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A REPORT ON THE GOVERNMENT PRACTICE OF HUMAN CLONING IN THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA IN THE YEAR 2071 A.D., AUTHORED BY “RAYMOND BRADBURY”





One

I am a man who doesn’t matter. The same could be said of most men. In what follows, I will make no special claim for myself, save one, for which I can take no credit. This report will not, finally, be about me. I speak carefully here, and with regret, though not, such is my understanding of the world and its disenchanting ways, with incapacitating regret.

I was born without particular advantage. I was neither rich nor gifted nor congenitally happy nor especially pleasing to look at. Neither was I born poor or disabled or deformed or given to chronic sadness. I had, at birth, generally what I needed. I was uterine, though not—I am sixty-six years old—engineered. My parents cared for me.

Had I been luckier—had I, Anna might say, been sufficiently open to the operations of luck—providentially favored, my life might have been different. I might have accomplished something that served to define me, to set me apart from the mass of men of my sort. I might have discovered some leading, sustaining, purpose. I might have been happy in the way some men seem to be. I missed my chances. Or they were denied me. I am not a bad man. I have not been altogether thoughtless. I have tried to live reasonably, to avoid injuring others, whenever I have understood injury might be done. Through no egregious faults of my own, I have not mattered, do not matter, even to myself.

I am an old man. In November—should I live to see it, which is not likely—I will be sixty-seven. This is not old, is the obvious objection. In our day, in our age, with our means, this is hardly old. But I have not aged well. I have not worked at staying young. I did not take regular exercise. I was not studious about my diet. I could not seem to get enough sleep. Or I got too much. I did not rejuvenate my teeth or hair or skin, took no treatments for adipose reduction, received no cell therapies. This was not so much lack of vanity as it was absence of enthusiasm. Like many men my age, of my means, when it became available, I did sign on for CNR replication, though I took this step without much forethought or interest. I have no progeny—that is, no sons or daughters. No one to correct or encourage me. My wife, to whom I was married only seven years in what seems a lifetime ago, died, senselessly, atavistically, I thought, in childbirth. We had chosen a boy, brown hair, green eyes—we limited our choices to these—but had not named him. I grieved. I could think of no reason to marry again. I am tired out. Seen on the streets of Lebanon, passing along, ponderously, I was taken for a man much older than I am. I have been sick. I have been, am now, and not ungratefully, near death.

I have never had a sense of humor. I have not found funny that which, for as long as I can remember, others have laughed at. I have no skill in irony, and often mistake it for something else. Typically, I mean what I say. Against the long odds I face with language, I will try to be clear and precise.

I am just old enough to remember the spate of books written in the first decades of this century about what used to be called “cloning.” There were scientific texts and the attendant popularizations. At least for the brief space before all discussion was curtailed, there were books that considered the ethical, legal, and regulatory issues. None of which I read. I am here thinking of the novels and stories, the fictive, speculative works of science fiction and fantasy. I am old enough to remember a number of these. I was aware of their being read; I remember hearing them spoken about. Michael Benaaron’s  To Thine Own Self was, I recall, much celebrated. So, too, Richard Powers’s  Twig. Evan Spire’s endless series of horror stories, clones themselves.  Edward Manigault’s Sheep. A gruesome book called Zygote, and one called Alter Eden: I can’t remember who wrote them. There were also, so it seemed at the time, hundreds of movies, one hard upon the next, some taken from books, nearly all of them vulgar and silly, a few of which I must have seen in the effort to be sociable.

This book, if one can call it that, is not science fiction, or fantasy. It is, at its heart, the account, manifestly true, of a young man, and of his courage and generosity. His preternatural humanity. At this valedictory point in my life, I was not looking for a project, or time to occupy. I want neither fame nor financial gain, could have no use for either. As a result of this report, I expect nothing will change. Should I live to finish it, it will be published only abroad, where, however widely and sympathetically it is read, it will be as so much preaching to the choir. In my own country, America, it is likely it will not be read, and, if read, not believed, and certain that a strenuous attempt will be made to discredit me, and that I will be punished if I am found. The most extraordinary measures have been taken to prevent a man like me from knowing what I know. Tyranny of the right, the left, it is all the same. It is because I survive, because I am the only one (of two) able to do it, that I write this. I am not a hero, and I am not afraid.

I am—I can think nothing else—the only living creature, the only human in the world’s history, to have experienced time travel. (There is one other. I do not contradict myself. For Anna, the experience was markedly different, was, I’ll presume to say, less profound.) If there have been others, we do not, would not, know of them. The possibility of time travel—this hackneyed rubric will have to do for now—in the only way it will ever be possible, is, as might be predicted, an un-looked-for result, a by-product—world-reconfiguring, dangerous, sad—of Science’s insuppressible chase.

Just over a year ago, in July, on the first inhabitable day following a prolonged nationwide inversion, I got a call, without video, from a woman I had known when I was in my early twenties. By coincidence, her call came on Louise Brown Day. It has been demonstrated mathematically that ours is a world in which coincidence is the rule,  and this is, by some margin, not the least probable thing I will tell you. When I knew her, her name was Anna Weeks. Her name, now, was Anna Pearson. She’d been married, she told me, nearly forty years, to a wonderful, loving man (her words) somewhat older than she. He’d died, preventably, in the past year. She was still in mourning. They’d had three children, all of them now grown. She still lived in Iowa. She was retired from teaching. Disqualified for payout from her husband’s life insurance, she subsisted on her pension. I learned this last fact later.

We’d been graduate students together at Iowa State, in Ames. She was a native of Iowa. She had come to the university as an undergraduate and stayed on. I was born and raised in New Hampshire, but had come to Iowa by way of William and Mary, in Virginia. We were both seeking federal licensure as high school teachers, she in history, I in math. She was a year ahead of me. For reasons I have always wanted to think had nothing to do with me, she didn’t finish her degree, leaving the university, and Ames, in the middle of the second, and final, year of the program. Even without a master’s, she was able to secure a teaching job in the small town where she had grown up, in the high school she’d attended. We’d corresponded for a few months after she left the university. When she called, I had not seen her in over forty years.

This is a sad story. One in which I do not acquit myself with much sensitivity or nobility. I was twenty-two, but that is no excuse. I tell it because it bears on the rest.

In late August, forty-five years ago, two weeks before classes were to start, I drove to Iowa from New Hampshire in an ancient Volvo hybrid I’d nursed through college. In the trunk were six or seven cases of canned tuna fish, which my mother, who died shortly thereafter from ovarian cancer, had purchased and stowed there for me. This was when safe tuna was available and affordable. I’d declined to live in subsidized campus housing and had taken a furnished apartment in town, above a Hmong gift shop.

I had never been to Iowa before and arrived knowing no one. My first night in town, I took a walk around the campus to acquaint myself  with it. It was a Sunday evening, still light, summer break, and the campus was quiet. I thought the place architecturally undistinguished but not uninviting. I understand improvements in the physical plant have been made; I have not been back since I finished my degree. At some point in my walk I encountered Anna Weeks, now Anna Pearson. Perhaps she was sitting on a bench, reading, beneath one of the campus’s signature miracle elms. Or she was sitting cross-legged on a blanket in some grassy spot. These are scenes at once recognizable from romantic simulations. I don’t remember where she was, or how, exactly, we began a conversation. I do remember she joined me on my walk. She felt great affection for the place, had been there five years—four as an undergraduate—and was eager to serve as guide. We walked most of the campus that evening. I was tired from my drive, and not an energetic companion. At my best, I would not have been sparkling. But I enjoyed her company. She was intelligent, and articulate, and lively. We wound up in town, near my apartment, at a twenty-four-hour patisserie. We sat and talked for several more hours, until I was nearly stuporous. We agreed to meet the following day.

Anna was lonely. This would have been unmistakable to most people. I didn’t see it. She was a large woman, a bit ungainly, though not unattractive. As an undergraduate in Ames, she had picked up the nickname “Twink,” which she carried with dignity and humor. She urged me to use this sobriquet, which, I see now, I should have done but then refused to do, telling her, stupidly, it made me sad. When I heard other people call her Twink, I felt angry—at them, at her.

For the two weeks prior to the start of classes, we spent at least some part of every day together. Anna was a great help to me. She advised me on classes and professors to take and avoid, led me through the baroque registration protocols, showed me where to buy texts and supplies. She and I had become friends. We ate together at least one meal a day. We went to movies. Of her choosing. I accompanied her, pretending to an opinion while she shopped for her fall clothes. One afternoon, in my old Volvo, we drove out of Ames, making a circuit of nearly two hundred and fifty miles in the Iowa countryside—this was well before the Clearances, before the havoc-playing influx of originals  from the Dakotas—stopping for beefsteaks and sweet potato fries at a vestigial roadhouse in a town called Le Mars, not far from Anna’s home. I remember being unimpressed by the landscape or, better said, impressed by its uniformity. It is a wonder I was willing to undertake this trip. I found Anna affable and easy to talk to. Doubtless I was circumspect. I am more than slow to reveal myself; I almost never do it. It is not fear that constrains me, or modesty, or decorousness, but lack of interest. Even with my wife, whom I loved, I was decidedly less than intimate.

Anna talked avidly, in large swaths, without inhibition. I don’t remember what she talked about. I believe much of the time I was attentive; I carried with me through the after-years a fairly elaborated sense of her. I knew she was keen on literature and film. I knew she was an only child, that her parents divorced when she was very young, that her mother had raised her in straitened circumstances, that in high school she’d had no boyfriends, in college one terrible, sociopathic suitor, that her father was absent and unkind. She was full of self-deprecating humor, full of political fervor (she belonged to several anti-government action groups), which, in her case, was authentic and not a means to sexual encounter. She was a good storyteller, and, as much as I enjoyed anyone’s company at that place, in those days, I enjoyed hers.

With the beginning of term, I saw Anna less often. Because she was a year ahead of me, we had no classes in common. I did not yet have other friends, as she did, competing for my time. We met several times a week for lunch or dinner. On these occasions, we were alone. She saw to this, fending off her friends, sparing me, I assumed, their society. In all this time, which amounted to most of the first term, I did not touch her. We did not kiss or hold hands. She did not come up to my apartment. I did not see her room in the graduate residence. Whatever those observing us may have thought, between ourselves we did not characterize or speak of our affections. We were chummy. We were not romantic. I didn’t think much about our friendship, apart from being thankful I had someone to talk to from time to time. I had no idea what she was thinking.

I did not tell Anna about the girl, still at William and Mary, who thought she and I were to be married soon after her graduation in the spring. We’d made no formal plan, but that was the understanding. We’d grown up together in New Hampshire. I’d known her since grade school. She’d been my only girlfriend in high school, and, after a year apart, she followed me to Williamsburg. Our families were close. We shared a history, seamless and literally lifelong. We were tied in all manner of ways. She’d had other, more advantageous options, but chose William and Mary to be with me. In her sophomore year there, with what was unconscionable slovenliness, I got her pregnant. I arranged and paid for the abortion. For much of high school, and through several years of college, I imagined I loved this girl, in the inchoate, mindless way I imagined love. I did not mention her to Anna. This was, in part, because I saw no reason to; in part, because I felt diminished by my attachment—it had, by that time, begun to feel slavish and unimaginative—to the girl in Virginia, whose name will here be Ann. That this omission was calculated and self-serving needs no remarking. But I think it is true that, had I thought it was in any way caddish of me not to tell Anna about Ann, I would have told her. That there was a girl in Virginia, to whom I was preemptively attached, to whom I bore some overriding responsibility, had nothing to do with the nature and degree of my feelings for Anna, which would have been what they were, girl or no girl. I liked Anna. I felt some unwarranted pity for her, which, I fear, might have given me a puerile pleasure I was not, at the time, above. I did not love Anna, felt toward her no physical attraction, and did not want her for anything other than friendship.

In early November, I met, purely by chance, one of Anna’s three roommates, an undergraduate, who for three years had been Anna’s closest friend at the university. Before she married me, her name was Sara Bird. I was on campus, in the automat, eating lunch. Anna and her roommate were already there, though the place was crowded and I didn’t see them until I was nearly finished. They came over to my table. Anna introduced her.

Sara Bird. Twenty-one years old. From Indianola, outside Des  Moines. Her father, briefly my father-in-law, was a minister in the moribund Episcopal Church. In the public gaze, he was an exemplary man—learned, wise, well-spoken, elegant in bearing, reverent, refined. In private, to his wife and three children, he was despotic. I was given a glimpse of the domestic version. It was enough to eradicate in me whatever remnants of Christian faith there might have been; merely being in his presence, I was determined, as was then the expression, to throw the baby out with the bathwater. There is no question he was the principal cause of most, if not all, of Sara’s emotional debilities. Her mother, an aristocratic Norwegian, born into the Lutheran Church, who, after nearly thirty years in America, spoke only a rudimentary English, was of no use in preventing or even tempering her husband’s attacks, which found, as their favorite target, the eldest child, the beautiful, languid, exceedingly vulnerable Sara. For seven years I hated him. I watched him closely whenever he was around her. I was poised to intervene, eager to expose him for what he was. (I was delusional. I was in my twenties. I would have been no match for the man.) When Sara died I stopped just short of blaming him expressly. I did prevent him from presiding at the funeral. Afterwards, I had nothing more to do with him.

Sara became my wife. I lived with her seven years. I knew her better than I had known anyone before, or since. I loved her as I have loved no one else. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. From the first, I was aware how idiosyncratic this judgment was. She was thin and pale. In repose, her face was sad. There was a darkness about her. Her eyes were sunken and shadowed. She was quiet, formal, flinchy, because she was delicate, easily hurt. I talk about her this way to Anna—who is, she says now, beyond being hurt by it—and she remarks I might be describing some vaporous nineteenth-century heroine. For me, all these melancholy accoutrements constituted her beauty, which was ethereal, asexual, for all her sadnesses, serene. She was irresistible.

At that first meeting, other than to say hello, she did not speak. She was glad to let Anna do the talking. Once I knew who she was, as is the way, I began to see her frequently on campus. She was not  easy to talk to, or to get at. If she was not with Anna, which made awkward any overture, she was almost always in the midst of a herd of students, her fellow undergraduates, male and female, as unlike her as they could be: noisy, raw, lighthearted savages, careering about as if they believed they would never die. She told me, later, she despised them. But among them, she said, in the thick of their rout, their collective spasm, she felt anesthetized, blanketed, needing never to speak or think.

When I went back to New Hampshire for Thanksgiving, I still had not had the chance to speak with Sara alone. The Monday before Thanksgiving, my mother died. She’d been sick a long time. A common case of extended morbidity. The end, however, was precipitous. I was her only child, very nearly her only kin, and it properly fell to me to make the arrangements for her funeral. Though we had not been as close as she’d wanted, I’d loved my mother. I did not get the chance to see her before she died. I was now alone—my father was long dead—without family. Ann had come up from Virginia for the holiday. She was a support to me at the funeral, and I was grateful for her presence there. It was the last time I would see her. Ann, Anna, Sara. Three women. A mysterious conflation: the only three women in my life, all at once. By the time I got back to Ames, obeying an animal instinct to avoid any additional pain, I had, if not forgotten Sara Bird, pretty much scrapped whatever designs I’d had.

If my work at the university had been interesting, or challenging, I might have thrown myself into it. Now I was back, the friendship with Anna, who offered me only an appropriate and genuine sympathy, began to cloy. She seemed—nothing in her behavior had changed—oppressively needful and clinging. I avoided her, fabricating lame, perfectly transparent excuses. After two or three of these, Anna felt the insult and stayed away. At the same time, without providing an explanation, I broke off communication with Ann. I wanted, I told myself, nothing to do with anyone.

In the bleak midwinter—I believe there is an old song that begins thus—walking back to my apartment late after a profitless night at the library, I stopped at the New Times Café, on the near edge of  town, to get out of the cold and the snow. It was not a café, but a bar, little more than a cement bunker, with a grill, and a pool hall in the rear. It was a shithole—grim, roughneck, inhospitable. It was the first time I’d been in the place. That night, Sara was already there. She was sitting in the darkest corner of the lightless room, at a high-top table for two, with Anna.

I stood inside the doorway, brushed the snow off my coat, stamped my boots. They were talking. I could have gone back out before they saw me. By any measure of sensitivity, I should have left. Instead, without consciously deciding to do so, I walked across the room to their table. So far as I knew myself, I was no longer interested in Sara Bird. I had, certainly, no wish to cause Anna any further unease. Yet over I went, as if I was precisely the person they were both hoping, on that arctic night, to see. It was to be, in all our lives, a pivotal moment. I cannot regret it.

The place was crowded, raucous, in direct relation, it must have been, to the severity of the weather. Anna saw me approaching. She stood up. In my hearing, she said to Sara, “I’m going to the bathroom.”

I smiled at them both. Before Anna had a chance to flee, I said, “Hello.”

Sara looked at me reproachfully. Anna had confided in her. She put her hand on Anna’s wrist. (My wife had the most lovely hands. I miss them still.) “Stay,” she said. Then, to me: “What are you doing?”

Anna stood there, embarrassed and bewildered. I saw no anger in her.

I should have stopped talking, turned around, walked away.

“I’m not doing anything,” I said, gracelessly. “I was going home. I was cold. I came in. I saw you both. I said hello.”

“I’m leaving now,” Anna said. She took her hand away from Sara’s.

“No, don’t,” Sara said.

“It’s you he wants to see, Pie.” Anna’s pet name for Sara. I never learned its provenance.

“I don’t want to see him,” Sara said.

“I’m sorry,” I said. It was not clear to whom I said this.

Sara stood up. I watched, dumbly, as they gathered their things, put on their coats and hats, and stalked off.

I took a breath. I had no idea what I was doing. I looked around the place. It was not friendly. In a wash of cheap remorse, I considered staying there and getting drunk (I was then, I am now, in practice abstemious). I considered losing whatever money I had with me to the pool sharks, should there be any, in the back room. I considered dropping out of school and going home to New Hampshire to await, in self-imposed quarantine, Ann’s graduation from William and Mary and, following ineluctably, a colorless marriage. I did none of these things.

By the time I caught up to the girls, who were walking uphill back to campus, I was near frenzy. When they heard me slogging after them, my boots sloshy in the snow, they turned to wait. This was a gesture of real kindness. It was still snowing hard. And though the wind had slaked somewhat, it was brutishly cold. Anna stood just behind and to the side of Sara. I stood before them. For whatever reason—guilt, cut-rate sentimentality, the cold—my eyes were full of tears.

“Forgive me,” I said. “I mean neither of you harm. I like you both. It’s been a bad time. My mother’s death. Other things. I am not myself.” I shook my head, wanting to withdraw what I’d just said. “This is no excuse. I’m sorry. There is no excuse. Forgive me. I won’t bother you again.”

They did not speak.

“That’s all I want to say.” I started down the hill. As I did, I slipped in the snow and landed, with a great pathetic whump, flat on my ass. Had I planned it, it could not have been more effective. I heard Sara laugh. It was a musical laugh, a trill really, sweet and full of mercy. It was that laugh, and her hand on Anna’s wrist, that determined me. Then Anna called out: “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

By the end of January, Sara had moved out of the graduate residence—where, owing to a dispensation procured by Anna, she’d been allowed as an undergraduate to live—and into my apartment above the Hmong gift shop. We’d been dating, if that term is apposite  for our furtive meetings, only a month and a half when she decided to take this step. I loved Sara. I wanted, always, to be with her. Somehow we’d kept our assignations hidden from Anna, who had, or claims she had, no inkling about what was happening. All the sneaking around was infantile and vulgar and demeaning to us all, but I was besotted and wholly irresponsible. When, preparatory to vacating the room they shared, Sara finally revealed to Anna what had been going on, Anna was stunned, mortified. Not by what we’d done so much as how we’d done it. And she was deeply saddened. Far more by the loss of Sara than of me. But she was sad about me, too. She had, as she has said, some hopes.

Sara didn’t see much of Anna after that. For what remained of their friendship, they established workable but uneasy terms. I didn’t see Anna at all. Except once. Sometime in March, a matter of days before Anna left the university, after Sara and I had been living together nearly two months, I felt it was past time to resolve the situation with Ann. It was, of course, more than past time; it was inexcusably late. I should have gone to Virginia to tell her face-to-face about Sara. Instead, I phoned her. Ann was wounded, rageful. She refused to accept my explanation, my apology, whatever mongrel, disreputable thing I was tendering. She berated me, cursed me. Our conversation—I said very little; beyond the mere, for her appalling, facts, I had little to say—lasted more than two hours. By the end of it, I could barely stand or breathe. I felt as if I’d been eviscerated. I also felt—this was scandalous—sorry for myself.

I went looking for solace, for Sara. I had not wanted her to be in the apartment when I called Ann. It was Saturday night, ten o’clock. Spring was near. The streets in town were full of life. When I got to the campus, desperate to find Sara, the students were in the throes of a spontaneous, drunken, somewhat premature, end-of-winter celebration. It seemed everyone was bent on going wild. I could not find Sara. I became more and more distraught. I went to the graduate dorm, to the room she’d shared with Anna, thinking—I was hardly thinking—I might find Sara there. I had not gone to that room before.

Anna was alone, reading. There were stacks of books and papers  on the floor and furniture. From Sara I knew that Anna was hard at work on her master’s thesis (she would not stay to finish it) about the Second Korean War. She was in flannel robe, pajamas, and furry slippers. Her hair was gathered in back with a rubber band. She was wearing reading glasses and had on no makeup. It may have been, simply, my blinding need, but I thought she looked better than ever. I was happy to see her. I discovered I had missed her. She was startled and, as you’d expect, not pleased to see me, though she was kind. She invited me in, cleared a space for me on the daybed. Without preamble, without a trace of tact, I asked her if she knew where Sara was. She didn’t. She hadn’t seen Sara in days. Did she have any idea where I might find her? (It turned out Sara had met up with her old gang, and they’d gone, blithely, to a truck stop by the interstate.) She had no idea where Sara was. I spent most of that night with Anna—I left her room just before dawn—and she displayed no vindictiveness. About her own feelings she was reticent. But she did not once stoop to recrimination. Was there something wrong? Was Sara all right? Her concern was authentic. I said so far as I knew Sara was fine. Then, relieved, giddy to have someone to talk to, someone to listen to me, to comfort me, I fell apart. I began to weep convulsively. Anna sat down beside me on the daybed. She took my hand, and I collapsed into her arms, my head on her breast.

I told Anna about Ann—it was the first she’d heard of her—and our conversation. I kept nothing back. I told her things about Ann and me, things about myself, I would not tell Sara. I confessed to her my fears, rehearsed my failings and frailties, delineated, in fastidious detail, my self-loathing. I was relentless, grotesquely self-absorbed. Anna listened to all of it, the whole woeful inventory. She cosseted me. She tried to be reassuring. I was not so bad as I claimed. I was not evil, just flawed, broken. As she was. As was everyone. (These were the days before Direct Germline Intervention.) Somehow, she was neither patronizing nor disdainful. She was able, even, to evince some joy in the idea that Sara and I were together. When it was over, when I was completely purged and spent, when I had squeezed myself dry and taken everything I could take from her, Anna helped me to the door  and sent me back to Sara, who was, by then, sleeping cozily in our apartment.

Within the week, Anna had left the university. I did not see or speak to her for forty-five years.

 

I am not a religious man. Few people are, these days, religious. I was an infant, too young to remember the tyrannous, hateful, pseudo-Christian mania that took hold of the country in the reign of George Bush (“the Pretender,” now, to distinguish him from his less malignant father). I was too young to remember the violent and mass recoil that accompanied his downfall, away from a zealously theocratic state, in which regressive stupidity was institutionalized, to an equally zealous secular one, in which science was allowed to proceed unchecked. Ours was a tepidly Presbyterian house. My parents were not at all serious about matters of faith, and we barely registered these radical shifts in policy and mood.

This past year, led by the events I tell of here, I have begun reading through the Bible, in a methodical but unscholarly way, Old Testament to New, without a clear understanding of why I am doing it. I have the Authorized Version, the King James. It was not easy to obtain a copy. I bought it when we first got to Montreal, in a secondhand bookstore on the Rue de la Montagne. I have taken it with me through every move. It is with me now. It is a beautiful book, in fairly good condition. Oversized and heavy. I am a slow reader. I am finding some of it familiar, some of it utterly strange, some of it dull and useless, some of it beautiful and moving. I have not, as yet, turned to God. It is the story one comes to first, the story of Adam and Eve, which for me has been most provocative. Eve was made from Adam’s rib. It follows: Adam, the first man, was also the first original. Because she was made from him, Adam would have felt a special warmth for this last, derivative animal. Through this asexual mode of reproduction—unprecedented and, until recently, unrepeated—God, as I read the story, opened up a gap in the otherwise sturdy, previously impeccable rib cage. That is, He made in Adam a highway to his, Adam’s, heart. Forgive the bumptious metaphor, but I have been opened up  just so. I have been re-made. I had forgotten who I once was, who I once might have become. I have been made to remember. (Eve was born knowing deep down the way to Adam’s heart, and, fatefully, with the means to turn his heart from God.) In our systematically de-scriptured world, the copy is made from the genetic material of the original. The original thus serves as a new Adam, a peculiarly modern Adam, a voluntary Adam, an Adam with an enlightened self-interest, an Adam who is asked to risk not very much (a blood cell or two) in this peculiarly modern version of the biblical investment—for health rather than love, human or divine. The copy is made to serve the original, as—here it gets turned around—Adam served Eve. If it should ever be required.

 

Before Anna contacted me and initiated this series of events, in the twenty-one years since it had been made not only legal, and socially and ethically legitimate, but also routine—it is the exceptional case that an original does not have his umbilical cord blood collected and banked—I had not given much thought to the matter of clones and cloning. I’d given no thought at all to my clone, wherever he was. (I knew where he was, if I’d permitted myself to think about it.) In this way I was like the rest of the American populace. After a year of conversation with Anna—she did most of the talking and provided all of the knowledge—I am convinced that the government has done everything in its power to keep us from thinking about the subject. The very terms we use—“original,” “copy”—were designed to be flattering to the former, dismissive to the latter, to be less scientific, less clinical, more palatable, ultimately blinding. When it is considered at all by the American public, cloning is taken, gratefully, for the centerpiece of a federal health care system. This fiction persuades and placates us (and, not incidentally, allows the government to do little else for us in the way of health care). I use Anna’s language of protest. It does not come naturally to me. My involvement in this is personal, not political, but you must see, as I now do, that we are all complicit. We are guilty, individually and collectively, of a staggering narcissism. From the inception of this inhuman practice, which diminishes and  defines us—we are consummate sheep; the only real public debate was about whether or not to privatize the business of cloning—there have been pockets of resistance. These groups are tolerated, co-opted, impotent. (Anna and her husband were active in the opposition. Both refused to participate in the replication program. This refusal was to cost Anna’s husband perhaps twenty or thirty years of life.) There is a terrible symmetry to be noted. The United States is the only country in the civilized world where cloning is legal and state-sponsored. It is everywhere else outlawed. We are again the rogue among enlightened nations, as, for so long, we were in our refusal to abjure capital punishment. Having finally abolished that barbarous usage, the United States now reserves its sanctioned executions—few know about this; no one talks about it—only for superfluous or, in the rarest of cases, wayward clones. And their abettors.

 

Anna’s call came a year ago last July, ominously, as I’ve said, on the 25th. That spring I’d taught my final semester at the high school in Lebanon. I’d been more than ready to quit, but I had not yet found the rhythm for retirement. At a low level, I was restless, bored, disoriented, but willing to loaf and idle. Without knowing it, I had begun to feel the debilitating effects of a diseased heart. I had vague plans to travel. I wanted to go back to Scotland, to the Trossachs, Loch Voil, where Sara and I had been on our honeymoon. I wanted to live for a while, maybe two or three months, in Italy, in Umbria, in, say, Spoleto, which I knew little about, except that the very expensive olive oil Sara used in cooking was made there. I’d always imagined a leisurely, picturesque drive across the northern part of the country, from New Hampshire to Washington State, taking the Minnesota ByPass up through Canada. I thought about riding out a New England winter or two in Hawaii, or Arizona, or American Samoa. I had read too few of the major works of English literature, and I told myself this would be my chance to do that, knowing, though I actually bought a one-volume complete Shakespeare, I never would. I had people I could meet for the occasional lunch or coffee, but I had no real friends. After all my widower years of eating in restaurants, I thought about  learning to cook for myself. I do not fish. I have no hobbies. Had Anna not called, I might well have simply come to a gradual stop.

It was a Saturday, 11 o’clock in the morning, 10 o’clock her time. I was still in my pajamas. The day was cool, the air finally clean, and I had the windows open. I had not slept well. I was finding it harder to get, and to stay, asleep. For no reason I could think of, my right shoulder ached. It was tender to the touch. I was sitting at the kitchen table, eating dry cereal and working the crossword puzzle in the local paper. Outside the kitchen window, two red squirrels gibbered at one another, while Sophie and Marie, the twins from next door, drew chalk figures on their driveway. The Internet chimed, an uncommon occurrence in my house.

“Is this Ray Bradbury?” the female caller asked.

To protect Anna, and myself, and anyone else to whom contact with us might lead, I have changed the names of persons and places whenever it seemed advisable. Anna’s maiden name was not Weeks, nor was her married name Pearson. My name is not Ray Bradbury. When I began to write this report, Anna suggested I take this name. She is a great reader and tells me Ray Bradbury was a writer well known in the latter half of the last century. I live in New Hampshire, but not in Lebanon. Sara Bird was not Sara Bird. She did not come from Indianola, but someplace like it. Even Le Mars, in northwest Iowa, where I said Anna and I stopped on our outing for beefsteaks and sweet potato fries, was not Le Mars.

“It is,” I said.

“This is Anna Pearson. You may not remember me.”

I thought for a moment. I couldn’t place the name. This happened to me quite often. “I don’t.”

“No,” she said. “When you knew me I was Anna Weeks.”

“Anna?”

“Yes.”

“I remember. Of course I remember. Is it you?”

“Yes.”

“How are you? Where are you?

“I’m in Iowa. I never left. I’m all right. What about you?”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I’m older than I was. Old. You wouldn’t know me.”

“We are both old. I would know you.”

“Not likely,” I said. “This is a sweet surprise. Are you still speaking to me?”

“I am. Obviously.” She laughed. “I was angry with you. For a long time. You hurt me, you know.”

“I do know,” I said. “I was a lout.”

“Yes. You were.”

“I don’t like to think about it.”

“Do you think about it?”

“Probably I don’t,” I said. “Probably not.”

“Just as well,” she said.

“It’s not.”

“You were in love. You were a boy.”

“I was.”

“And Sara? How is she? Are you two still together?”

“Sara died.”

“Oh, no,” she said.

“It was a long time ago. Thirty-five years.”

“What? What happened?”

“She died in childbirth.”

“And the baby?”

“He died, too.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “I’m so sorry. How terrible.”

“Thank you. It was terrible.”

“I don’t know what to say. I’ve thought about Sara often.”

“I have, too,” I said. “Are you married?”

“I was. My husband died this past year.”

“I’m sorry.” I said. “There is no escape.”

“From?”

“Sadness. Pain. It heaps up.”

“No,” she said. “I am sad. I do miss him. I miss him every minute. But we had a good, long life. We had children together. I am grateful for it. Absolutely. Glad.” She was quiet. Then: “That was  thoughtless. Forgive me. I don’t mean to be cruel. This must be hard for you to hear.”

“Not at all,” I said.

At my request, she spoke briefly about her husband, who’d been a nurseryman, and about her children. There were three of them, two boys and a girl: the oldest a professor of history; the middle child, the girl, a labor and delivery nurse; the youngest, a graduate student in philosophy. One of her sons lived in the Pacific Northwest, the other abroad. Her daughter was close by. There were, so far, two grandchildren.

“You did well,” I said.

“I’ve been very lucky. Lately I’ve wished the boys were nearer to home.”

“They’ll come back,” I said, not quite knowing what I meant.

“Oh, they do. They’re good boys.”

“Are you still teaching?”

“I retired last year,” she said.

“I just retired,” I said. “This spring.”

“What will you do?”

This question, it turns out, was somewhat disingenuous.

“I have no idea,” I said. “What do you do?”

“I keep busy.”

Then she said my name. Not Ray, of course, but my actual Christian name. She spoke it in a way—knowing, affectionate, beseeching—I’d not heard since Sara died. It startled me to hear my name said this way again.

“What?” I said.

“There is something I want to talk to you about.”

“What is it?”

“I want to come see you.”

“What is this about?”

“I won’t tell you now. We’ll talk when I arrive.”

“This sounds serious, grave.”

“It is,” she said. “Both. It is important we talk.”

“All right,” I said. “When do you want to come?”

“Soon. If it’s convenient for you, I’d like to come the first week in August.”

“That’s next week.”

“Will that work for you?”

“Come anytime. I couldn’t be more free.”

“If it’s possible, I’d like to stay with you.”

“Yes. Good. I’ve got too much room. Tell me when you’re getting in, I’ll pick you up.”

“I’ll be driving,” she said.

“From Iowa?”

“Yes. Listen. Ray.” There was nothing calculated about the way she spoke my name, but the effect was uncanny. “Don’t tell anyone I’m coming.”

“I have no one to tell,” I said.






Two

I see how one generates suspense. I am not a novelist. I am not interested in the tricks of that trade. One of my teachers at the university remarked that my prose read like a poor translation from the Czech. More than one person has suggested to me the similarities between written language—it was usually poetry they were thinking of—and the language of mathematics. I was a high school math teacher, not a mathematician, but I think this is wrong, wishful thinking on both sides. The ends—expression on the one hand, theoretic manipulation on the other—are radically different, not comparable. I have found I am deaf, and blind, to nuance. I have been told this more than once. It is an incapacity that has made my life bearable

The six days between Anna’s call and her arrival in New Hampshire, I was in suspense. I didn’t like it. I found it an unpleasant, frustrating state. Why had she called me, just then, after all those years of silence? What did she want to talk to me about? What did she want of me? What would happen next? Had I had anything else to do, after I’d readied the house—I had not had a houseguest in decades—I might have been able, intermittently, to put her visit from my mind. As it was, I spent most of my waking hours those six days speculating, brooding. I let my mind run, unfettered by logic or probability. I wondered if she had waited a respectable time after  her husband’s death, then called to see if we might, in our later years, try again. What if she were still angry, still feeling the injury I’d done her, and was on her way, now that she had nothing to lose—in this laughable line of conjecture, I omitted thinking about her children and grandchildren, about the value of her life to her beyond her marriage—to have, at long last, her say, to take some long-meditated form of revenge? Was she coming to ask for money? Reparations? Was she dying—this notion, I admit, came as a relief—making the rounds, saying good-bye in person to all those who’d played a part in her life?

I put fresh linens on the guest room bed. I emptied several drawers in the chiffonier and cleared my winter coats, hats, and scarves out of the guest room closet, leaving a dozen empty hangers for Anna’s use. Without her deftness, without taking her delight—I took no delight—I did roughly what I remembered seeing Sara do in preparation for visits from her family. (Sara’s father, who would not forgive her for marrying me, was never a visitor. This was all right with me, and Sara.) I bought some cut flowers, lilies, irises, alstroemeria, arranged them clumsily in a ceramic vase, and placed them on the night table, along with a fresh box of facial tissue. I sanitized the guest bathroom, stocking it with newly laundered towels—bath sheets, hand towels, and facecloths—an unused bar of soap, and an unopened bottle of shampoo. I disposed of the few incidental and inedible items in the refrigerator and wiped down the shelves. I went to the grocery store and laid in some staples—orange juice, milk, cheese, English muffins, eggs, beer, crackers, bread. I had plenty of coffee on hand. I bought two bottles of wine, one red, one white, and a corkscrew. I mopped the kitchen floor with a lemon-scented detergent I found under the sink, and cleaned the counters with bleach. I went around the house putting away extraneous things, though, on my own, I’d acquired very little. I put off to the last the vacuuming and dusting. The lawn did not need mowing. We’d had almost no rain that summer and were under the most stringent rules for rationing water. I was not a gardener. There were no flowers to tend. Nothing remained of the elaborate perennial beds Sara had designed and planted when we moved here  some forty years ago. Over the years I’d lost a number of trees—two birches, a chestnut, a red maple, and an ancient shade oak in the front yard—to weather and insects and disease. One unlikely bit of Sara’s brief tenure survived: an ornamental white-star magnolia she planted just outside the kitchen window. Suddenly, each spring—I never notice the buds—for a day or two only, until a rain or stiff breeze despoils it, this tree, or bush—I don’t know which it is—is incandescent, profuse in delicate white blossoms.

I found all the effort a nuisance. I was not looking forward to Anna’s visit. I was lonely, unrelievedly lonely, and I had been for thirty-five years, but I did not long for company. I never sought it. Not even in a pet. Anna had given me no sense of how long she planned to stay. I had no idea what we might have to say to one another once the main subject, whatever it was, had been discussed. The prospect of living in the same house with another person, for however short a time, was to me repellant. As was the thought of a protracted bout of reminiscing, of trolling a past—my memory of Sara would, I believed, under any pressure remain inviolate—in which I would figure as more or less a villain. I was closed to all but the narrowest range of feeling and experience, and I had not the slightest wish to open up.

At noon the next Saturday, almost exactly one week to the hour of her initial call, Anna called me from a rest stop on the New York Thruway, west of Syracuse. She had been driving all night. She would nap in her truck, she said, for an hour, then come on. When did I think she’d get there? I guessed she was five or six hours away. She would see me, then, around seven. I told her whenever she arrived, I’d be happy to see her. At three that afternoon—Anna would have been in Albany or western Massachusetts—I had my first heart attack.

I was vacuuming the study. “Study” is grandiose. The room, which is towards the rear of the house and looks out, past my nondescript yard, on the back side of a teetering, aboriginal barn owned by a neighbor to whom I’ve never spoken, is without decoration. It is a room we meant to get to, Sara and I, but didn’t. That I’ve left  it as it was is due neither to reverence nor fetish. There is a small kneehole desk, a wooden ladderback chair, a desk lamp, a computer, and a freestanding bookcase, with room in it, still, for books. (When Sara died, I got rid of all my books and, for the most part, stopped reading.) On the floor is an oval hooked rug. There are two windows with pull-down shades. Except for a calendar, which I update each year, the walls are bare. No studying, no real work of any sort has ever been done there. When I had exams or problem sets to grade, classes to prepare—over time, there was less and less need for preparation—I set up at the kitchen table. Except to use the computer, I avoid going in.

I bent over to pull the vacuum plug out of the wall socket, and I felt light-headed. This often happened to me when I bent over or stood up too quickly. This time, the dizziness persisted. I sat down in the desk chair. I spread my left hand flat against the desk. I felt a pull, a tightening in my chest. I rested my elbows on my knees, let my head droop. I spent several minutes looking at the floor. There was no pain. The dizziness did not subside, and my chest felt heavy. It did not, then, strike me I might be seriously ill. I began to feel nauseous. Then a numbness in the two outside fingers of my left hand. My chest felt heavier. The numbness spread to the rest of my hand and up my arm. My breathing became constricted. These were common, textbook signs I failed to interpret. I stood up. I thought I’d go to the kitchen for a glass of water, that I would feel better if I could drink some water. I sagged to the floor. During none of this was I afraid. I began to wonder, in a detached way, if I might be dying. It seemed I was not afraid to die. From my knees, I reached up to the computer and struck the shortcut for emergency services. Within seconds I heard the voice of the dispatcher.

“How can I help?” the voice said. “Are you in trouble?”

Although it felt as if it were coming from a long way off, in space and time, it was a human voice, kind, dispassionate, of indeterminable gender.

“Yes,” I said. “I think I am.”

“What is the trouble?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think I may be dying.”

“Are you in pain?”

I did not find this question bothersome. I found it interesting.

“No.”

“Are you bleeding?”

“No.” Then, with a clarity and concision that struck me even then as odd, I enumerated my symptoms. “I’m dizzy. My chest is heavy. I’m nauseous. I can’t feel my arm. I’m having trouble breathing. I can’t stand up.”

“You’re having a heart attack,” the voice said without hesitation.

“I am?”

“Yes. Where are you?”

“In the study. I’m on the floor.”

“Stay there,” the voice said. “Help is on the way.”

What a wonderful phrase, I thought. What a wonderful system. If I’d died then, thinking this, I would have died happy.

I lay on the floor. I was calm. I began to feel as if I—I mean, precisely,  not the room or any part of the world outside myself—were getting smaller. As if I were pulling in, compacting. There was no element of siege in this. It was a peaceful, pleasing diminishment. Such that I felt some irritation when the EMTs arrived and set to work on me. I can’t tell you how long it took them to get there. It might have been minutes, or hours. I flickered in and out of consciousness. No pain. No fear, nor, more surprisingly, regret. An agreeable, seductive state. I suspect they came quickly. They’d have had no trouble getting in the house; the front door is unlocked when I am home. I have a fragmented sense of what happened next. There were two of them, young men, in uniform. Competent, efficient, reasonably gentle. One of them smelled of beets. I know they hooked me up, there in the study, to what would have been a diagnostic machine. There was a small mechanical noise. I heard one of the men say, “This guy’s in arrest.” Then I was in an ambulance, attached to an IV drip. At one point I must have looked up. “You’re having a heart attack,” one of  the young men said. I was lifted out of the ambulance and wheeled into the hospital—Dartmouth-Hitchcock—to the Imaging Center, where I lay on a table for what I know was a long time. (Despite the aliases I am careful to give all persons and places, including the hospital to which I was taken, I assume it will be possible for anyone who wants to, to track me down. And I assume they will. But I would not endanger the woman I am calling Anna.) I learned later they were hoping the attack would back off, waiting to see if it would. When it didn’t, they performed an old-fashioned angioplasty. I don’t remember this, of course. They found that two of my arteries were dangerously occluded, one of them one hundred percent blocked, the other eighty percent. They inserted two stents. All of this standard procedure and routine, though, as they told me, the attack was massive, and I might easily have died. I was in the hospital three nights, after which I was able to walk about on my own and they discharged me. There was no way yet to know the severity of the damage to my heart. We’d have to wait six or seven weeks—“let the dust settle,” was how the cardiologist phrased it—then assess my condition and, the implication was, my chances going forward.

The hospital stay was unobjectionable. The census was low, and I was given a private room at no extra charge. I slept. I ate a little. I read the newspaper. There seemed no way to turn off the television. I’d experienced no threshold revelation, had had no clarifying visions, no epochal shift in perspective. I was transformed only insofar as I was weaker, more fragile, wearier. I felt as if a tree had fallen on my chest. I knew no more about life or death than I had before I went down. Apart from the doctors and nurses and sundry hospital staff, I had no visitors, no calls. Once the sedatives and painkillers wore off and I regained my wits, I remembered Anna.

I called her cell phone, which she’d instructed me not to do. This was early Monday evening.

She was in my house. “It was wide open,” she said. “I came in, and I waited for you. You didn’t come. I stayed.”

I explained what had happened.

“Dear God. How do you feel?”

“I feel tired. A little bit dazed. A lot dazed. Ginger.”

“I would say so,” she said.

“Have you been comfortable?”

“I have,” she said. “Very. Thank you. I made myself at home. I’m eating all your food. I wasn’t sure where you wanted me to sleep. I took the bed in what looked like the guest room. The flowers are a lovely touch.”

“Good,” I said.

“I’ve been rude,” she said, “squatting like this. I couldn’t go to a motel.”

“No. I was prepared for you to stay. I’m glad you did.”

“The house is nice. It’s very clean.”

“I tried,” I said. “I didn’t get to finish.”

“You nearly killed yourself doing it.”

“I don’t think that was it.”

“There can’t be any record of my visit,” she said. “We must not be connected.”

“I don’t understand. As you know.”

“When are they letting you out?”

“Sometime tomorrow,” I said. “I don’t know what time. You’ll stay.”

“I will. I came a long way. Is there anything you’ll need I can get in the meantime? You’ll have to tell me where to get it.”

“I can’t think of anything,” I said. “A new heart. Is there enough to eat?”

“There’s enough. How will you get home? I’d offer to come get you, but I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“My plan is to take a taxi.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said. “No need to call me again.”

I had begun to find Anna’s secrecy annoying. While I was having a heart attack, advancing on death, albeit unconsciously, this tangential old woman (she was one year older than I) had installed  herself in my house, showily withholding any explanation. I was in the frame of mind to think she too much enjoyed being mysterious and impenetrable and in control. If I’d had the strength, I would have been angry. But I was, at last justifiably, preoccupied with myself, and my affliction. I was becoming an almost perfect solipsist, intently watching every pulse on the beeping monitor beside the bed, monitoring, myself, each barely perceptible, probably imaginary, tweak and twinge.

At lunchtime, just prior to my discharge, I had a visit from the cardiologist. He wanted to know how I was feeling.

“Mortal,” I said. “Battered. Like so much meat.”

“That’s to be expected. You should also expect some postoperative depression. I can give you a prescription for something to mitigate that.”

“I won’t need it.”

“I’ll write it anyway,” he said. “If you do need it, you’ll have it.”

“Thanks.”

“I want to talk with you about what comes next. Are you up to that?”

“I’m not sure I want to know.”

He understood this as a joke. I was not joking.

“First, I’d like to see you again in seven weeks. I’ll have one of my nurses call you to schedule an appointment. Of course, if anything occurs in the meantime, if you have any concerns—you’ll doubtless have some—if you feel any discomfort, experience any pain, I want you not to hesitate to call my office. But, in general, I think you’re good to go. At least for the time being.”

“And then?”

“Well,” he said, “then we have to see. We’ll take a look at your heart, run some tests, assess the damage, and make a decision about what course we take.”

“What are the options?”

“There are basically three,” he said. “If the damage your heart has sustained is minimal to, say, moderate, we might want to see if  changes in diet and exercise and, for want of a better term, lifestyle, in combination with medication, might be sufficient to keep you and your heart in reasonably good health.”

“I don’t exercise,” I said. “I eat most every meal out.”

He smiled. “You’ll want to change that. In any case.”

“Sounds awful.”

“Maybe so,” he said. “If the damage is more significant, we’ll consider the possibility of a bypass. It’s a simple procedure. Effective. And the convalescence isn’t bad.”

“Though not something to look forward to.”

“Perhaps not,” he said, “but preferable to the alternative.”

“Which is death?”

“Oh, no. I didn’t mean that. There’s no reason on earth for you to die. I meant a transplant.”

“Christ.”

“No, no. Listen. We do four or five a month here, and we’re a small outfit. I don’t do them myself. But I watch them done. It’s not without risk, but, if everything’s in place, it can be pretty much routine. The convalescence is long and sometimes a bit tricky, but if you need it, it’s not something to be inordinately afraid of.”

“I’d be damned afraid,” I said. “I can tell you that.”

“Yes. Of course you would. But, statistically speaking, given the proper circumstances, you’d do fine.”

“I’m not sure I would,” I said. “I’m not sure I’d agree to do it. What are the proper circumstances?”

He was quiet for a moment. “Here’s where, given your age, I need to ask you a question.” He stopped again. “I’ll be frank with you. It’s a question I find repugnant. Asking it is among the more distasteful things required of me in my job.” He put a hand to his face, pushed his glasses up on his brow, pinched the bridge of his nose. A conventional gesture, but the vexation was genuine. “My views on the matter are of no consequence. You should disregard them. Do you understand me?”

“I’m not sure I do,” I said. “What is the question?”

“The question is, ‘Is there a copy? Do you have a copy? Did you have a copy made?’ ”

“I did do that,” I said. “I suppose there is. I don’t know for sure. I don’t know anything about it, really.”

“No. That’s the way of it. But, you remember, at the time, participating. In the program.”

“Yes.”

“You are sixty-six.”

“Yes.”

“If he exists, and from what you say he does, your copy would be, approximately, twenty-one.”

“I guess that’s right.”

“Well, then,” he said. “ Those are the proper circumstances. They couldn’t, in point of fact, Mr. Bradbury, be any more proper, or propitious.”

 

When I got home, Sophie and Marie were outside in their front yard playing with a little boy their age I hadn’t seen before. It was midafternoon, and bakingly hot. The girls were dressed alike, as they were whenever I saw them. This afternoon they wore yellow shorts and white T-shirts and looked—I was glad to be home, glad to see them—like daisies. They were pretty girls. I could not tell them apart, though I hadn’t ever needed to do so. In the seven or eight years they’d lived there, I’d said no more than hello to them, and they’d not said one word to me. From my perspective, they were clean, quiet, untroublesome children. I enjoyed sitting in my house, looking out the window, watching them play. (I do think it curious that anyone would choose twins, though I’ve read more and more couples are doing so, in spite of government dissuasions. There have even been reports of triplets. I wonder, in the case of twins, is a copy made of each, or does one copy serve both?) I was sad to think they were afraid of me, that, for them, I was the bogey next door. Or—I was less sad to think this—that they’d been directed by their parents not to speak to me, to stay away from me. Whatever they’d been doing before I got out of the taxi—one of the girls was holding a large, silver-foiled  star—the three of them stopped and stood quiet and watchful as I walked to my door.

I looked terrible, I knew, ghostly, ogrish, making real their fears. I was sorry about this for the children’s sake and, in advance, Anna’s. I had on the clothes I’d been in when I was taken to the hospital. I was wearing the chenille slippers they gave me, and the ID bracelet, and carrying a plastic bag that contained oddments I’d collected during my stay—lotions, toothbrush and toothpaste, shampoo, patient information sheets, samples, hospital receipts, and various magazines I thought Anna might want to look at. I smelled like antibacterial cleanser. I’d not washed my hair in four days, but had remembered to comb it that morning, so I would not be too unsightly meeting Anna again. As a matter of courtesy, not vanity. I was no longer vain.

Anna’s truck was not in the driveway—my car, which got little use, was around back in the garage—and I could see no trucks, no unfamiliar vehicles of any kind, parked on the street nearby. The house was quiet and still. The front-facing windows were shut, the drapes drawn. The front door was locked. I didn’t have a key. There was a spare badly hidden in the garage, but I was exhausted and out of breath from my short walk, and did not have the strength to get it. There was no doorbell, just a brass knocker Sara had bought, in the shape of a watering can. I lifted the knocker and let it fall several times, my predicament observed with interest and satisfaction, and, I gave myself license to think, with some reflexive sympathy, by Sophie and Marie.

There was no noise from within the house. Not a creature was stirring. (I am susceptible, lately, near death and far from home, to washes of nostalgia.) I sat down on the front step. I smiled at the children in the adjacent yard, to signify, I suppose, that though I looked like a cadaver, I was not abject. Maybe I hoped they’d come over and chat. They turned away. The twin who was holding the star dropped it on the lawn, and, as if this were the signal to take flight, the three of them scurried around the far side of their house.

Moments after they’d gone, the drape on one of the front windows was pulled back a bit, then dropped. I was impatient to get in out of  the heat, to reclaim my house. The latch shifted, then the door was opened.

I got to my feet slowly.

“Ray.” Anna stood behind the door. “Come in. Come in.”

“Thank you,” I said.

She opened the door wide enough to let me in, then closed it behind me. We stood in the small foyer, too close, really, to regard one another.

“Hello, Ray,” she said.

“Hello, Anna. It’s good to see you.”

“Likewise,” she said. “Give me that.” I handed her the plastic bag. She moved past me. “Come inside.”

“All right,” I said.

I followed her into the living room, which was hot and dark and stuffy. The windows were shut, and, unaccountably, she had not turned on the air-conditioning.

“Might we open the windows?” I said. “It’s oppressive in here, don’t you think?”

“I do,” she said. “Very. You sit down.” She pointed to an upholstered wing chair, which, it happened, was where I habitually sat. “Do you have visitors?”

I sat down in my chair. “Rarely,” I said.

“Women?”

“Never. Why?”

“I’m reluctant to call attention to myself,” she said.

“I can’t imagine anyone is paying attention. Who are you talking about?”

“Your neighbors. Or those children in the yard. They would have seen the ambulance. They would have seen you taken away, would have known the house was empty.”

“I don’t know. Say they did?”

“Well,” she said, “who am I?”

“Why would they care? This is my house. I live here. Why would anyone care?”

“I want to be unnoticed,” she said, “unremarkable. Here’s what you say, should anyone ask you.”

“Ask me what, Anna? This is absurd.”

“Listen, Ray,” she said. “I’m not good at this. All right? I haven’t done this before. I don’t really know what I’m doing. But I feel like I need to take precautions. I know I need to take them.”

“What are you talking about?”

“If anyone asks you, after I leave, who I was, you tell them I was a nurse sent by the hospital to see you through the first days of convalescence.”

“No one will ask. I don’t speak to anyone. No one speaks to me.”

“That’s unfortunate,” she said.

“I don’t mind.”

“I do,” she said. “You’ll have to find a way to tell them. Shall I open the windows?”

I watched her as she went around the room, pulling open the drapes and raising the sashes. She was old, which should not have surprised me as it did, though, compared to me, she had aged gently, appealingly. She was taller than I remembered her, and thinner, her face longer, more angular, her features sharper. Her hair, which, forty-five years ago, had been dark, was now a kind of gunmetal gray, parted in the middle, curling inward just below her ears. Her eyes were bright. She did not wear glasses. She had on blue jeans, a white, short-sleeve shirt unbuttoned at the neck, and running shoes. Her arms and hands looked strong, like she was used to some sort of heavy work. If not pretty or particularly feminine—she had been neither at twenty-two—she was a more than passably handsome woman, who looked to have lost none of her energies.

“There,” she said. The room was lit with the withering light of a midsummer’s late afternoon. The air was heavy. There was no breeze. I was sweating. She sat down across from me, on the sofa. She sat up straight, both feet on the floor, and appraised me. “So how are you? You look like hell.”

“I imagine I do. I’ve been through it just now.”

“I know you have. Are you okay? I should have asked you first thing.”

“I think so. You look good. You look good, Anna.” I was feeling resentful, but I was willing to say this.

“You’re surprised,” she said.

“No. You look good.”

“For me, you mean.”

“I don’t mean that,” I said. “You look healthy, strong. From where I sit.”

“Well then, thank you.” She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “I’m a tough old bird.” She smiled at me. “You had your chance.” Then: “Are you in any pain? Is there anything I can do for you, to make you more comfortable?”

“I’m okay,” I said. “I’m happy to be home.”

“You’d prefer to be alone.”

“I suppose I would. I wish you’d tell me what’s going on. Why have you come?”

“I’ve come to tell you. That’s why I’ve come. For goodness sake. This isn’t a social visit. I can’t be as quick as you’d like. I remember you; I don’t know you. I don’t know how you’ll respond. I’m worried about it. I need to worry about it. I have to get a sense of things, a sense of you. And with your condition, now, everything is more complicated, more difficult.”

“For me?”

“Of course, for you. And for me. And others.”

“Others?”

She did not respond. I saw no way to force her to talk about what had brought her. In truth, I didn’t care, so long as it was done. I would have been happier if she left without telling me. I couldn’t imagine it was anything, given how I was feeling, I needed to be concerned with. I was ill, perhaps critically. I was frightened by what had happened to me. I wanted to rest, to be quiet. Just that. More than once, in the course of the following day, I was at the point of asking her to leave. (It would have done no good. There was only one thing  I might have said to cause her to go, to give up on me, and I could not have known what it was.) I believed—I was surely right—that Anna’s presence, made more taxing by her unexplained, inexplicable, behavior, was dangerous to me. I said this to her. “It’s not good for me. It can’t be good. It’s too soon for me to manage this. It feels heartless of you.”

“I know it does,” she said. “I am so sorry. I didn’t expect to find you this way. If I had known, I would have postponed my trip.”

“What about that? Might we do this another time? Some other way?”

“I don’t think so.”

We had several such fruitless and circular conversations, each one more inane than the last. Anna prepared our meals. She stayed with me one week. Every morning, she drove some distance—I now participate, wholeheartedly, in the hugger-mugger—on the interstate to the giant food nexus, buying only what we needed for that day, so she could carry the stuff to the house from her truck, which she continued to park on a residential street, several streets off. I was restricted to a bland diet. She fixed me broiled skinless chicken breasts, plain pasta, boiled potatoes, toast, clear soup, green Jell-O, hospital food, which Anna rendered—I have to say—quite palatable. I slept intermittently throughout the day, sometimes several hours at a stretch. In part, because I was often unable to stay awake, in part because it was trying to spend so much time in the house with a near stranger. Anna did laundry, did the dishes, kept the place orderly and clean, read the newspaper, watched television, read the books she’d brought with her. We spent much of my waking time apart. I closeted myself in the study, which, as I’ve said, was not characteristic of me. When we were together, for meals and at other times, Anna talked about her three kids, her grandchildren, and her late husband. We’d both had long careers—hers evidently more satisfying—as teachers, and, though I wasn’t eager, we talked some about that. She insisted I tell her about Sara, and I did, though guardedly at first. It felt good, and right, to describe for Anna, room by room, just how different the house had  looked and felt and smelled, when Sara was alive, how little in it or about it, now, was telling of her. Anna was animated when we talked about Sara, and it was obvious that she, too, had loved her. It was only this shared affection, I think—whatever the difference in degree—that kept me, finally, from abjuring all dictates of courtesy and, supposing I was able to do it, throwing her out.
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