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PART I


The beast in me is caged by frail and fragile bars.

—JOHNNY CASH

























CHAPTER ONE



It might be for pity’s sake—for surely there must be pity for Will Claff somewhere along the cold curve of the universe—but now and again a woman finds him compelling, and offers him a meal, a caress, a few extra dollars, and a place to stay, and lately that is the main thing keeping him alive. He is thousands of miles away from his home. His income, his job, his professional reputation are all long gone, and now he has been on the run for so long, living out of one suitcase, changing his name once in Minnesota, once in Highland Park, Illinois, and once again in Philadelphia, that it is becoming difficult to remember that just six months ago he had his own office, a closet full of suits, and a nice rental off Ventura Boulevard, which he shared with Madeline Powers, who, like Will, worked as an accountant at Bank of America.

He used to think that women wouldn’t pay you any attention unless you were dressed in decent clothes and had some money to spend, but it isn’t true. He has been underestimating the kindness of women. Women are so nice, it could make you ashamed to be a man. Here he was, running for his life, buying his shirts at the dollar store, his shoes at Payless, and getting his hair cut at the Quaker Corner Barber and Beauty College in Philadelphia. Will had a guardian angel there, too, in the form of Dinah Maloney, whom he met while she was jogging with her dog. Dinah, small and bony, with short russet hair, worried eyes, and nervous little hands, was thirty years old, ten years younger than Will, and she happened to take a breather on the same bench he was sitting on, and somewhere in the conversation, when she told him that she owned a catering service called Elkins Park Gourmet, he said, “You should call it Someone’s in the Kitchen with Dinah,” and saw in her eyes something that gave him a little bump of courage. He invited her to coffee at a place with outdoor seating, and they sat there for an hour with her dog lashed to the leg of a chair. He told her the same story he had already worked a couple of times—it might have been on Doris in Bakersfield, or Soo-Li in Colorado Springs, or Kirsten in Highland Park—about how he had come to town for a job, only to find that the guy who had hired him had hung himself with his own belt the day before. A lot of women didn’t believe this story, and some who did couldn’t figure out how that would mean he had almost no money and needed a place to stay, but a small, saving percentage took the story at face value, or decided to trust the good feeling they had about him. Dinah has turned out to be one of those.

She was a spiky, truculent sort, wary of customers, suppliers, and competitors, but ready to make Will (she knew him as Robert) the first man ever to spend the night in her house, partly because he seemed to find her attractive and partly on the weight of her dog’s apparent trust of him. (“Woody is my emotional barometer,” she said.) She was a shy, basically solitary woman, an expert in the culinary arts, a baker, a woman who gave off the scent of butter and vanilla, an arranger of flowers, all of which led Will to assume in her an old-fashioned faithfulness. He saw only her plainness, her lack of makeup, her loose-fitting checkered pants, her perforated tan clogs, the dark circles under her eyes from the late hours working corporate dinners and Main Line birthday parties, and he assumed that she had a lonely woman’s lack of resistance to anyone who would choose her. He had no idea that Dinah had another boyfriend, whom she had been seeing for six years, one of the mayor’s assistants, a married man whose wife worked in Baltimore on Tuesdays and Thursdays.


Will is grateful to be an American; he doubts there is anywhere else on earth where you can lose yourself like he needs to get lost, where you can just go from state to state, city to city, not like in cowboy times, but, still, no one has to know where you are. You can drive across a state line but it’s only a line on the map and the tires of your car don’t register the slightest bump. There’s no guard, no gate, no border, no one asks you for an ID, because no one cares. First you are here, then you are there, until you’re in Tarrytown, New York, and it’s time for your afternoon jog. He’s still trying to lose the belly fat acquired in the kitchen with Dinah.

The new apartment smells of emptiness, fresh paint, take-out coffee, and the dog, Woody, stolen from Dinah the day she finally came clean with him.

Will parts the blinds with two fingers and peeks out the window. The cars parked on his street are all familiar and he knows by now who owns each one. There’s no one unusual walking the street, either. All very routine, all very familiar. He often reminds himself that the great danger is complacency, the way you can get so used to checking things over that the world becomes like wallpaper and you get too used to everything being nothing until one day when there actually is something unusual you don’t even notice it. He goes over the compass points, north south east west. “The lion sleeps tonight,” he sings, surprising himself. The sudden merriment excites the dog, a brown shepherd mutt, whose thick, graying tail thumps against the bare wooden floor. Will imagines the people in Mi Delicioso, the luncheonette downstairs, looking up from their yellow rice and chicken.


“Easy, Woody Woodpecker,” he says. Will feels a rush of affection for the dog, and crouches in front of him, tugs the dog’s ears roughly. Woody is large, but his ears look like they belong on a dog half his size. Considering the circumstances of Will’s acquiring him, the dog has been a good sport about the whole thing. “You and me, Woody,” Will says, taking the leash down from the nail next to the front door. The dog scrambles up, tail wagging, but with a cringing, uncertain quality to his excitement, squirming and bowing.

When the dog lived with Dinah Maloney in that dimly recalled paradise called Philadelphia, his life was markedly different. He had his own feather-filled bed on the floor and spent the coldest nights sleeping in his mistress’s bed. Food was plentiful and there were frequent surprises—especially when she came home from work with shopping bags full of leftovers from whatever party she had catered. The inchoate memories the dog holds of the food, and the woman and the smells of the old house, live within him as bewilderment, but his heart and mind have now re-formed around the loss, just as he would compensate for an injured paw by changing his gait.

Will goes back to the window. It sometimes seems that he has been peeking out of windows his whole life, always afraid that someone or something was going to do a lot of harm to him, but everything that has led up to these past few months has been like a puppet show. The old fear was like an afternoon nap compared to what he feels now.

He yanks the cord to raise the blinds and they crookedly cooperate. He puts his hand to the glass. Cool November afternoon, gray as old bathwater. He misses the California sun and wishes he had soaked up more of it. Oh well. Best not to think of it. Self-pity dulls the senses.


Yet he does not consider it self-pity to bear in mind that even in his nearly invisible state, he is a target. What tempts him toward the siren song of self-pity is that it is not his fault. Back home in LA, he had a run of bad luck that turned into very bad luck that made a quantum leap to horrendous luck—a last second shot from a third-string forward, undrafted out of college, a heave from the mid-court line that clanged off the back of the rim, popped straight up in the air, and dropped down through the hoop, barely ruffling the net. There was nothing at stake in the late-season game, excepting, of course, the five thousand dollars Will placed on the Portland Trailblazers to beat the Clippers, an aggressive bet on his part, but when he got the morning line and saw the Clippers weren’t even being given points, it seemed he was being offered a license to print money. He would have bet more, if he could have, but he was already into his guy for three thousand dollars and five more was all the credit he could get. Not having bet more than 5K was the needle of good fortune he could find in the haystack of bad luck.

But this is what he knows: it all happens for a reason.

The thing is, he was a good gambler. He was sensible, cool-headed, and his bets were based on reality, not blue sky—even the bet on the Portland Trailblazers was smart, and he is sure that a lot of people who knew the game, were real students of the NBA, would have said it was a good bet. You can make a smart bet that doesn’t pay off. Some clown heaving up a shot from half-court, some once-in-a-lifetime buzzer-beater? These things occur outside the arc of probability. It was still a good bet.

Except he couldn’t pay it off. The man through whom Will used to place his bets was an old surfer, a Hawaiian named Tommy Butler. Will never quite got it how Butler figured into the scheme of things, if he was high up or peripheral to the organization, or if there even was an organization. When Butler told him Accounts Receivable was going to have to get involved—“This is automatic, man, when you get to a certain size debt and more than five days pass, it’s not personal”—Will had no idea who was now in charge of collecting the money. That’s what made it so agonizing—it could be anyone! Every car door, every footstep, every ring of the phone: it was a matter of anyone turning into everyone.


Someone is going to come looking for him, but Will doesn’t know who. Someone is somewhere or will be sometime soon. So much mystery. But it all happens for a reason. Every detour, every zigzag, every stinking night in a shit-box motel, even this brown mutt—it’s all adding up to something. He just doesn’t know what, not yet. The trick is to still be around when the game is revealed.

Hiding out and lying low are not unnatural acts for Will. He doesn’t need the creature comforts so important to others—the favorite robe, the favorite coffee cup, the favorite chair. What do things like that mean in comparison to survival? Survival is the main course, everything else is carrots and peas. As for hiding—it heightens the senses, like double overtime, or a photo finish.

 

Three weeks into his escape he had called Madeline, who was still living in his old apartment on Ventura, even though she had her own place. He was in Denver. It was about ten o’clock at night; he was using the phone booth next to a convenience store, two blocks from the motel where he was week by week. Two teenagers were playing a game, tossing a Rockies hat back and forth and trying to get it to land on the other guy’s head. It was a thick, murky night, no moon, no stars, the sky just a bucket of black paint someone accidentally kicked over.

“Hey, it’s me,” he said, as soon as she picked up. He didn’t want to use his name.

“My God, where are you?” Madeline had a low, beautiful voice; it used to make him feel pretty good just to hear it.


“Never mind that, I’m just letting you know.”

“But where are you, I’ve been going crazy. How could you just do this?”

“I’m sorry. It was not exactly a planned thing.”

“Okay, baby,” she said. “I hear you. Okay. Just tell me where you are. Tell me exactly where you are.”

It was then that it hit him—she was in on it, a part of it.

“Things cool there?” he asked her.

“Do you have any idea how this feels? Has anyone ever done something like this to you? Three weeks and you don’t even call?”

“Well, I’m calling, but I gotta go.”

“You gotta go where? This is nuts. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? Where are you?”

Will felt his heart harden and shrink to walnut size. This call was a horrible mistake, but not for the reasons he had worried about. He would like to have carried fond memories of Madeline, but there she was, putting snakes in his garden. Who knew? Maybe they offered her a piece of whatever they got out of him.

“You know what?” she said. “Now I really need you to listen to this, baby, okay? Will you at least try and listen?” He had never heard her voice quite like that, like he was her kid and she was going to try to explain life to him.

“Go ahead,” he said, daring her.

“Baby, this thing you’re going through,” she said. “It’s all in your head. I know you took some losses and I know you’ve got debts and I’m pretty sure they’re serious debts. But it’s all gotten into your mind. You’re really not seeing it clearly. I know it’s a serious situation, but it’s not all you’re making it out to be. You don’t need to be running and hiding like this. What do you think they’re going to do to you? Kill you? How will they ever get their money? Break your arms and legs? How will you be able to work and make money that by the way would otherwise be going right into their pocket?”


“You mind if I ask you a question,” he said to her. “Has anyone been by the place looking for me?”

“What are you talking about?” she said. “You want to know who’s chasing you? You, you’re chasing you!” By now her voice was rising so much that he held the phone away from his ear, wincing.

“Okay,” he said, with exaggerated calm. “Let me ask you another question—how did you know I took some losses? I never said that to you. I am not the type of guy who goes around boo-hooing about his losses. How did you even know that?”

“Oh Jesus,” she said, like she was crying or something. But why would she cry? She once told him that Paxil or whatever the drug she was on made it impossible for her to cry. So that had to be acting.

He wasn’t sure how it all clicked together—it is something he still turns around and around, a Rubik’s cube of motives and reasons and possibilities. Why would she do that to him? What would flip her?

He hung up the phone and forced himself to saunter. He walked past the hat punks and into the 7-Eleven, bought some chips and salsa and a bottle of diet grape soda, some local Colorado brand. All around the cash register, hanging down in colorful strips, were shiny lottery tickets printed up in bright comic-book colors—Pick 4, Powerball, sucker bets, pitiful little prayers for some impossible dream to come true, and though he had never bothered with lottery tickets the sight of them closed a door inside of him. With the bottle of grape soda sweating on the checkout counter, and the Mexican kid working the register counting out his change, Will realized he would never place another bet for as long as he lived.

“Okay,” he says now to the dog, as he clips the leash to the metal choke collar. “We’re going to do five miles, and we’re going to go at a pretty good clip, no stopping, no squirrels, just straight ahead.” Will pats the pocket of his tracksuit to make sure he’s got his car keys and the apartment keys. He gives the choke collar a sharp tug to remind the dog who is in charge, which, he believes, ultimately makes the dog feel better about himself and his place in the scheme of things. The dog makes a little yelp of protest, which Will is quite sure is the dog’s way of manipulating him. So as to not give ground, Will yanks the leash again, and the dog yelps again, and sits down, which makes Will feel terrible, though the dog’s tail is still more or less wagging, so it still seems possible that the dog is just screwing with him.







CHAPTER TWO




“Hey there,” Kate Ellis calls out, shielding her eyes with a loose, left-handed salute against the askew aim of the spotlight.

“Hi there!” calls back a booming brocade of five hundred voices, their owners seated before her in church pews—this evening’s talk was meant to be in a bookstore near Lincoln Center, but the turnout is so massive that the venue needed to be changed at the last minute.

“Ho there,” Kate says, completing what has become her signature greeting. Kate thinks, It’s bad enough to copy someone else. What I’m doing is worse—I’m copying myself.

The book she has been promoting all over the country—Prays Well with Others—began as a series of essays for Wish, the magazine with which she had forged a relationship during the O. J. Simpson trial. When the trial was over, her self-preservation instinct helped her stop drinking, and it also gave her a new subject—her pilgrim’s progress toward a sober, God-loving life. Eventually there were enough essays to be gathered into a volume, and Prays Well with Others was published. Its success was not a total surprise—Kate had developed a following while writing the pieces for Wish. But the size and duration of the success were beyond anyone’s expectations, and now Kate is no longer worried about money. She is sober. She is a good mother. She has learned how to pray without feeling like a faker or a mental case. There is a man in her life who adores her and whom she can love with a wholeheartedness she once thought impossible, a love that she once thought was as mythical as a unicorn. All this happiness! She sometimes feels unstable and afraid, as if standing in front of the chute to a slot machine that sends out a nonstop torrent of gold.


A microphone has been clipped to the nubby knit of Kate’s sweater; the electronic transmitter nestles in the deep front pocket on her floor-length skirt. The toes of her boots flick in and out from beneath her hem like lizard tongues as she paces the pulpit between lectern and altar. Kate dresses for public appearances with considerable modesty, despite her handsomeness, as if it were her wish to have her slender build, dancer’s grace, and the plain pioneer beauty of her face go somehow unnoticed. But she is unmistakably beautiful, and at no time more than now, radiantly in love.

It is chilly in the church; hot water hammers hollowly in the radiators, but there hasn’t been enough time to warm the place for this impromptu gathering. Kate, still unnerved by the enthusiasm of her crowds, takes a deep, steadying breath. There are mainly women here, dressed for the November cold in knit caps, gloves, and overcoats. The scent of all that wet wool gives the place the smell of a stable full of sheep in for the night. Thunder groans from behind the dark blue stained glass, and a flash of lightning illuminates its cobalt universe. To her left is a statue of Saint George armed with an ax and a sword, his face as petulant and superior as an old baby doll’s.

“Well thank you all for coming out on such a cruddy night,” Kate says. “I’m…well, to be honest with you, I’m overwhelmed.” This admission of vulnerability elicits applause from the crowd, and Kate colors, hoping that no one will think she is somehow fishing for an extra round of applause, and wondering, because that is her nature, if she might have in fact been doing just that.


A woman’s voice, vigorous and clear, calls up from a side pew. “How’s Ruby doing?”

Kate brings her hands prayerfully together, in a burlesque of piety that manages to be slightly pious nevertheless. “She’s happy, she’s beautiful, and guess what—she’s reading!” This piece of good news brings forth cheers and applause. “Yes, God bless J. K. Rowling, the only author I’m not jealous of. We were going to bring Ruby down with us tonight, but she has her babysitter bewitched and she has just started in on Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. She can read to herself but she likes to have someone in a chair nearby watching her as she reads.” Kate shakes her head. “I’ve tried to talk her out of this but she insists on it. I tell her, Honey I can’t just sit there while you read. And then she tells me, Mom, you used to sit in that chair for a real long time, not doing anything but sitting. Yes, my darling, I tell her, but it was easy then because Mommy was dead drunk.”

There is a strained, uneasy quality to the laughter, which is oddly comforting to Kate. She has learned that people like to hear about her kind of Christianity, one that includes a fair amount of swearing and swagger, left-of-center politics, and all the sex your average heathen would enjoy. They like to hear you can be devout and still be angry, irreverent, a little selfish, even jealous and competitive. Her envy of a few other writers working the spiritual circuit creates surefire laugh lines. But what audiences don’t always like to hear about is lax, careless mothering, and they certainly don’t like to hear about drunken mothering, even if it is safely sequestered in the past and is part of a recovery narrative. It’s just as well to Kate; universal acceptance seems like a sign of mediocrity; causing a little trouble and offending a few people here and there makes her feel more like herself.

“Ah, those were the days,” she says. “I think Ruby misses some things about my drinking days. For instance, I used to have no idea they gave homework in her school, even in first grade.” Kate scratches her head, looks confused, out of it. “So let me get this clear,” she says in a tipsy slur, “they keep you in school all day and then send you home with more work to do at night? Oh honey-bunny, thass terrible, lemme make you a cocktail.”


“Oh Kate? Kate darling?” A woman rises from the aisle seat of the front pew. She is not much taller than five feet and comfortably round. Her short brown hair is graying but her face is youthful, unlined, and cheerful; she looks like someone who has devoted her life to poetry or music or to the welfare of others, and faces age now with a deep serenity. She wears dark glasses and holds a cane, but despite her blindness there is an aura of authority about her. “I want to welcome you here, Kate, and just to let you know how happy all of us are to have you with us tonight.” As she speaks, the woman gestures with her white aluminum cane, waving it in an arc above her to indicate the entire audience. “And to commemorate this wonderful occasion,” the blind woman says, in her resonant alto, “I want to tell you my poem.”

Kate makes a bow in the woman’s direction, and then, realizing her error, says, “How nice,” but her own voice is a bit faltering because she has been taken by surprise.

The woman taps out a steady beat with her cane against the church’s wooden floor, and sways dreamily from side to side as she recites:


Sing through me of the woman, Muse, the woman of wisdom and wit

Who comes home to us as from a great journey

Wherein she slew these many monsters

The beast of doubt and the fiend of disbelief

The sirens of wine and wantonness

The vampires of loneliness and the werewolves of fear


Her triumphal return is our triumph, too

The cheers for her are hosannas for us

Sing through me, sacred Muse, the story of Kate Ellis

We are but vines needing strong support, and she is our trellis



The woman ends with a salute in Kate’s direction, and as the audience cheers lustily for her she soaks it up with unabashed delight, waving her cane and her free hand over her head. She blows a huge kiss in Kate’s direction and it is not until the applause begins to die down that she takes her seat again.

“Wow,” Kate says. “I am completely overwhelmed. Thank you. Thank you so much. May I ask you—what’s your name?”

The woman doesn’t seem to have heard the question. The fourteen-year-old boy sitting next to her—her son?—nudges her, whispers something to her. She makes a deep nod of understanding and calls out: “Julie, Julie Blackburn McCall.”

“Thank you, Julie Blackburn McCall,” Kate says, “and let me tell you that Ellis-trellis rhyme is going to stay with me a long while.” Kate picks up Prays Well with Others, opens it to the bookmarked page. “Okay, people, I’m going to read about six pages, which will take somewhere between fourteen and fifteen minutes. I don’t know about you, but I can’t stand readings that go on for more than fifteen minutes. Then I can take questions, or comments, and I can ask you guys questions, and we’ll just hang out, but when the clock strikes nine we have to wrap it up. Is that all right?” She smoothes the page down and takes a nervous drink from the bottle of water someone has left for her on the lectern.

The past few months of speaking to audiences have given Kate a confidence in her instincts that allows her to suddenly veer from prepared text into improvisation. “I’m obviously here to read from my book, and sign copies, and sell books. That goes without saying. But I just want to tell you…” She stops, breathes deeply; she has surprised herself with how emotional it makes her feel to say what she is about to say. “What I am, or what I want to be, is a messenger of hope. Hope, hope,” and she says the words as if she were letting balloons slip from her hands and float up into the air. “Hope, what Emily Dickinson called the thing with feathers. I am here with a message of hope because I am here to tell you the most unexpected, astonishing things can happen in a life. I am here because whoever tells you that we are stuck in the mud of ourselves is a liar.” She lays her hand over her breasts. “Forty years old, one novel that two people read, and a mini-career calling for O. J. Simpson’s head on a pike—and now this.” She holds up her book. “Forty years old and drunk on my ass, and now sober, one beautiful, way cool day at a time. Forty years old and then one day against all odds and expectations so into Jesus that most of my old friends think I’m ready for the funny farm, especially my liberal-progressive friends who fear that I’ve gone all pious and Pat Robertson on them. Or is it Pat Boone? Forty years, all of them spent as an emotional moderate—even at my own marriage ceremony, I insisted on saying I’ll try rather than I do—and after I got sober, after I realized I was no longer in charge, after I finished my book, the next miracle arrived, which I do believe the love of Jesus prepared me for, which is the love of—and for!—a wonderful man. So that’s my message of hope. If I can have these things, everyone else can, too. Remember this. Our lives make sense. There is a story, a story of creation and sacrifice and love—and we are all a part of that story.” She pauses, clears her throat, tears up. This embarrasses her, but what can she do? She waves her hand in front of her eyes, drying them and mocking herself. “Anyhow, I better get to it, because truth be told my boyfriend doesn’t like to stay up late.” She looks as if she is about to begin reading, but she stops herself. “Here’s another thing about my boyfriend,” she says. “He’s like the most old-fashioned man in the world—and when I say old-fashioned I don’t mean Bob Dole or, I don’t know, Bobby Short. I mean Daniel Boone or Davy Crockett. He shaves with a straight razor. He doesn’t wait for the hot water to come on before he steps into the shower. He makes things with his hands. His beautiful hands. He can cook, he can sew. He can fix anything, and if he needs a tool he doesn’t have he actually makes the tool. One other thing. He pays cash and he carries it in his front pocket. Now I see a guy taking his little credit card out of his wallet I find it…I don’t know. It seems very girly. And writing a check? Forget it. You may as well be twirling a parasol.”


In the tenth row, Paul Phillips, the man who came in with Kate, lowers his head and jams his hands into the pockets of his brown leather jacket. The few times Paul has observed Kate in her public life and witnessed the effect she has on people have been entertaining experiences. He is not unfamiliar with successful people, but he has never had a relationship with a woman of large and worldly achievement, and the pleasure it brings him to bask in the reflected glow of her success has been a surprise to Paul, with an unexpectedly erotic component. There is something grand about going home with a woman everybody loves. Heretofore his romantic life has mainly involved women who worked with their hands—potters, gardeners, weavers, carpenters like himself, and one chiropractor—or else winsome idlers living on the dregs of family fortunes. Despite the pleasure Kate’s fame brings him, he is not prepared to become a part of her public life, and as those seated near him turn to look at him he feels not only embarrassment but a degree of irritation. The woman next to him, who, judging by her notebook and her tote bag, works for CBS, looks at him with professional curiosity. She is half-Asian and reminds Paul strongly of a woman he once worked for. A woman wearing a serape in a pew across the aisle gives Paul the thumbs-up sign and an elderly couple with cottony hair and merry blue eyes looks at him fondly.


There’s nothing to be done about it, but a couple of hours later, in the hotel room Kate’s publisher has secured for them, saving them the two-hour drive back upstate, Paul says to Kate, “When you talked about your boyfriend all those people were staring at me.”

“No way,” she says. She is in bed, trying to corral her ego and, for the most part, succeeding after the evening of adoration. “I was careful not to look in your direction.”

“They knew it was me anyhow,” Paul says. “There weren’t that many men there.”

He doesn’t want to sound annoyed, especially not after a big night for her, and surely not in bed. A room service cart presents its own reasons for him to be of good cheer: a spray of orchids, a shrimp cocktail, a bowl of cut fruit. Even though this particular place is not really to Paul’s taste, he has spent enough nights sleeping in unheated cabins, in tents, or on bed frames without mattresses to be forever mindful of creature comforts others might take for granted. But if you are in bed and you lean your head back, you ought to feel either the wall or wood, but Paul’s head rests against the bed’s upholstered headboard and though the softness is vaguely pleasant, upholstered headboards are suburban elegance, a cut or two above the padded toilet seat. Simplicity, durability, and reality are what please Paul, and all of these can be expressed by not hiding the materials out of which objects are made.

Most places in the city are ten degrees too warm for him, including this room, the closeness of which brings up bad memories. Now, while Kate is under the covers in her pale orange silk pajamas, and wearing socks to keep her feet warm, Paul is on top of the comforter, in nothing but his boxers.

“Look at you,” Kate says, “stretched out like that.” She runs her hand over his chest, down to his belly. “I hit the trifecta. Sobriety, faith, and now you.” Her finger hooks under the elastic waist. “Off?”


Paul lifts his hips, takes off his shorts. His penis flops over to the left, his pubic hair glistens darkly. His chest is as smooth as a boy’s, except for the kinky fringes around his nipples. Kate has a passing fancy to lick him. Instead, she reaches for a piece of mango and eats it. She often has quick, errant bursts of desire, some of them a bit outré, but marvelously so. Sometimes she feels a kind of erotic Tourette’s and wants to say things she has never said to a lover, like It’s okay to be rough, if you want to, why don’t you slap me on the ass and pull my hair. She has yet to surrender to the temptation. What generally restrains her is not the imagination of the act itself but the shadow it would surely cast over everything that followed. How do you talk to someone after you have asked them if they would like to do some of the things that occur to her? The conversational pall would be crushing. Who could she be after, if she were to act out these impulses? It would be too much for daily life to bear, it could be neither absorbed nor forgotten.

“I’m feeling all seven of the deadly sins,” Kate says, patting her cheeks, in an imitation of a Victorian lady overcome with the vapors. She is calming herself the only way she knows how—by talking. “Lust, naturally,” she says, “the first sin you led me to. Wrath at the thought of anyone else ever getting to look at that beautiful penis, including urologists. Sloth—isn’t that one?—because I would gladly spend the rest of my life in bed, if it was with you. Greed, because I want to hoard you like gold. Gluttony, because I want you to fill me up in every imaginable and, frankly, unmentionable way.”

Paul rolls closer to her, begins to gather her in his arms, but she places her hand on his chest so she can continue speaking. “Pride, because you are so beautiful and I love to watch when people see us together. And—what is that?” She counts silently to herself. “That’s only six. What’s the seventh?”

“I don’t know,” Paul says.


“Come on,” Kate urges, “you didn’t even try. There’s seven of them, try to think of the last one.”

“Sneezy,” Paul says.

“Oh, I know,” she says. “Envy’s the seventh. I’ve got that, too. And it’s you that I envy. I wish I were half as beautiful as you. So that’s the seven, and mama’s got them all.”

“I love the way you look,” Paul says.

“I need to drink more water,” says Kate. “I’m really not aging well.”

Kate is the oldest woman with whom Paul has ever been intimate. He has never known a woman who paints her toenails, just one of Kate’s manifestations of grown-up femininity. She diets, she regularly visits a hairdresser. She chooses her clothes with great care, trying things on and discarding them, especially if she is to make a public appearance. She will pay a hundred dollars for a jar of silky cream to rub into the lilac indentations beneath her eyes, and somehow believe the magic of the stuff will make her appear younger. And it does! It actually works. The previous women in Paul’s life have not worried about their age, and they have been casual, confident of their beauty, finding their power at the edge of gender rather than at its center. They were Levi’s and T-shirt types, outdoorsy women more at home at a campground than in a manicurist’s chair. Being with Kate makes Paul feel pleasantly and proudly older, as though he has at last taken his place in the world of men. It once seemed as if he was going to have one of those lives that have no particular rhyme or reason, the kind in which people appear and disappear and you never know with whom you’re going to have Christmas dinner but you don’t worry about it because you rarely end up alone. But now there is order to his life and no longer any mystery as to where he will be next week, or next month. At long last, adulthood has begun.

He awakens a couple of hours later, startled into consciousness by a dream, into a room that is still dark, except for a narrow crack of diffuse street light coming in through the curtains, which Kate has parted. She has left the bed and sits now in a chair near the window. He looks at her watching the street. He wants to make certain nothing is the matter. Once, months ago, he was awakened in the middle of the night by the sense that something was wrong and found her in the living room in the downstairs of her house, curled into a chair, weeping into her hands. “I’m lonely,” she said, “I feel so lonely.” Bewildered, he tried to reassure her. He told her he was right there and he wasn’t going anywhere, and he told her that her daughter was right upstairs. He pointed to the ceiling, with its wedding-cake plaster, its hanging chandelier like a hundred dead eyes. “I know, I know,” she had said, breathless with unhappiness, gripping her stomach through the cotton of her summer nightgown. “It won’t go away,” she said.


But tonight Kate sits, her shoulders still, seemingly serene. She has draped her coat over her lap, and her feet are tucked under her. No, Paul thinks, I won’t disturb her. He lies there quietly, eyes open. The light from the street reflects on the ceiling, from corner to corner, a stem of brightness with the refracted shine of headlights floating within it like blips on a radar screen. He closes his eyes, and when he awakens again the curtains are outlined by the trembling brightness of the day. Kate has taken him in her mouth and he feels himself swelling in the warmth of her. It is her pleasure to have him while he sleeps, and to maintain the illusion he keeps his eyes closed. She straddles him, he glides in easily, and she very slowly, and as quietly as possible, moves like an inchworm toward her pleasure which, though invisible, is the most real thing to her right now. Paul opens his eyes just enough to get a glimpse of her through the mesh of his lashes. He loves her expression during sex, open and undefended, with a creaturely purity and singularity of purpose. Her hands are on either side of his pillow. Warm breath pours from her open mouth, and stifled sounds of arousal rattle in her throat. How can she imagine that he is sleeping through all this lovely commotion? Yet he behaves as if he is dead to the world, and neither of them will ever make mention of it. He thinks for a moment about all that must go unsaid—for one, it makes him feel ever so slightly belittled when Kate goes on about his physical beauty, partly because he believes her to be more intelligent than he is, and he has heard it so many times from so many others that those particular words have lost their intended meaning to him, and, for another, he would never tell Kate that she is not the first woman to take her pleasure in him while he slept; it would not only make her jealous but it might diminish her sense of transgression.


Maybe that’s the secret of love, sometimes it carries you, and other times it’s your turn and you’ve got to carry it.







End of sample
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