow of the old man's alleged former personality, gone for good. So wasn't it possible that Ev's progress through this world would mirror his father's? That he would turn from moodily complex to witlessly malicious? Rachel could stare at Ev, the man she loved, blur her eyes in the way one does to generalize impressions, and see her father-in-law. The signs of Ev's aging—graying, sagging, slowing—troubled her.

Her father-in-law's latest hospitalization had lasted two weeks, but before that he had been living with her and Ev and the boys, staying in the pantrylike space beyond the kitchen at the far end of the apartment, a cozy little nook Rachel had intended to use as a kind of private office for herself, a place to take phone calls, a tax writeoff. She'd enjoyed the bright white walls, the nearly seamless job she herself had done of the sheetrocking and taping, with indentations like thumbprints where she'd pounded in nails. It had taken her months to finish the room; it had still held the optimistic odor of newness when, at the last second, her father-in-law had been evicted from his nursing home. The coincidental timing made Rachel feel tricked, as if all along she'd been preparing a place for him rather than for herself.

His caretakers at the home were sick of his behavior; they couldn't be paid enough to endure him any longer. Who could? Rachel wondered. Only family was ever expected to tolerate such conduct, to take you in when what you deserved—and sometimes needed—was to be tossed out. The home had called Ev, and Ev had no one to whom he could pass the buck. That was Ev's fate in the world: being responsible. His only living relative, his brother Gerry, who literally had no. home, couldn't be reached. Rachel had been forced to imagine sad, woolly Gerry, wandering around downtown from heat grate to heat grate in his coats and hats. Many winters past, he had lived on the roof of their very own building. 

"I'm tempted to let my father try to make it on the streets," Ev had told her, perhaps also thinking of Gerry, or of how he would like to question what everyone assumed was self-evident, dispute what was perceived as indisputable: namely, that family had to open the door when you knocked. This was on the night the nursing home staff called. He'd been given thirty days to get the old man out. Two different caretakers told Ev stories: his father was peeing in drawers and trash cans, smoking in no-smoking lounges, making harassing phone calls (Rachel herself could attest to those; she had listened and seethed as her father-in-law swore about her husband), upbraiding his black roommate, announcing obscene intentions to the women nurses, and spitting whenever the urge came over him—on the floor of his room, on the wheels of his chair, on the perennial towel-bib that, tucked into his ratty shirt, covered his chest. In the past, it had been his scathing words alone he wouldn't control; now, more literal bile spewed forth.

"If I simply didn't respond," Ev went on, "what could they do? They'd have to either keep him or throw him out on his ass."

"I'd like to see them try," Rachel said, picturing her father-in-law with his heavy wooden cane, swinging at orderlies from his wheelchair as they shoved him through halls.

But despite the subject matter, Rachel enjoyed that conversation with Ev. They sat at their kitchen table, Rachel with a glass of wine, Ev with hot tea. She liked to talk to Ev in the kitchen, at night, after the boys were asleep. She liked to stare over his head at their cabinets full of pretty pottery and china; she liked the look of their appliances after the dishes had been done, in the warm haze of what Ev called her evening toddy. Although he did not drink, he liked her to. Her husband liked to feel he was openminded and accommodating, a big strong umbrella under which others' weaknesses were sheltered. Superior to them, evolved beyond them. 

Rachel was pleased with the kitchen's black windows, the way everything in the world was shut away from her and Ev, as if they sat in a lighted box, alone. These conversations occurred late, after the time when one of the boys would rouse himself to demand a parent's steady presence beside him, after Ev's crazy client Dr. Head's nightly call. Dr. Head phoned every evening to review the day with Evan, always after the boys were in bed: a brief conversation to calm him, to permit him to sleep, a kind of prayer-and-absolution combo. From Rachel's occasional exchange of pleasantries with Dr. Head—he never failed to ask a few polite questions of her—she would never have guessed his paranoid delusions. He would extend his cordial greetings; she would pass the phone to Ev. Then Dr. Head would notify Ev that his downstairs neighbors planned to murder him in his sleep. Or that the newspaper had buried in its articles a code designed exclusively for the discerning readership, one that would tell them where to meet on the day of apocalypse. For the duration of her marriage, Rachel had never gotten familiar with more of Dr. Head than his educated voice and impeccable manners. Often Ev argued with him, but they always ended their calls civilly, ritualistically agreeing to disagree. Dr. Head had a notion that the planet would die when he did; he'd once been convinced that Dutch elm disease would include him as it made its way up his neighborhood street. At night he phoned to put himself, and the world, to bed.

And after that, there was nothing in the apartment but Rachel and Ev, their reflections cast back at them from the dark glass, their range of topics shared, their understanding rich. Whatever Rachel said, her husband would comprehend. She had no need for carefulness or for taxing explanation, hesitation or premeditation. They were comfortable together. Had she anticipated such a state of comfort when she'd imagined marriage? Such contentedness with the mundane? Not likely. 

But, too, she assumed that her former self would never have conceived of this—a brooding, picky, forty-five-year-old man in a modest kitchen wearing slipper socks—as a fantasy life. Yet she was happy. Or, more exactly, she was not unhappy. She had done what Ev called leveling off, something his manic-depressive clients were encouraged to do, too, those bipolars. They were made to stop that up-and-down stuff, that globe-trotting, to settle for a moderate middle ground. The secret, Rachel deduced, was finding it satisfactory, was naming it lucky or blessed instead of dull.

Of his father, Ev said, "With our luck, he'd come live on the roof, like Gerry."

"Our own gargoyle," Rachel said. "Pissing over the sides, making a mess like the pigeons. The neighbors would bring back their plastic owls and fake snakes and rifles. Only this time I wouldn't complain."

Ev hesitated in finding this funny. Although his feelings about his father seemed kindred to Rachel's (she had learned from him how to hate the man, after all), he did not like to see them so blatantly laid before him. It was a slender little line that Rachel mostly understood, but sometimes she got careless and stepped over. This time, however, Ev relinquished a snort. He was disinclined toward real laughter; a snort was as close as he got. It had once been Rachel's secret goal to make him actually break down and guffaw, become helpless with laughter, but she'd given that up. Apparently his father had driven giddy hilarity out of Ev's character.

"He'd be bad for business," Rachel went on. "Imagine if your clients discovered that your father and your brother were street people."

"To hell with what my clients think."

"Uh-huh," she said, well aware of his desire to believe he did not care what people thought. She knew better, and she knew he knew she knew better. A flare of marital love went up inside her; the elaborate, convoluted, knotty way they knew each other still delighted her, made her feel toward Ev as she did toward their sons, full of an irrepressible, absolute affection, not sexual but deeply fond. 

And not always not sexual, Rachel reminded herself. There were times, rare and poignant, when sex with Ev was dramatic and heart-stopping—it was heady and holistic, like loving a long, sad novel, feeling wrung out and nobly wounded when it ended. Something like that. Good novels and married sex were related that way; Rachel filed this away as a topic to broach some other time with Ev, a kernel of smartness to give him like a gift at an unexpected moment.

"I certainly hope you've inherited his endurance," Rachel told Ev, for the hundredth time. It was the sole silver lining she could unearth. That and the fact that Ev's saintly mother had died early in his father's progress toward Bastard Incarnate.

Ev said, "I'm afraid he's going to have to come live with us."

"Ugh," Rachel said. When they were first married, she had sworn to succeed with Ev's father where others had failed. She would be the one to bring him out of his grim stinginess; she would delight him with flattery, listen to his stories without judging their contents. She would flirt with him. She would charm him in the way only a skillful young woman could. This was Rachel's intention, to prove herself superior to any others who might have tried before with Ev's father. Her faith in her own femininity carried her for months, an arrogance derived from her happiness in having found Ev, from her smug youthfulness. She could not envision a greater happiness; she wanted to spread it around like a big pollinating insect fluttering from person to person, infecting them with her own copious magnanimity.

But Ev's father hadn't wanted to be converted. He didn't want to be seduced by his daughter-in-law. He didn't want to be mesmerized into revealing his lighthearted and kind self. Instead, he wanted her to sit in subdued silence while he berated his son. He wanted her to deliver another generation of boys before him so that he could inflict his venom upon them. He was a snake, and Rachel had later had to explain to her sons when they came to her in tears after Grandpa had rapped their shoulder blades with his cane that he was a big grumpy bully, like the ones they'd heard about in stories, whose path they should avoid. He seemed set on defying the modern notion that people could not be evil, only misunderstood. 

Rachel put her feet up in Ev's lap. He spread his thighs to make room, laying a hand on her bare toes. "Cold feet," he said.

"Warm heart," she answered. They looked at each other with shabby, tired smiles. "He can stay in my pantry," she offered. She had learned to act when she felt generous; otherwise, she might never be generous. It wasn't often she regretted generosity. Even if its recipient was ungrateful, she could later rationalize one of her own less than generous acts. Who was keeping tabs, she could not say.

Ev and Rachel got up from the kitchen table to investigate the little room for future use as a bedroom. "No carpet," Rachel said, already cataloguing its virtues. "One can clean up linoleum more easily than carpet."

"One can," Ev agreed.

"Room for a bed here," Rachel said, standing beneath the window, whose sash she'd just painted that afternoon, using a spongy trim brush and a paint called periwinkle, her favorite color.

"A twin bed," Ev said.

"Of nails," Rachel added. "At least with a rubber sheet, am I right? He must wet the bed?"

"I suppose."

"What besides a bed? He's got his wheelchair, so no need for a chair."

"A dresser."

"He'll pee in the drawers. You said they said he peed in drawers."

"True. Maybe just a coat rack for his clothes."

"It's hard to believe he'd pee on his own clothes. Maybe it was his roommate's clothes. He never did like that black guy, what was his name?"

"Maurice. A television would be useful, almost essential."

"Cable." Her father-in-law liked to fire through the channels, grunting in disgust: all his worst expectations, confirmed again. Nothing was on, but he wanted to complain about it anyway; Rachel entertained the thought of her father-in-law answering one of Dr. Head's nightly calls, not comforting him as Ev did by providing evidence of the randomness of fate (randomness being as close as Ev would come to optimism), but attesting to the world's malevolent designs. "Of course the newspaper editors want you to die," he would say. "You're a filthy schmuck, you deserve to die." 

Rachel sighed. Her little room, which had had its birth in hopes of a chintz loveseat and an antique bookcase, desk and chair, flowered lampshades, old photographs, was turning into a cell: single bed, TV bolted to the ceiling. Her father-in-law would smoke in here and the paint would turn mustard yellow. Everything he touched turned mustard yellow; he had a sort of anti-Midas knack. Up to now, the room had held a huge broken freezer and a lot of shelves full of tools and boxes and castoff appliances. It hadn't seemed like a room at all, more like a closet, a dark place to store things you couldn't make decisions about. There'd been a real sense of joy and discovery in opening it up, cleaning it out, covering its dinginess with white and blue paint. The window, a coal chute that Rachel punched larger and glassed in when she began remodeling, gave a view of the slate roof over the elevator shaft, a quaint mottling of green and gray stone where rainwater ran as if over a streambed. Sun struck in four bright patches on the new floor every afternoon around two. Rachel had begun feeling she'd moved somewhere new, started a slightly different, better life. Now her father-in-law was coming.

And this fact suggested a different, harder life. But sometimes harder was better, too. Character building, soul enriching, heart expanding. She could not deny her very familiar, foolish urge to shake things up just for novelty's sake. She and Ev and the boys would most likely rally round the old man's presence. And it would be O.K. unless it went on too long, unless he stayed with them for years and years, unless his influence began to feel influential.

"When do you think he'll finally die?" she asked Ev then, standing in the blank, vaguely noxious-smelling new room. Small as it was, it gave the impression of echo.

"I don't know," Ev told her. "He's been dying so long now, it's as if he's already gone."

"If he moves here, he might come between us."


Ev studied her. It had always bothered her when he did this, narrowing that left eye at her, thinking about her words. She was not careful when she spoke around him, and on rare occasions she regretted that. 

"We could try him in another home," Ev said finally, crossing his arms over his chest.

"We're running out of ones that don't know him," Rachel answered, although the old man had only been in two others before the current place.

"Blackballed by the rest homes."

"Ev," she said, "if your father could have seen himself the way he is now, back when he was sane and human, do you think he would want you to..." She stopped. What was she saying, anyway?

"Kill him?" Ev finished for her. "You've already convinced me that that wouldn't be a good idea. All I can say is that if it were me, if I saw myself becoming that monster, then I would want myself gone, offed. The thing is, I can't know what his truth is. What's his world like, anyway? We might seem like sadists to him, bigger assholes than he seems to us."

"No way," Rachel said.

"But we can't know. We could all be headed in the same direction."

She didn't want her own worst-case scenario voiced by Ev; she wanted him to think it impossible that he would become like his father. She stuck her hand between her husband's crossed arms and pulled free one of his hands, then pressed herself against him. If she wanted to make love with him, then he could not resemble his father—that was her logic. They kissed; then came the single moan Ev always began sex with, as if sex's power gave him an ache even in anticipation. That night, on the floor of Rachel's pantry, they made love, Rachel's buttocks cold on the linoleum, her jean skirt bunched at her waist, her own slipper socks still on her feet. Her husband, though smallish, was solid and heavy, like a paperweight. His density made her shoulder blades hurt. In the middle of things, Rachel wanted to talk again.

"He'll need a babysitter, just like the boys," she told Ev, who had begun a quick series of thrusts, darting in and out of her in a way that reminded Rachel of hummingbirds. 

"True," Ev said, slowing his pace. He didn't mind stopping to chat.

Rachel reached between her body and his and held his testicles, running a finger up the crease, winding his springy hairs around her knuckles. "I like you hard," she said.

"I like you soft," he answered. He rested on his hands, staring down at her. The vein at his temple throbbed crazily in this position; gravity pulled his flesh toward her.

"Your face is very red. Don't have a heart attack," she warned him as he started slowly moving in and out again. "You feel ... good," she added.

In truth, it frightened her to feel his heart against her chest. His was an active heart, loud when he came, pounding on her rib cage as if hammering its way out of his. "Wait, wait," she said, pushing his chest up.

"What?" he asked, smiling. Making love made him happy. It was the one time Rachel could see his childishness, the boy that got trampled on and left, for the most part, behind. She cherished that look in his face, the open revelation.

"Why wait?" he asked, his lips at her hairline.

"You ever think about your parents while we're fucking?"

"I try not to do that."

"Sometimes I can't help it. I think about my mother. I wonder if she ever let herself enjoy sex, or if it seemed like too much work—getting ready, cleaning up after, all that technical, houseworky part of it."

Ev said, "Maybe you'd prefer thinking she didn't enjoy sex?"

"Oh, please!" Rachel pushed his shoulders up. "No analysis, please. I can have fun without it, thanks."

"If you're sure..."

"Positive. You still like me?" she asked. "Even though I'm kind of old?"

"Not that old."

"Not as old as you," she agreed. He'd begun moving again, this conversation having happened many times before. "You still like my breasts?" 

"You have amazing breasts, very nice breasts." He pushed up her shirt and sucked one happily.

"Maybe it would bother you if I were on top and you could see all my extra skin hanging around?"

"I like you," he said. "You're beautiful."

"But not like I used to be."

"Better. I love you better." His desire for her, for release, for pure pleasure, was transparent in the instant he came. And her own satisfaction—the thrill, the melancholy, the urge to cry—followed. Their sex had metamorphosed to this point. How did they know how to care for each other? How did Ev know to stop his pumping precisely now, to push his pelvis against hers, to wait while she oscillated two or three times, then to move again? His understanding of her physical preferences was like masturbation, as if she were responding to her own hunger. In the beginning, years earlier, sex had not been like this, had been not tacit but clumsy. In that clumsiness was delicious fire and tumult, but there was a power in this sex, this accomplished, timeworn thing between them, that Rachel had not expected, had not even tried to explain to herself. There used to be simple but substantial passion. Now the passion had slid away, leaving in its void this thorough knowledge of each other, a giant black universe Rachel continued to navigate, by intuition and other ill-defined resources. Everything they were and knew and had created between them existed here, a great voluminous invention, entirely invisible, inexplicable, exclusively theirs. She reeled while they made love, then forgot it later. Sometimes she mentioned it to Ev just before they fell asleep, and he would briefly hold her, wiping away her tears.

Rachel felt she would cry, her achievement now in sex not joy but fullness—all the emotions at once, simple Dr. Seuss emotions, sad, mad, glad. She ran her fingernails over Ev's sweating back. He'd fallen like a dead weight against her; he was exhausted. Their birth-control method was withdrawal, so he'd left on her tummy what they'd named, between them and only them, white mud. He would sleep that night like something dead. 

But she would lie awake later, just as she was this night, the night of her father-in-law's passing, sailing on the murky current of her marriage, her sex life with Evan, following its long and uncharted course. A few weeks ago, on the floor just off the kitchen, she had pressed her thumbs into the solid muscle of Ev's buttocks. She had pulled the teardrop of flesh at his earlobe between her teeth and given it a nip. She had bitten his shoulder and studied the mark. She had traced the scary bolt of lightning at his temple that was just exactly, just precisely, like his father's.
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