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Cigars Clamped Between Their Teeth

I’ve read that Goethe, Hans Christian Andersen, and Lewis Carroll were managers of their own miniature theaters. There must have been many other such playhouses in the world.We study the history and literature of the period, but we know nothing about these plays that were being performed for an audience of one.

 

CHARLES SIMIC, Dime-Store Alchemy




PROLOGUE

Last Year

When he was born he was alive. That was one thing.

He was a he, too, astonishingly—not that anyone expected him to be otherwise, but the notion of one so elemental, so small, carrying the complex mantle of gender seemed preposterous, the designation “male” the linguistic equivalent of a false mustache fixed above his infant lip.

His lips: how barely pink they were, the pink of the rim of the sky at winter dusk. And in their curl—in the way the upper lip rose to peaks and dipped down again, twice, like a bobbing valentine; and in the way the lower bowed out, luxuriant, lush, as if sated already from a lifetime of pleasures—how improbably expressive were his lips.

His hands like sea creatures curled and stretched, as if charged with purpose and intent. Five of his fingers closed around one of his mother’s and held it while he slept. He was capable of this.

His toenails: specks of abalone.

The whorls of his ears were as marvelously convoluted as any Escher drawing, the symmetry precise, the lobes little as teardrops, soft as peaches. The darkness of the ear hole a portal to the part of him that wasn’t there, that hadn’t fully formed, that spelled his end.

His mother had been led to believe that the whole vault of his skull would be missing, raw nerve tissue gruesomely visible beneath a window of membrane. She’d pictured a soft-boiled egg in an egg cup, the top removed, the yolk gleaming and exposed. She’d braced herself for protuberant eyes, flattened nose, folded ears, cleft palate: the features of an anencephalic infant. But the opening in his skull was no bigger than a silver dollar, and all his features lovely. She believed, at first, triumphantly, that the diagnosis had been made in error, that now the doctors, seeing the baby, would be forced to downgrade their diagnosis to something less serious—still severe, perhaps, but not lethal.

He was out of the womb and alive in the world for fifty-seven hours—a tally that put him in rare statistical company and caused in his mother an absurd sense of pride—during which time she kissed his ears and insteps and toes and palms and knuckles and lips repeatedly, a lifetime of kisses.

She could not bear to let him out of her arms. He belonged to her, exclusively, a feeling she had not had when her other children were born. This one was bound to her in ways no one knew. Just as she, having hidden his secret these past four months, was bound to him. She would let no one else hold him, not even the baby’s father, who asked only once and then, with great and terrible chivalry, pressed her no further.

During the hours she held him she could not make herself believe how fleeting his life would be.

His breath, above all, gave incontrovertible proof of his being. With grave equanimity, eyelids closed, mouth relaxed, he took and expelled hundreds, thousands, of the most exquisite wisps of air, amounts that might be measured in scruples and drams, and which his mother imagined bore their own delicate hues, invisible to the human eye. They, his breaths, were the one thing she wished could be saved. In her state she almost believed it possible (it seemed a matter simply of having the right vial in which to stopper them . . . what were they called, those special vials for holding tears?—lachrymatories, yes; if only she had one intended for breaths: aspiratory), and although she did not allow herself to sleep properly during all those fifty-seven hours, still she had some passing dream or medicated fantasy in the hospital bed, while she savored the feel of his inaudible, numbered breaths still stirring against her cheek, in which she glimpsed herself with an actual such vial on a chain around her neck, an amulet she might wear forever.

He wore, during his short life, a white cotton shirt with a single, covered, side snap,a white flannel receiving blanket, and a white cotton cap, fitted so gently over the opening in his head. He was given two diaper changes, the second proving unnecessary.

His mother found that once he was in her arms, she didn’t want to name him anything, not even the name they’d picked out, Simon Isaac Ryrie, a name she had loved but which struck her ears now as a terrible quantity of pricking syllables. It was not that she was trying to resist forming an attachment, nor that she wished to deprive him of any blessing, any gift or token, but only because once he was in her arms it became obvious that a  name was too clumsy and rough and worldly a thing to foist on such a simultaneously luminous and shadowy being.

She tried explaining this to her husband, and also to the nurse and the midwife and the neonatologist, and then to the lady who came with the forms that had to be filled out, and to the resident with the beautiful sad eyes and the accent that made her think of anisette cakes and tiny glasses of thick coffee (his name was Dr. Abdulaziz, which she remembered because of the way he kissed the feet of her fading child each time he came in)—but she couldn’t seem to produce words that matched the authority of her conviction; her voice encountered obstacles, so that the easier and ultimately more rightful thing to do was abandon speech and simply hold her baby swaddled against her chest. This was all she could do and she did it absolutely. In the end it was the resident, Dr. Abdulaziz, who dissolved her resistance to naming the child, not by design or conscious effort, not even knowing he’d played such a role.Yet when he stopped in to visit her, visit them, for the last time (he explained it would be the last time, as he’d come to the end of his shift), he called the baby by name, in so low a voice, his accented syllables seeming to drape the baby in a beautifully embroidered garment as he pronounced, with care and not a speck of fanfare, almost as though it were private, not intended for either parent but for the baby’s sake alone, “Simon Isaac,” and bent to touch once more his mouth to the soles of the baby’s feet.

And so she let her husband inscribe the name they’d chosen on the forms.What did it matter? She recognized her child as he truly was: all-spirit, his limbs pale as candles, his eyes never open once, innocent of all terms.




PART ONE

This Year




1.

Shortly past noon on the first Friday of the month, Biscuit Ryrie approached the low brick building where she attended fifth grade. She had ridden her bike a mile already and her lungs were sharp with the sweet-onion sting of early April. Against the wind her cheeks felt tight as marble. The day did not look like spring. It was white: white sky, a pallid sheen on every surface, clumps of snow lingering here and there. In a week’s time, these last remnants of winter would be gone.

The sight of her own classmates gave her a start. She’d counted on their being safely ensconced in their classroom around back, instead of filing out of the building just as she drew even with it. Each student was carrying something, she saw, an identical brown sketch pad. Only then did Biscuit remember Mr. Li’s announcement that today they were to begin making a visual record of the shape and size of the buds on the trees and bushes  around the school. Too late to avoid being seen, she scrunched her already small frame lower over the handlebars and veered toward the far side of the street.

“Hey!” shrieked someone, importantly, hilariously. Most likely Vanessa Sett. “There goes Biscuit Ryrie. On a bike!” Laughter followed, and hooting. Biscuit kept her gaze forward, her speed steady. Someone whipped a chunk of petrified snow into the road; it smacked against her front tire and flew apart as stinging crystals. A few of them sprayed her hand and cheek.

If Biscuit had simply stayed at home like other truant children, watching reruns on cable, eating chocolate chips from the bag and peanut butter from the jar, informing her parents when they got home from work that she’d had a stomachache and could she please have a note to bring to the teacher in the morning, nothing might have come of it. But it would no more have occurred to Biscuit to skip school in order to watch TV and eat junk than it would have occurred to her that she wasn’t entitled to make her own decision about attending. She did not look around to see who had flung the chunk of ice, nor did she look when Mr. Li himself called her name in his diffident baritone, which seemed to trail along after her, lofted on a question mark, before she pedaled past the northern edge of the school and went safely around the bend, heading toward the Hook.

That Biscuit was small for her age (newly ten) suited her. She regarded the fact of her size like a convenient bit of camouflage. If she’d been in command of picking her form in the first place she might have chosen different, might have opted for that of an aquatic mammal, or perhaps something avian. But all in all, diminutive human female was acceptable. Of course, she’d had no  say over what she would be called, either, yet this, too, had worked out to her satisfaction. Her given name, Elizabeth, had been dispatched by her older brother within days of her birth. Paul, then three, had fixed exclusively upon the last syllable, which he’d rendered bis and gone around the house proclaiming with great gusto. Their parents had been so charmed by his enthusiasm that they’d followed his lead, and from there it had been only a matter of time before they’d appended the -cuit.

Now, with school well behind her, she let up on her pedaling and even coasted a bit. The air blew gently against her forehead. She thought not about school, not about consequences, but about her destination, her intention. She thought about the tchok tchok sound the teaspoon had made as she’d gathered ashes from the fireplace earlier, the bowl of the spoon tap-scraping the charred brick each time she scooped another heap of gray powder from the hearth. These ashes now resided in a folded-up washcloth stuffed inside the pocket of her parka, along with a few chicken bones she’d fished from the kitchen garbage that morning after everyone else had left. Into her other pocket she’d slipped an egg.

Tchok tchok. She had a thing for certain sounds. She had a thing for lots of things. Images, too, but usually only the narrowest bits. Slivered images, fragments: the way a little piece of ice had been nestled in a crook of the split rail fence in front of the neighbor’s house when she’d left. Even though she had only just set out, she’d had to stop and get off her bike in order to examine it, this piece of ice all curled in on itself like a tiny hand, when nearly all the other ice and snow around it had melted. She’d leaned her bike carefully against the fence and squatted  down with her face right up close to the frozen coil. She’d noticed the play of colors in its semi-transparency, and also the gleam of wetness from which she’d deduced, with a moment’s grim satisfaction, that this bit of ice would shortly be going the way of its brethren. The melt is upon it, she’d thought, not in her own voice but in that of a white-coated scientist confirming with a brusque nod a colleague’s more tentative speculation.

She’d gone more than a mile and it was one mile more, straight along Broadway, from her school to the Hook, whose sheer rock face she could already see looming in jagged patterns of red-brown and gray. It appeared deceptively close. Although it was near midday the sun was barely distinguishable from the overcast sky: a white dinner plate on a white tablecloth.

Broadway stopped abruptly at the foot of the Hook, where a small wooden gatehouse, closed for the season, announced the entrance to Nyack Beach State Park. Biscuit flew past it and rode the brakes down the steeply winding road, at whose bottom she coasted to the end of a small parking lot, dismounted, and propped the bike against a tree. The kickstand was broken. It was a boy’s bike, having first belonged to Paul. It had five speeds and was the metallic gilt-green of a bottle fly.

The wind coming off the Hudson held some warmth, or a promise of warmth to come. Biscuit inhaled, open-mouthed, and got a foretaste of rain. Oh well, she had on the hooded parka (another of Paul’s hand-me-downs) and two pairs of socks inside her scuffed work boots (Paul again). She set out along the cinder path that ran north from the parking lot, banding the Hook like a hat brim. To her left rose wooded and talus slopes, broken up by the occasional jumble of boulders.These always looked heartstoppingly precarious, as though they might resume tumbling at any moment, even though Mrs. Mukhopadhyay, the children’s room librarian, had taught her that the cliff had been formed some two hundred million years ago, at the end of the Triassic Period.

To her right the river spread broadly. It was smoke-colored today and choppy, its stiff-looking waves patterned like cake frosting. Biscuit’s father had made a cake from a mix yesterday, a yellow cake with whipped cream for her mother’s birthday.The thought of the cake, and of her mother’s subdued reaction, made her bite the inside of her cheek.

People passed, not many. An elderly couple, the woman wearing a clear plastic rain hat, heading toward the lot. A thin young man with reddish hair and a bearlike dog, off-leash, who overtook Biscuit and soon disappeared around a curve. A middle-aged woman carrying a folded umbrella, who looked Biscuit over appraisingly. Biscuit made fleeting eye contact, gave a curt nod, and did not slow. This was a routine she had perfected. When her father had taken Paul and her to visit their mother and brother in the hospital—this had been a year ago; they’d been twelve and nine—he had explained to them that the policy was no visitors under twelve, but that he didn’t suppose anyone would stop them if Biscuit carried herself the right way. “The trick,” he’d said, “is to walk like you own the place,” a concept and phrase that appealed to her appetite for self-sovereignty. With no further coaching, she’d adopted a cool-as-you-please, look-straight-ahead saunter that had gotten them all through the vast lobby without a hitch. By the wordless glance he’d cast her once the elevator doors had closed behind them, she saw that  her father had not been expecting such quick mastery of the technique.

The same instinct or skill served her now, although the farther she walked along the path, the fewer people she encountered.The threatening weather seemed to be a factor, for those she did see were all heading in the direction of the lot. Sure enough, just as she found a spot suitable to her purpose, it began to rain, or to mist, really, a speckling sort of moisture breaking out all around her. She left the path and climbed down onto a rocky slice of beach framed by a short spit of rocks on one side and the natural curve of the shoreline on the other. A squat, bent-necked tree craned out over the vertex of the little cove. Biscuit understood that if anyone were to see her doing what she was about to do, it would invite scrutiny, or possibly actual intervention. But she also saw that from this position, the ashes would not reach the water.

She peered over her shoulder. The cinder path was empty. The mist had become rain. The chances of anyone else coming along seemed slim. All right, she’d do it properly. She left the shelter of the tree and the ice-littered shoreline and went onto the spit, picking her way out along the rocks.

Light rain dashed her face. At the end of the spit, a few inches back from the darker, slippery outer rocks, bearded with yellowish rime, she stopped. The egg first, she decided, and removed it from her pocket. She squatted, tapped the shell smartly on a rock, and broke it over the water. The yolk slipped out, seemed to float on the waves, then was swallowed by them. Strands of the white hung from the broken shell in long, viscous trails. Biscuit let go. The halves of the shell floated like two round-bottomed boats.

She straightened and took the washcloth out of her pocket, unfolding the corners carefully. It felt heavy to her. She almost forgot it wasn’t the real thing. She checked again over her shoulder. No one. Then looked out across the heathery expanse of water, squinting past the drops. Along the opposite shore, a train snaked silver past Philipse Manor and Tarrytown before slipping beneath the Tappan Zee Bridge. Biscuit imagined, as she sometimes did, the gray lady riding that train, the lady who was able to look out the moving windows and take note of her far across the water. Biscuit could not remember a time when she hadn’t had this idea of the gray lady. She was a kind of friend, or not quite. She was sad and just and mute, and she traveled along the border of Biscuit’s life and could see all Biscuit could see and all that she could not.

Biscuit gathered a small handful of ashes, along with one of the chicken bones, and threw these gently toward the water. A lot of the ashes blew back and stuck to her jeans.The rest floated on top of the waves like pepper. The bone floated, too. She paused to see whether she felt anything.

Her mother had not liked the cake. She hadn’t said so, but Biscuit could see that she hadn’t. She had said, “Thank you, John,” and Biscuit’s father had smiled at her with such relief that Biscuit had felt a little sick, and let down by them both, and then the cake, which she had been looking forward to, had tasted just so: of disappointment.

She was here on the spit because of them, because of the way her mother and her father had fallen down behind themselves. She thought of it like this, like the way a book can fall down behind all the others on a shelf, and in this way it’s missing, only  you don’t know it to look at the shelf: all that you see looks orderly and complete. Her parents seemed like the books you could see: they smiled and spoke and dressed and made supper and went off to work and all the other things they were supposed to do, but something, a crucial volume, had slipped down in back and couldn’t be reached.

She was here, too, because of Mrs. Mukhopadhyay and the library book. Mrs. Mukhopadhyay whom she hadn’t seen in almost a year, and the library book which she’d stolen.

And of course she was here because of the baby. To sever its last earthly ties.

The rain was falling harder. Biscuit raised her hood and fingers of rain tapped on it: Hello, hello, Biscuit. Silver drops like Mrs. Mukhopadhyay’s silver bangles, which fell up and down her wrists, singing, as she checked out books. Good girl, tapped the rain, in Mrs. Mukhopadhyay’s lilting, practical voice. Come on, then: get on with it.

She ought to speak, Biscuit knew, or at least to think some words. She squinted through the rain, trying to remember the words from the book, which had been too fat and heavy to stuff inside her parka and so was back at home where she kept it hidden underneath her bed. She was supposed to beg the water to bear the ashes safely away. Please, dear water, she began, but that didn’t seem right and she faltered. Then words did come: Blessed be, less for meaning than pure sound: blessed be, blessed be, blessed, blessed, blessed be. It was something you might skip rope to. She saw girls skipping rope, tap-scraping the ground with their hardbottomed shoes.

But she was not here for skipping-rope girls.

This was about the egg, the ashes, the bones, the baby.

The baby’s name had been Simon.

Blessed be, Simon Ryrie.

She reached again into the nest of ash and bone. Before she threw the second handful, something big and hard and soft pushed against the backs of her legs, and her knees buckled, her feet slipped out from under her, and she slid, as if amenably, into the river.




2.

Just before one, just as he was about to start priming the second flat, the theme song from Scooby-Doo sounded from within John Ryrie’s pants. He transferred the brush to his other hand and fished among keys, loose change, crumpled bills and receipts, for his cell. His thirteen-year-old son was in the habit of swiping it, downloading a new ring tone, and replacing it all without John’s knowledge, so that he never knew precisely what tune or sound effect was going to emit next. John recognized his son’s high jinks for what they were: love notes. Usually they pleased him, although once, while riding an elevator that happened also to contain his department chair, an admissions rep, and a bunch of prospective students, he’d suffered the indignity of having Jay-Z’s “99 Problems” (explicit version) issue from the region of his groin; he’d admonished Paul, lightly, for that.

Now he glanced to see who it was, and flipped it open.“Hey.”

His wife. No preamble. “Upper Nyack called.”

The elementary school. “What’s up?”

“They wanted to know if Biscuit’s all right.”

“They couldn’t ask her?” He aimed for Groucho Marx, even as he felt the sinking in his gut.

“John, she skipped again. Do you think you could get over to the house?”

John refrained from sighing into the phone. This was their daughter’s fifth unexcused absence this year, her third since winter break alone. They’d been called in to discuss the matter last month, after the most recent incident. He and Ricky had sat down with the principal, Biscuit’s teacher, and the school guidance counselor, and they’d had a lengthy, convivial, and unilluminating conversation, not so much about Biscuit as about curricular benchmarks, hormones, childhood depression, pharmaceutical research, and the works of Carol Gilligan, Mary Pipher, and Rachel Simmons.The meeting had ended with John feeling touched by the concern of the school personnel, Ricky seething at what she characterized as their prepackaged condescension, and neither of them one whit closer to understanding what was going on with their daughter.

John was baffled. All he could think was that Biscuit seemed awfully young to have truancy issues. When he’d been ten he would no more have thought of playing hooky than robbing a bank. “Did you try calling the house?”

“I did.” Her brevity told all.

Still, he hesitated.

“Do you think you could drive over?” she asked again; he could hear her working to make it a request.

Now John did sigh. He looked at the glistening paintbrush in his hand. The four students in the scene shop with him, currently applying soy-based theater paint to a dozen flats, would be unable to go beyond that task without his guidance. He’d counted on cutting the brick wall out of Styrofoam this afternoon. It would take at least an hour and a half to go home, register his and Ricky’s concern with Biscuit, and make it back to campus. And it wouldn’t be fair to the students, who were required to work in the scene shop for course credit, to ask them to rearrange their schedules and come back later in the day. Which meant he’d wind up giving them credit for hours worked, while he himself would cut and paint the wall alone tonight. In fact, despite the relative minimalism of the set, and the fact that John was largely recycling an old design (For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow is Enuf was a perennial favorite at Congers Community College; this was its second production during his short tenure there), the opening was only four days away, so he could pretty well prophesy at least one all-nighter in his immediate future.

When John first met Ricky Shapiro, when they’d first begun dating, it had not been uncommon for him to spend entire nights in the theater. Back then he’d earned a living (after a fashion, Ricky would qualify) teching professional shows at Broadway and regional theaters. He had many happy memories of her visiting him at work on a set after midnight, when the world at large was dark and oblivious, and all light, all life seemed temporarily concentrated within whatever minor world he was constructing. She’d bring in food and they’d sit at the edge of the stage together—he in his painty, sawdusty clothes, she looking so clean and smelling so good—with little white cardboard take-out containers spread out around them. Their love had sprung up, taken root, and run rampant in half-realized forests and tenement houses, castles and kitchens, drawing rooms and hospital rooms, and once in heaven, and once in Denmark.

Back then Ricky—a freshly minted financial engineer (a “quant,” as they called themselves, as she called herself, with a kind of utilitarian pride), not long out of graduate school and playing her new role to the hilt in hose and pumps, pencil skirts and tailored shirts—had been captivated by all his tricks of the trade: how you’d mix perlite (the tiny white balls in potting soil) with paint in order to bring texture to an interior surface; how you’d spray a little paint on the artificial flora, in order to pull it into the world of the show; how, for a big backdrop, you’d spray fixative on charcoal, then tint it and build up a few layers of paint to give it the depth and richness of an oil painting. She’d loved the lingo of the scene shop: scumble painting, scenic fitches, pounce wheels. She’d loved the tools of his profession, from flogger to feather duster, chicken wire to Cellupress; even the most banal piece of equipment—the hair dryer he’d use to quick-dry a patch of paint in order to check the end color—fascinated her in its theatrical context. With a kind of busybody intensity he found sexy, she’d insist he describe to her, in detail and in language she could understand, exactly what he was working on, on a given night, and why he was going about it in that particular way.

“All make-believe,” she would say. “All this for just pretend.” Her tone of wonderment at once paying tribute and poking fun.

“But this stuff is real,” John would counter, rapping his knuckles against the wooden brace holding up a painted storefront, fingering a sharktooth scrim. “Your stuff’s pretend.”

“My stuff!”

“What are derivatives? Stuff you can’t touch. Futures. Swaps. Forwards. Backwards.”

“There’s no backwards, smart guy.”

“Oh, no?”

“No . . . oh.”

Already he’d have turned her around, positioned her tight against his hips, begun to peel her skirt up slowly from the hem.

The truth is he’d never been particularly interested in her world. Volatility arbitrage had sounded exotic—hell, had sounded hot—when first she’d uttered it, tucking a piece of hair primly behind her ear as she did. And it was a rush when he’d realized how flat-out smart she was, how quick and sharp, in a way he’d never be; her interest in him seemed to confer on him a sort of attractiveness he hadn’t suspected he possessed. But in another respect, although John avoided thinking of it in such terms, he found Ricky’s profession beneath him. He thought of her and all her ilk—not only other quants but the whole phylum: investment bankers, hedge fund managers, speculators, riskmanagement analysts—as so many self-absorbed children playing an elaborate game of make-believe, running around dressed in the costumes of power brokers, issuing decrees in gobbledygook, trading promises like wads of play money. Sipping air from plastic teacups. Although he was both too considerate and too uncertain of this view to voice these impressions outright, his general opinion of her field was not exactly a secret. Even before their marriage it had begun to show.

As for Ricky, what had started as genuine interest in John’s work transformed over time not into feigned interest but frank resentment. At first, and really, all throughout Paul’s toddlerhood, she’d continued to be at least nominally supportive. If she’d tolerated John’s late nights and sporadic employment with more stoicism than grace, she’d made only the occasional, concertedly factual observation of the strain it put on her. After Biscuit was born, however, Ricky had put her foot down and John had given up this work, with its gypsy schedule and irregular paychecks.

In fact, John knew the phrase “put her foot down” did Ricky a disservice—for any number of reasons, one being she had not actually put her foot down but merely registered her preference; another being John had not been unhappy to accept the job at Congers Community College’s Llewellyn-Price Theater. The Llewellyn-Price, a five-hundred-seat performance center, was used (or “utilized,” as CCC brochures unfailingly put it) not only for campus productions but also by amateur and professional groups from around the county. John, whose official title for the past nine years had been Lecturer in Theater Design, taught one course each semester covering the basics of stagecraft and lighting; managed the scene shop; designed sets for a four-show season; helped supervise the student work crews; and served as technical consultant for outside groups using the space. An insane job.Which he did not pretend not to love.

This was precisely what complicated matters on the phone now with his wife. Ricky, who for the past three years had  headed the research group of Birnbaum and Traux in White Plains, hated her job as passionately and openly as he loved his. The work itself had once captivated her: the search for patterns in apparently random systems, the idea that one could forecast future volatility, devise models of what was “true in expectation.” It wasn’t simply that she’d loved the notion of hidden order, of discernible outcomes. It was that she’d cast her lot with it, banked on its existence. It was almost not too much to call it her principles, her faith.

When they first met, Ricky’d been contemplating going for a doctorate in the philosophy of mathematics. Sometimes John wondered, with a kind of confused, guilty perturbation, how things might have turned out if she’d gone this route. She’d have been happier, he supposed. They might all have been. Even if it meant they’d still be paying off student loans, renting instead of owning, borrowing instead of investing. He couldn’t help his rather embarrassingly rosy image of what their life would have looked like then—chillier house, older cars, rattier sweaters, more pasta, less steak: happier.

At the beginning of the economic crisis, and during the long plummeting months of recession, he’d lived with the fear that she would lose her job. Daily he rehearsed receiving the news, offering consolations, making adjustments, weathering loss. The dread was a pressure in his chest, a gnawing in his bones. His very teeth ached with it.Yet when things began to bottom out, when the layoffs tapered off and the market began to evince feeble signs of life, he was aware of a bashful, bewildered disappointment. They had been left unscathed, untested. Only then did he wonder if such a test might have been their saving grace,  the very thing that would have shaken them awake, restored to them their vitality, their happiness. Like that summer at Cabruda Lake, when, tested, they’d risen admirably to the occasion, surprising themselves a little, discovering within their relationship something heartier, at once more stalwart and accommodating than they’d known.

Ricky never complained about what she did, the work itself, but she griped volubly about the accoutrements of her job: the twice daily commute across the bridge; the fact that she had to leave the house each morning before the rest of the family was awake and arrive home each evening too late to cook dinner; the fact that she had to wear “clothes,” as she put it (she had a special, contemptuous way of pronouncing the word in this context); and, perhaps most of all, the fact that she earned three times as much as her husband, making her job pretty much unquittable. John knew all of this, including the fact that the last part was not, strictly speaking, true, that Ricky could quit if only he were willing to do something that paid more. That this was a possibility they had never properly discussed loomed over him at all times.

It was because he lived in trepidation of such a discussion, because he lived with the burden of his unspoken (by either of them) indebtedness, that he knew he would give in to Ricky’s current request: would go to the house, check on Biscuit, and scold her in some weary fashion, even though he felt there was little to be achieved by such a gesture. And because he knew, and knew Ricky knew, that he would ultimately give in, John took a moment to dispute the necessity.

“You don’t think it can wait?” He spoke softly, angling his body so that its bulk afforded him some privacy from the  students. “I mean, we’ve all been here before. What am I even going to say? That we haven’t already said.”

Ricky sipped in a quick breath. Clearly she’d prepared her answer. “It sends a message, though. If you go home now. If we confront—sorry, if you confront her right away. Then at least she gets a sense of the urgency. That we’re not taking this lightly.”

“Yeah.” He stroked some paint across the top of the stretched muslin, using up what was already on the brush. “You’re right.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Yeah, but—thanks, John.”

He slipped the phone back in his pocket. It wouldn’t be so bad, returning later tonight. Lance Oprisu, the Llewellyn-Price’s technical director, who ordinarily bore chief responsibility for executing the sets that John designed, was on leave this semester, which had turned out to be both burden and blessing. Although John’s workload was more stressful, he had found the increased solitude, the sheer number of hours he’d been spending alone now in the theater, welcome. Tonight he’d have the scene shop to himself, a ready supply of Diet Coke from the vending machine down the hall,The Doors blasting on the stereo, and no students around to mock, however affectionately, his musical tastes. He knew when he got in the right groove he could work solo with as much efficiency as an entire crew of students. Nor would it be awful to spend a night out of the house. He set the brush across the top of the paint can and turned around to face the students, none of whom looked up.

Amy and Pureza were working, minimally, on a single flat; mostly they seemed to be deep in conversation, Pureza doing  the majority of the talking, Amy murmuring at intervals, “Claro. Claro, que sí.” Iryna wasn’t working on the set at all, but applying color to her face instead, from a seriously impressive eye shadow kit; at a glance it contained some twenty cakes of color. Vivi was wearing red earbuds and grooving to whatever music she was absorbing through them, but she had, bless her heart, finished one flat already and was halfway through her second.

“Ah, people,” said John. His inclination was to say, “You guys,” but he had learned that this didn’t go over well with his students, predominantly female, first-generation college students, almost a third of them first-generation Americans. Addressing them as “women” seemed too stiff, “ladies” too sexist, “folks” too grassroots, and “kids” too insulting. So: “People?” said John again, louder, and they turned to him. He waited for Vivi to remove one earbud. “I’m going to have to take off early today. I’d like you to finish up these flats, but then you can go. It’s my screwup, not yours, so you can still sign the crew sheet for two hours. Iryna.”

Sighing, eye-shadow wand in hand, she turned from the little round mirror balanced on her palm. “I’m leaving you in charge of making sure all the brushes get cleaned. And you’re responsible for making sure the paint cans have their lids pressed on. Tightly.Yes?” She nodded with an air of bored self-pity that John ignored.

From the start he had placed a similar degree of trust in his students as he’d placed in the professionals with whom he’d built Broadway sets, and nearly always his expectations were duly met. In return, the students wound up respecting not only him but, more important, the craft—or so their course evaluations often stated. He knew the students regarded him warmly, too, from  the way they gently teased him. John was a tall man, burly, with curling dark hair on his head and face; over the years he’d been mostly amused to hear himself likened to Paul Bunyan, Bluto, the Brawny paper towel man.

When he left the building a thin rain was falling, and the drive from Congers to Nyack was a palette of grays, broken up by licorice-stalk trees and spectral flashes of snow at the side of the road. The Ford Ranger’s wiper blades needed replacing, something John had been reminding himself and then forgetting to do for months. He took the winding roads slowly: no point hurrying. Lately, something had gone wrong with the car speakers, too, and after a minute of staticky classic rock, he switched the radio off and listened instead to the wet tires, the metronomic wipers. His thoughts were troubled, but not by his daughter, never mind that she was the cause of his leaving work early; it was his wife who preoccupied him as he drove.

Ricky had turned thirty-seven yesterday. In the afternoon, she’d gone to adult lap swim at the Y and John had baked a yellow cake from a box. He’d topped it—his own inspiration, of which he’d been pleased—with cream he whipped and strawberries he sliced.While he’d been making the cake, the kids had walked into town with a twenty and a ten he’d taken from his wallet and instructions to pick out gifts for their mother. Biscuit had returned with a mood ring and a Whitman’s Sampler, Paul with a woodenhandled cheese knife. John—who found it harder to pick out a gift for his wife every year, and who, although Ricky always expressed gratitude for whatever he gave her, felt increasingly inept at pleasing her (this in turn leading him to make progressively more outlandish choices)—had already bought her a mandolin. It  arrived complete with padded case, instructional DVD, practice book, tuner, and set of picks. He’d been excited about it when he ordered it online, then in doubt ever since.

Part of the problem was his fluctuating inclination over how much to spend. When he bought her something expensive he felt sheepish about the fact that it was so obviously her earnings that allowed him to do so.Yet when he bought her something modest he felt just as sheepish and like a spoilsport, besides.Thus the schizophrenia of his gift-giving over time: one year daisies and a water pitcher; another platinum and emerald earrings; one year a Kiva gift certificate; the next a Kindle. This year, he’d half consciously striven to balance the extravagance of the mandolin with the humbleness of the food. For the birthday supper he’d served tacos and black cherry soda, which had seemed a jolly, festive menu back in the supermarket but inadequate, collegiate, once they were all actually sitting at the table. Ricky looked ten years younger than her age in an enormous SUNY New Paltz sweatshirt and holey jeans, her still-wet hair combed straight past her shoulders. The wavy white-gray strands that had begun to striate the brown this past year were invisible now, weighted down by the dark damp lot. Seeing her this way, as if polished and pared by her swim, and smelling the chlorine in her hair, John could not help but imagine her in water. He could envision the precise stroke of her limbs, the supple way she sliced through liquid, although it had been years since he’d actually seen her swim. After cake she’d opened her presents, and despite the attentive way in which she thanked them each by name, John had the distinct impression the only gift she genuinely appreciated was the Whitman’s Sampler.

Later that night John had carried the instrument upstairs and set it on the foot of the bed, where Ricky, wearing the giant sweatshirt as pajamas, sat up reading The Economist. “Have you opened it yet?” he asked.

She’d given him a look that combined, he believed, contrition and resentment before laying aside the magazine. Her hair, now dry, had regained its measure of gold, and it shone in the lamplight as she bent forward to unzip the padded case. A wing of it, faintly threaded with gray, fell over her shoulder, curtaining her face. He’d reached over and with a thick forefinger tucked it behind her ear, a movement that felt at once tentative and bold. She hadn’t reacted at all, neither withdrew nor softened under his touch, but gazed steadily at the instrument in its case, surveying its glossy tobacco surface, the curves of its f-holes, the mother-of-pearl inlays on its fingerboard. At last she’d looked up at him and smiled. “It’s beautiful, John.” He was aware she had not touched it. She zipped the case shut, placed it on the floor beside the bed, retrieved her magazine. Later, under the covers, the backs of her slim bare legs had fit un-protestingly against the bulky warmth of his.

Ricky never got mad at him anymore. Once, he might have considered her volatile, might even have called her hot-blooded. Feisty. He thought of her in their courtship days, the salty sting of her, the way she might look up from the table and spike the air with her fork, the way she’d fill a doorway and bring the heel of her boot down. The crack of it, the candor. Now she never expressed anger toward him. Under direct questioning, she claimed not to possess any. Nor could he think of any crime, any infraction, for which she might blame him. And yet. John found  himself repeatedly, increasingly, preparing for a sort of imaginary defense, as though he might be brought up on charges at a moment’s notice. Though she no longer roused herself to anger, it felt like she was furious. It had been this way since before the baby’s death.

Ricky’s crimes were well documented. They numbered two: the ancient infidelity and the more recent one, both of which he’d forgiven, been so broad as to forgive. These events had not broken them. Here they were a year after their greatest trial, standing proof, something very like intact. Thanks in large part to his exercise of tolerance, so impressive to them both. Why, then, with such ample reserves, such stockpiles of goodwill owed him (if you were going to think of it in such terms, make an equation of it, a balance sheet, though of course that was more Ricky’s domain than his), why did he worry he’d done wrong?

Turning the truck onto their street, he had actively to remind himself of the task at hand: it wasn’t Appeasing Ricky, but rather Confronting Biscuit. He supposed he agreed with Ricky that one of them ought to deal with the issue straightaway, but despite what he had to admit would at this point be called his daughter’s chronic cutting, he couldn’t manage to summon real anxiety over Biscuit. If he did not understand her, neither did he worry about her. Whatever her idiosyncrasies, she struck him as being herself untroubled by them, which was in a way what mattered most. Sometimes he had the odd thought that of them all, Biscuit alone seemed to know what she was doing, what she was about.

John parked in the gravel driveway, cut through the rain over the scrap of front lawn, and strode up the steps to the porch.This  porch had been the great hook back when he and Ricky first saw the house, on an October afternoon eleven years earlier. They’d been living in the city then, in a one-bedroom way over on West Twenty-ninth, near the river. They had borrowed Ricky’s parents’ car in order to take little Paul, then two, apple picking in Rockland County.The day was unseasonably hot, the orchard packed, the remaining fruit all on the highest branches, the ladders all taken, and to top it off John got stung by a bee. But then they’d gone and had lunch in Nyack and a river breeze wafted up the hill, and afterward, as they’d been strolling down the sidewalk toward ice cream, with Paul asleep in the carrier on John’s back, they’d paused to look at the photos in the storefront of a real estate office, and popped inside on a lark.

It had been premature: they didn’t really have the money for a down payment (this was before Ricky had been recruited by Birnbaum and Traux, back when she’d been working downtown part-time as a consultant), nor had they convinced themselves they were ready to leave the city for the suburbs. But as luck had it, one agent had been sitting idle and fairly pounced on them with an offer to show a handful of properties straightaway. For the next several hours, as they’d viewed house upon house in the hilly, residential neighborhoods, their sense of themselves as essentially urbanites only increased. But the fifth time they’d emerged from the agent’s car—this time stepping out into eighty-degree heat just a block from the main drag, where a small public park sloped down toward the river—and saw the FOR SALE sign marking a perfectly modest dwelling in the middle of the block, they’d both felt something neither had ever known before: house lust.

In a village architecturally dominated byVictorians, this house had been small and plain as a swallow’s nest. A big fir shaded the low structure, whose stucco was the color of shredded wheat, and it had covered the diminutive lawn with pine needles, a blanket of bronze. The clay tile roof had a few bald patches, and the chimney a visible crack.There’d been something of a witch’s cottage about the dwelling, echoes of a house under an enchantment. What tilted it away from outright cheerlessness and delivered it instead—just—into the realm of charm, had been the wide front porch, disproportionately deep, disproportionately gracious, the entrance framed by the sinewy branches of a wisteria. It had been well past the season of its blossoming, but its leaves hung thick and heavy, the lush gold of ripened pears.

Instantly, John began playing the game he occasionally played: if this were a set he had built, what would have been his intention? What would its design have been meant to convey to an audience, even before the play had begun? A haunting tranquillity? A disheveled haven? Indulgence? Humility? Beauty? He could not decide.

The block ran downhill, sloping steeply at the bottom toward the river’s edge. The water on this day of unseasonable heat had looked quenching and calm. Ricky, whose second pregnancy had just been beginning to show on her slight frame, and John, with the sleeping Paul drooling a dark wet patch on his shoulder, had reached out at the same moment and found each other’s hands. The agent, shrewdly enough, had taken note and said nothing, giving the fantasy time in which to colonize her clients’ hearts. She had let them be the ones to initiate movement toward the house, materializing before them somewhat magically as they approached the door and handing the key—this had been the master touch—to Ricky. Turning it in the lock, Ricky had slid John such a look as he had never before seen on her face: like a cat scenting cream, almost sultry with determination.

Many times over the ensuing years of variously stressful mortgage payments, insurance premiums, and property tax increases—not to mention broken hot water heaters, windows that no longer fit snugly into their casements, and roof jobs gone awry—one or the other of them had looked up from a clutter of bills and contracts to curse the real estate agent; it was their private joke that she had indeed been magic, an evil sorceress. But beneath the jest, it was understood that he and Ricky remained in the house’s thrall, and having bought it was one thing they never regretted.

As John crossed the porch now, rain beat on the roof loud as pebbles on tin. A broken drainpipe caused a cascade beyond the eastern end of the porch, making an opaque curtain of water there. John wiped his feet and went in, called out to Biscuit and was answered by the shrilling of the teakettle. If he had paused to consider, he might have found this odd, as his daughter was not a tea drinker. But he did not, and it didn’t occur to him until he entered the kitchen that he would find there someone other than Biscuit.
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