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For our friends in Kalamazoo



There is the pull of the will and of love,
 wherein appear the worth of everything
 to be sought, or to be avoided.

—Saint Augustine



Mount Morris

ONCE A YEAR, WHEN HE CAME THROUGH TOWN, TOM Lumsden stopped in on his ex-wife and she’d make him dinner and usually he’d stay the night. He looked forward to his visits, with their surfeit of the familiar, and it made him feel like the love that had brought them together still existed between them somehow. It was more than a memory, but less than a presence: a tune they could still hum.

When they’d lived together in Johnstown, in Pennsylvania, they owned the camera supply store there, and although the population was less than 25,000, the town had a campus of the U. of Pittsburgh, and every fall a new crop of freshmen would move through. Some of them had cameras, or photographic needs, and they’d be a fresh influx of customers for the time they lived in the town. Frosh week was the best week for business, since a few fathers around with sons or daughters would punctuate their these-are-the-best-years-of-your-life speeches with a new camera. Then, at the end of the academic year, there’d be the graduates and their gifts. To some of these kids he’d sold two outfits in a four-year period. He liked thinking of himself as a family business, and he and Lillian were often on a first-name basis with their customers, even if they came in only once or twice a year.

They married in ’88, when they were both twenty-five, and came out to live in Johnstown, where Tom had bought the camera store from George Lurie with an inheritance. Tom and Lillian had grown up in and near cities, but they adjusted quickly to life in a small town. Lurie’s (they kept the name) was the sponsor of a local bantam ball team that couldn’t hit, catch, or run, but the stands would fill up with parents and townies and everyone would cheer these Lurie’s Johnstown Shutterbugs. Tom donated the group shots to the teams in the county and neighboring towns that could fetch up a dozen or so twelve-year-olds and field a team, and over the few years that he and Lillian were together there, he took the team portraits for Altoona and Bedford, and all the little places in between, and that was how he found out he had some small aptitude for arranging groups and getting them to look in the same direction. So when he and Lillian split, he sold the shop and made the sideways move over into portraiture. All that time he’d been selling the raw material without knowing he’d had any touch of the artist himself.

They’d split over a difference that they always knew had been there: Lillian thought he would come around to having kids, and he figured that once she had a house and neighbors and a couple of dogs she’d think twice about cashing it all in for a chance with someone else. But they’d both been wrong. Tom said the reason he had his inheritance at twenty-five was because his dad had worked himself to death in his hardware store keeping a family of six clothed and fed, and he, Tom, wasn’t going to do that to himself. “This is a deal-breaker,” he’d put it to Lillian, and she had to admit that the deal was broke. She didn’t want the store, so he took what he needed out of it for his new career—a Rolleiflex, a backscreen, a tripod, two lamps, a backflash, and a tripwire—sold it, and gave her the money. He took the car and started visiting schools and junior sports teams throughout the state, and after a few years, spread out some into Ohio, as well as New York and New Jersey.

That was twelve years ago, and every year, he kept a date with Lillian, coming through Johnstown, then later Elmira, New York, and now Mount Morris, which was where Lillian’s mother lived. Neither he nor Lillian had remarried, although he’d had his relationships and he imagined she’d had hers as well, since she was a pretty woman, and smart, and looked thirty although she was thirty-eight. She told him in a letter (she wrote sometimes; he didn’t) that when she turned thirty-seven you’d think all of her was practically teenaged, except for if she was on a diving board in a bikini and you were standing in line behind her. Then you’d know. When he read that, he could hear her laugh that high, sudden laugh of hers.

Now that she was in Mount Morris, and had been there for the better part of five years, he was finding their visits more and more difficult. They were often nostalgic or sometimes even a little bitter. From Lillian’s point of view, there was hardly any sense in staying split up, since she’d never had kids and now it was almost too late. Their last two visits, he’d opted not to stay over, saying he had to be in some town a long drive away, when really it was her talking about them like that, as if the past was something that lay dormant and could be reactivated by mutual agreement. He knew that going back for these visits, with this kind of unresolved feeling between them, meant he was sort of using her. But this year he intended to settle everything for good.

HE CALLED her from Geneseo, a little town just a few miles to the north of hers, and said he’d be there in time for supper. The shoot in two of Geneseo’s high schools took up all of the morning and most of the afternoon. Making his living from school portraiture had turned out to be the most sensible decision for him: all he had to do was risk a couple hundred dollars in film, and four or five boxes of envelopes he’d had made up special, and the rest of it was counting money. It had even gotten to the point that he no longer engaged a printer back in Pennsylvania to make the packages of eight-by-tens and wallet photos. The technology had come so far that if a town was big enough to have a mini-mall with a one-hour photo, all he had to do was go there and give them the negs. And if, in any of the regular stops he made, there was more than one place to develop photos, he’d auction the job off. It was the largest order of the year for any of these small-town shops.

He’d even come to enjoy the continuity of returning to schools, seeing how some of the kids he’d photographed the previous years were growing up. He had boxes full of head shots, and he sometimes recognized the faces as they grew older a year at a time. (The samples that he gave to parents were stamped PROOF ONLY to make it impossible to keep them as wallet snaps.) In Geneseo, he remembered at least a dozen of the kids in the two schools and remarked to himself how much they had changed. Some had grown taller, some fatter, while others had obviously found sports and their little sticklike bodies had thickened with muscle. Still others just seemed older: their faces spoke of home lives that had seen no improvement in the intervening time. It surprised him how much those tired and dour faces upset him, as if by returning to their hometowns each year, he was doing nothing less than recording the inevitability of their declining fortunes. He worried that some of his photos could one day be used in newspapers to record bad tidings—these smiling photos, which always seemed faded and misused once transmitted through newsprint, sometimes made him feel that his work had the potential to be the unhappy ending of someone else’s story.

He drove south from Geneseo and to the edge of the national park where Mount Morris was. It wasn’t much of a mount, just a faint swelling in the fields. As he had the year before, he stopped right before getting into town and went into a local dining room where a lot of single men ate alone, and he sat down at the bar and had a Rolling Rock. After being by himself for months at a time, he would have to pause before going to see Lillian, to collect the bits of himself that she knew best. He’d always been a light-hearted, jokey guy with her, picking her up out of the dips and dark spots she sometimes fell into. A nice guy, the kind your mother would want you to end up with. Even though, at his center, he wasn’t that kind of guy at all. He was more like Lillian than he’d ever let on.

“You come back to take my photo, honey?” said the woman behind the bar. She’d served him his last four beers in that place.

“You’d break the camera,” he said, raising the bottle to her.

She sailed a beer coaster at him. “You watch what you say, mister. I own this place now.”

“How’d that happen?” Tom asked.

“My husband, God rest his soul, died since the last time you were in here with your nickels and pennies.”

He eyed her, wondering if they were still bantering or if he’d stuck his foot in it. “Who’d marry you?” he asked. “You never said anything about a husband before.”

“He’d never done nothing for me before!” she said, and her face seemed to widen as she burst out in a harridan’s laugh. “You’re lucky I’m not sentimental, mister, or I’d have one of my boyfriends take you out back for sneering at a widow.” She gestured into the room, and Tom looked back at the four or five older men hunched over their soups. He turned to the lady.

“You could be rich before you know it—” he said, “play your cards right.”

LILLIAN’S HOUSE was off one of the two main streets, a little side road that ran down beside the town’s old gray and white cemetery. The house was a bungalow with an upper dormer and a small basement that Lillian had been renting out since she came to town to be closer to her mother. The previous year, Mrs. Brant had moved out of her independent-living apartment and into the county home. She now shared a room with an Alzheimer’s case, and was miserably unhappy. It seemed Mount Morris was a place neither for a young woman nor an old one, and although she didn’t say it, Lillian was waiting for her mother to die. There was no work in the town, and only the renter and a little inheritance from her father provided Lillian with enough income to pay her mortgage and buy what she needed. It was no wonder Tom had left the town the last few years feeling low. Last year he’d even “loaned” Lillian money to see her through part of the fall.

She came to the door to greet him in a pair of frayed jean shorts and a black spandex one-piece. She looked like she’d just been to a beach.

“Mistuh Lumsden,” she said, squeezing him. The bodysuit made her as slick and cool as a seal. She pushed back and kissed him on both cheeks.

“You look great, Lillian.” He held her waist and looked at her. Something in Lillian’s genes kept her young, although he could see in her face that she was living out a hard time. She led him into the house, her little finger curled in his. It was exciting to be touched by his ex-wife. She’d always been a very physical person, at ease in her body, and he’d cherished how well the two of them had been suited as lovers. That it wasn’t only uncut lust that linked them spoke to the fact that they’d been personally compatible too. It was a good and rare thing they’d had, ruined only by the fact that some of their plans hadn’t matched.

The house was the same, only tidier.

“I cleaned up for you,” she said.

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“You should have seen it, though. It looked like a bordello in here.” She smiled brilliantly at him, happy to be together. “Drink, eat, or fuck?”

“God, Lillian,” he said.

“We’ll start at the top and go from there.”

She left him in the living room and collected drink things in the kitchen. He looked around, not surprised to see the increase in knickknacks, especially the angels Lillian had been collecting since Elmira. This infantile attachment still bothered him, but he’d braced himself for it, and she knew better than to indulge herself in any reference to good spirits. She’d tried all kinds of remedies for what she thought was wrong with her life, and like a lot of people, she settled on finding some kind of faith. She’d gone from sects of her native religion (a branch of Christianity he’d never paid much attention to), to meditation religions, to group-therapy religions. But she’d come to believe in angels, really believe in them—she knew the difference between cherubim and seraphim—and for some time their likenesses had been filling the empty spots on various surfaces. Alarmingly peaceful angels adorned many of the walls and shelves in her house. Some with trumpets, many with harmless little penises. All in midflight. She had books on them, and, as she’d told him once, her home page was the main page of the American Ring of Angels. To his way of thinking, it was like praying to Jiminy Cricket.

She brought him a neat rye and clinked her Cinzano to it and they both drank. He told her about his day, about the little kids in the two schools getting older, how some of them remembered him from previous years, how it was like having five thousand kids of his own. She nodded at that, appearing impressed at something. He could have come any day of the year and told her that story—any day would have been like this. So it didn’t feel the least bit false to tell it.

“Do you make them smile?”

“If I have to, I lick a quarter and stick it to my forehead.”

She opened her mouth in awe and searched in a pocket. “Show me,” she said, and held out a quarter to him. He grinned at it, but she licked it herself and then pushed a forelock of his hair up and pressed it to his skin. It stayed in place, and she clapped her hands, delighted.

“I’m a panic, aren’t I?” he said.

“You’re all that and a bag of chips.”

HE SAT in the kitchen, watching her buzz around, switching her hips at him and taking the lids off pots. The place smelled terrific—the rosemary-bright scent of a roast drifted up out of the oven, and he imagined there would be little new potatoes in there too, cooking in the salty fat, and probably squash or green beans on the stove. He ate out twice a day almost every day of his life and accumulated enough leftovers during the week that he had food on the weekends (he kept a bachelor apartment about midway between all his accounts—a tiny place on the outskirts of Harrisburg), so a home-cooked meal, especially one made by Lillian, was a rare and welcome thing.

She cast little glances back at him, enjoying him being there in her home, and went into the fridge to grab a shrimp ring she’d defrosted. “You’re spoiling me,” he said, reaching for one. He popped it into his mouth, snapping the tail out and looking in to see if there was any meat left, then took another. She’d put an apron on, and when she passed behind him, he reached out and tugged on the knot so it came undone. She slapped at him. “Go sit somewhere else until I call you,” she said.

He went and sat down on a doily-covered chair in the adjoining room. This was the main angel chamber. Half a dozen of them stood on the mantelpiece in various poses, and there was much archery. One had a clock in his belly that made Tom think of the see-through cow his dad had taken them to look at when he and his sister were little. They’d somehow taken off a patch of a cow’s skin and replaced it with a window, so you could see inside. They’d stood there and watched it eat and watched the stomachs clench and release. How horrible it was, how shiny and white and horrible. The cow could even move: it wasn’t glass in its body, it was like the flexible plastic his dad put on the windows in the winter and sealed with a hair dryer.

There were a few paintings of angels and one big stone one in the corner of the room, holding up a birdbath. You could fill it with water and keep the window open, he thought, and then anything with wings could fly in and wet its whistle. Angels and chickadees splashing about. He’d always had dismissive thoughts about Lillian’s beliefs, and it sometimes made him feel that he didn’t have enough heart to love a person the right way. But he believed you had to be willing to look at the hardest things in life and admit they were beyond your understanding. You had to submit and you had to accept you were powerless. Most people couldn’t do this (probably he was one of them). And yet, to put down something as harmless as believing in angels. Wasn’t it true that most people took a long time to find something to put their faith in? Lillian’s beliefs had only tacked off in a direction that was strange to him. But as she’d said more than once, he didn’t know strange. She knew people who slept with their gurus or went and lived in places where they told you when to eat and drink and when to go to the bathroom. She’d only ever meditated and talked about her feelings, and now she wanted to believe that there were helpful spirits looking out for her. What the hell could be wrong with that?

“Go on,” she said, spying him from the kitchen. “It’s been half an hour since you came in here and so far not a word about them. You must be fit to bust.”

“They’re innocent-looking.”

“They’re ‘stupid’ and ‘juvenile.’”

“That too. But it’s not like you’re standing on a street corner selling pencils for Jesus.”

“At least I’m not doing that.” She shook her head at him. “I’ve moved on from the angels, you’ll be happy to know.”

“Yeah?”

“I just collect them now because I like them.”

He ranged back toward the kitchen. “Last time I saw you, you still took them pretty seriously. I hope I didn’t say anything too nasty.”

“It wasn’t you,” she said. “You probably think I was so horrified at your reaction that I was shaken out of my silly spiritual quest.”

“No.”

“I stopped because I got what I needed out of them.” She looked in a pot and tucked a lock of hair back when it fell forward, then turned the heat down. “Since you last saw me, and partook of my cuisine, and then left at midnight because you had to take pictures of some backwater children the next morning, I’ve been up to all kinds of things.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said, tipping his drink back and bracing himself. She’d often told him that his interest in the lives of others didn’t come naturally enough, and this sudden volunteering of personal news signaled to him that he’d waited too long to ask her how she was. “So it’s been a busy year?”

“Oh yeah,” she said. “I’ve been living in this house, and doing a little painting, and giving daycare from time to time for pin money. I’ve got some government money and some savings, so I’m not struggling too hard. I got my mom—”

“How is your mom?”

“You can go downstairs and ask her yourself.”

He stared at her a moment, expecting her to laugh, but she didn’t. He looked toward the door he knew led down there.

“She’s fine,” said Lillian.

“What happened to your tenant?”

“She turned into my mother. Someone must have cast a spell.”

“I just thought you needed the income. Didn’t you get a deal at the home?”

“They took whatever she got every month and didn’t leave her a penny for anything.”

He pushed some ice down into his glass. He wasn’t Mrs. Brant’s favorite, and he’d been the object of a letter-writing campaign for a number of months after he and Lillian split. At the beginning the letters were rational and friendly, warm even, drawing on the fullness of her experience as a long-married woman and observing that the trials of a life with someone made for hard work. She understood that he needed time apart, she knew men had to cross over something to make it to the place most women got to easily. But after he stopped replying to her letters (politely acknowledging her point of view, lightly reaffirming his own), they became surprisingly abusive. In her last letter she’d accused him of taking Lillian’s best years and not having enough sense to know that he’d never do better. This last seemed more a slight against Lillian than him, but still he didn’t respond. He hadn’t seen Mrs. Brant since before the breakup. “Does she know I’m here?” he asked.

“She knows I’m having dinner with a friend.”

“Does she know it’s me?”

“I don’t want to put her back in hospital, Tom. She knows it’s someone I see once in a while, and if she has her suspicions, she keeps them to herself. She likes to think I’m a sensible girl.”

“How can you be a sensible girl, Lillian? You got rid of your tenant and took your mother out of the only place that could take care of her.”

“I take care of her fine.” Her mouth had turned down hard at the suggestion that she’d endangered her own mother. “I’m not the one who finds looking after another person an unbearable load.”

“Now, now,” he said, and he reached out to touch her, but she pulled her hand away.

“Your only job here is to be nice.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re a very good daughter. You are. I’d be lucky to have you.”

“Fuck off, Tom.”

“I’m serious.” She stared at him, shaking her head a little. “At center, you’re a much better person than I could ever have been.”

She turned off all the burners. It suddenly felt that things were going to get ugly, maybe even that he’d be invited to leave. But she turned back to him, smiling pleasantly. “Do you want to eat?”

“Do you still want to feed me?”

She passed him plates down from the shelf and he went into the other room, grateful to have a job to do. They wouldn’t have stayed together, he thought. There was nowhere to go with the notion. He moved around the table, turning his back to the basement door. “Does she ever mention me? Your mother?”

Lillian came through the kitchen with a casserole dish in her hands. “Well . . . sometimes, after I’ve had a date that went particularly bad, she says, ‘Men are useless.’”

OVER DINNER, he managed to muscle the mood back around to something more friendly. He knew he was too stupid to keep out of the territory they seemed to trip into in recent years, where he ended up feeling like a bastard and she became quiet or even sour. He told her his stories, the ones he thought good to tell, where he was the dopey, faintly lovable person he thought she preferred, and he complimented her on the fantastic cooking. But when the desire to seem like a kinder person was sated, all he could think about was Lillian and her mother going down the drain. It gave him a curiously numb feeling to think that someone he’d loved could end up like this. If Mrs. Brant got any government money it bought a few cartons of milk and a tank of gas a week, that was it, he was sure. The mortgage was probably coming out of whatever savings there still were from the store, maybe a little something from whatever her mother got from her dad’s pension. He wished he were somewhere back in time with Lillian, right before the bad stuff started, wished he could turn back the pages of her biography to where everything still seemed possible.

He could give her a good lot of cash, but that wouldn’t last. You could die in a corner in a small town like this, with no work and no one to buy your house if you needed to get out. Whoever Lillian had bought this place from had no doubt left town riding a delirious drunk: who knows how long it had been on the market. Wherever he worked, he saw two things: flags and For Sale signs. You’d be better off living on a uranium dump and collecting on the class-action suit than being a proud home owner in all the towns he knew.

“Why don’t you guys rent a place somewhere and rent this place out?”

“Who’s going to rent my whole house, Tom?”

“You got a tenant before, you could get a married couple or even a family now. They pay the mortgage and the cost of whatever place you rent.”

“Say I rent somewhere with Mom, and then I can’t get anyone in here? Or worse, they fuck off without paying and bash up the place?” She was waving a green bean on the end of her fork. “It’s better we at least stay somewhere where we know what we owe every month.”

“You’re right,” he said. “It’s just a patch of bad luck.”

“I’m not complaining, Tom. I’m fine.” She folded the bean into her mouth and chewed slowly, looking at him. “You’re worried about me. That’s nice.”

“Well, I am.”

“Thank you.”

They ate for a while in silence. The light outside started to fade. In the forest behind Lillian’s house, the early evening summer light was cutting through the trees, picking out the white skins of the birches, and here and there, thin cedars with bare branches made ribs of light in the air. What kind of effort might be going on for his benefit right now, to keep up appearances, he wondered. And yet, maybe everything would correct itself in the passing of time and Lillian would be okay. Just a patch. She collected the dinner things and went into the kitchen, humming as she stacked the dirty plates, then came out with two bowls of strawberry cobbler with ice cream on top and coffees she’d put whipped cream into.

“You remember all my favorites.”

“I was paying attention.” She sat down and ate the berries out of her bowl with her fingers. “So. Do I have the pleasure of your company tonight?”

“Yes,” he said, but he kept his eyes down.

WITH HIS reassurance that she would not be alone in the night, she brightened, and they went to the couch and shared a bottle of white wine she’d saved. She bought it because it was a dessert wine, this was what the man in the liquor store had told her, and they drank much of the bottle, trying to find the right way to describe the taste. Liquory peaches, perhaps, or sugar cane in cough syrup. She stretched out along the back of the couch and regaled him with tales of her colorfully failed dates and made him laugh at small-town stupidity. She’d made Mount Morris a tolerable home, even if in his dire imaginings it was the site of her decline. He had the disturbing, but drunken, thought that he could go into the basement when Lillian was asleep and somehow bring about her mother’s death. He thought about it while she was talking and he was saying “God, really?” and “right, right,” but he was trying to think of how you would go about such a thing, kill a person. He imagined he could cover her face with a pillow, but remembered that they could figure out it was a murder by the buildup of chemicals somewhere in her body. These were idle thoughts, but garishly compelling. There were probably a dozen solutions to his ex-wife’s troubles.

Then, as if she were reading his mind at some angle, she said, “I’ve always thought it would be very humiliating to be dead. I’ve been to many open-casket funerals, and there’s everyone looking at the body and saying what a good person he was, or how good she looks. I just can’t stop thinking what a terrible thing it would be to have to be dead in front of other people.”

“I understand most people don’t mind.”

“I think it’s worse than being nude in front of strangers. There you are, in this terribly private moment in your life, and everyone is staring at you.” She paused, lengthily, and he wondered if she was thinking of one of those afternoons in a funeral parlor. He’d been in a couple with her, trying not to look at the powdery form lying inert in the box. “People touching you, even,” she said at last.

He leaned forward to refill his glass. She was drunk too, and morbidly philosophical. This is how it went most years with her now: dinner, then too much wine and her mind ticking over into bleak ruminations. Loneliness, infirmity, death. It made him feel like he was back in university, sitting in a circle of people talking about the kinds of things that made them nod a lot and act like they were putting it all together for the first time.

“You must think being born is even more humiliating then,” he said. “There you are, in a compromising position, naked and all.”

“I hadn’t thought of it,” she said.

“It’s a good thing most people are only minors when it happens, or there’d be some arrests. ‘Well, Mrs. Smith, this is how we found’m, both feet up your wazoo. We’re going to take him away for questioning. Officer Jones, swaddle’m.’”

She was looking at him over the rim of her glass. “Are you done? All I was saying is I don’t want anyone staring at me after I’m gone.”

“Okay.”

That seemed the end of the topic for the time being, and he was glad of it. What the hell was she doing thinking about caskets anyway? He leaned over to pick up her glass, but she misread his body language and lifted her face to him and closed her eyes. He kissed her on the cheek. She opened her eyes. “You going to pat me on the head, too?”

“It’s late.”

She pushed herself up against the back of the couch, and when she stood she had to close her eyes to let the blackness fizz up and disperse. “Geeziz,” she said. “Well, let’s go up then.” She held out her hand to him. “C’mon, cowboy.” He took her hand and pulled it toward his mouth and kissed it. Then gave it back to her.

“Maybe I should sleep on the couch here.”

“Me in the bed and you on the couch? I don’t remember it being quite that big.”

“Well, no, it isn’t.”

She stood staring at him, then narrowed her eyes at him and gave him a tiny smile. “You think I’m pathetic.”

“I don’t—”

“You think I’m too pathetic to fuck. Is that it?”

“No, Lillian, you’re not pathetic in the least.”

“Look at me, okay?” She stood square to him, legs apart and fists on her hips. “I’m the most beautiful woman in Mount Morris. You’d have to go all the way to Hornell to find a better-looking woman than me.”

“Maybe all the way to Elmira.”

“I used to be the most beautiful woman in Elmira, too.” She stood in front of him, watching him not move, and she protectively brought the hand he had kissed over her stomach. “So what’s the problem, then?”

“I just think I should stay down here.”

She nodded, fuzzy, trying to figure him out. “So I should stay down here?”

“I don’t think you should, Lillian.”

Now her smile faded. “You here, me there. That’s what you mean?”

“I think so. Listen Lillian, I should have—”

Before he’d finished, she was halfway up the stairs, muttering, instantly sober. He heard a closet door open, and then a shower of bed things rained down over the banister. They came waving down like furled parachutes, and then her face appeared over the railing. She looked flushed, her face glowing a little, like there was a faint light behind her skin. “I don’t beg for sex, Tom!”

“I didn’t mean you—”

“I get laid a lot! Anytime I want!”

“I know you do, Lillian.”

“So I’m a slut now?”

“Let’s . . .” He put his hand over his forehead.

“What.”

“We’re both drunk.”

“So now you draw the line at drunken sluts, huh? You’ve raised the bar for Tom Lumsden. That’s good, you got some class!”

“Now you’re the one not being nice.”

“Nothing’s nice. Go then,” she said, throwing a hand into the air. “Some of tomorrow’s best minds are probably waiting to be photographed by you, a man of good taste.”

He got up to mount the stairs, but she vanished immediately and slammed her bedroom door. He stood at the bottom, collecting his breath, and then he went and pulled the sheets off the floor and the furniture and set them up on the couch. He sat for a while, staring out into the room. It had always seemed a little charmed to him, this thing they had, but now they were finally in the place most divorced couples got to before they split up. Nothing he did now would be right, and that was probably as it should be. But it made him aware, for the first time, that the place they’d been headed after their breakup had always been inevitable, and now they were there. It made him sorrowful to realize it.

He tried to turn his mind to what his day was supposed to be like tomorrow, taking some refuge in his own order. But it was as difficult as keeping his eyes focused. He would have to find some way to give her money—this he’d already decided—but now it was going to be harder. His sample case was still in the car—he’d gone through it before lunch, looking at the orders that had come in from Wilkes-Barre and Stroudsburg. A total of seven schools, and the replies had been good. Since he came by and picked up the envelopes himself (a courtesy that encouraged people to fill out their orders), many folks paid in cash, and there was probably $800 out there. He could send her more later. He wanted to sneak downstairs and visit Mrs. Brant, if only to take an account of what kind of shape she was really in. How much more care would this person need? If he knew that, he’d know a lot. He reached for his glass and rolled the wine around in it, then tilted the remains into his mouth. Crass science, this, making money in order to live. It had killed his father, counting out his days in short piles. No upside in retail, he’d say. Better off betting on the ponies. Retail had killed him, owing seventy cents on the dollar to the supplier, then another twenty-five on rent and payroll. Who can live off five cents? It was a good business, his father would say to him, until the big stores came in. Those guys can hold their breath until you drown.

Tom lay down and turned his back to the cool fabric along the couch’s frame. Tomorrow he’d be going up above the border, to a couple of new schools in Hamilton and St. Catharines, small cities in a part of Ontario they called the Golden Horseshoe, which struck him as the kind of name a place gets called, rather than one it calls itself, like the way they called Wisconsin the Milk Jug of America, or something like that.

He settled himself, tucking the sheets between his knees, and he adjusted the pillow. He could hear the sprinklers on people’s lawns kicking in, a series of syncopated, repeating sounds, like little races going on all around Lillian’s house. He’d grown up in the suburbs of Buffalo, back in the sixties before it had become a joke and they had to spend a lot of money making it sound like everyone was actually really proud of it. But he’d had a lawn as a kid, and the same neighbors throughout his whole childhood, and bike trails only he and his friends knew. Back when his father had been proud to have a little hardware store, the family name LUMSDEN’S arced in gold paint across the front window. Later his father scraped the name off and the store was called just HARDWARE, as if it were the archetype of such a place, and little curls of gold flake drifted around the wooden floors for years after that. It was a safe, circumscribed world. Most of what he knew of all of these places was gone now. That world was still there in its way, but as part of a swelling mass that had chewed up all the neighborhoods and little corners that had seemed so distinct to him as a child, and then as a young man.

His father had died of a heart attack. He’d been opening boxes of bird feed. An insignificant, unscheduled death while alone in the store. For years after, the theme of his father’s death was all that his mother could talk about. The punishment of a good man. “And what does he get for all that?” she’d keen, and Tom would comfort her with cooing sounds and remembrances, but nothing could convince his mother that she wasn’t widow to a universal injustice.

He’d used his father’s death to combat Lillian’s desire for children, saying he didn’t want to sacrifice himself like that. But even without kids, he saw that, like his father, he was himself little more than the groove he was making in the earth. He’d just covered more territory. There was no getting away from the way life spent you, whether you were busy with children or with loneliness.

He hadn’t heard her come down the stairs, and he startled when he saw her, standing at the foot of the couch, her arms crossed over her T-shirt.

“Lillian?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s just that I look forward to seeing you.”

He pushed himself up on his elbows. “Look, I have someone,” he said. “I have someone in my life now. I wanted to say something earlier—”

“I don’t care.” She put her knee up on the arm of the couch and came toward him. “Skootch over.”

He pulled the sheet away from his back and shifted to the edge of the couch, and she tucked herself into the warm space he’d left. She seemed much smaller to him now, as if he could curl up his arm and hold her against his chest like a child. She settled in on her back and reached for his arm and draped it over her belly, then closed her eyes. She smelled of soap. After a couple of minutes, he thought she was going to drift off to sleep, but then she stirred and looked at him.

“Will you take a picture of me?” she said. “You probably don’t have any pictures of me like I am now.”

“Yes,” he said. “Let’s do that. We’ll do it in the morning.”

“No, let’s do it now. I want you to have a picture of me from right now.”

He shrugged and pulled the sheet back. He was so tired that in the near dark he saw a pale strobing in front of his eyes. He had a 35 mm with a fast film in it in the glove compartment of his car; he could take her in the light from the kitchen. He went out front in his bare feet, where the suffused glow he’d seen from inside resolved into the sharpness of street lamps. There were clouds in front of the moon, and a fog obscured the top of the road where he’d turned off the main street and come down past the cemetery earlier in the day. He got the camera out of his glove compartment and went into the trunk to get the money from the cigar box where he kept it. He put the eight hundred into his pocket and went back in.

Lillian was sitting up in the middle of the couch, her legs tucked under her bottom, her hair twisted down over one shoulder. She looked perfect to him then, as she always had when he caught her in an unguarded moment. He switched on the light in the kitchen, then approached her and turned her a little toward him.

“Don’t pose me,” she said. “Just like this.” She sat straight again, and one side of her face fell into darkness.

He brought the camera up to his eye. “You want me to have half a picture of you?”

“You can come back for the other half if it’s not enough.”

He shot a frame and advanced the film, but she got up. “Just one.” She went toward the door to the basement. “Take one of me with my mother as well.”

“Come on, Lillian.”

She stood at the door and put her hand on the knob. Then smiled and backed away. Where she was, the light from the kitchen had flipped her to shadow. It picked up the texture of the skin on her legs and made the edges of her hair glow in a corona of blue-black light. He wanted to take another picture, and he reached for the camera. This could be the other half, he thought, this shape in front of me. But she saw him pick up the camera and said, “Don’t.”

“I’m sorry, Lillian,” he said.

She folded her arms over her chest. “I guess that’s our night.”

“I guess it is.”

“You know, I don’t usually sleep alone. Did I tell you that?” She lifted her eyes into the light. “I go downstairs, or she comes up here. I told her she should just stay up here with me, but she thinks it’s important that I live like an indepen- dent person. Funny, huh?”

He was looking up toward her and squinting a little. His eyes hurt. “What part?”

“That she thinks if I’m alone up here I’m independent.”

“Maybe she’s just respecting your privacy.”

“I like sleeping with her. Does that sound odd? It’s like this is my last chance to have her to myself, just the way I wanted when I was a kid. I cook for her and make her all the things she used to make me, and at night we talk in bed. She tells me stories about myself when I was a little girl. Apparently, I was a fanciful child.”

“See? You’re not alone at all. I don’t even have that.”

“She sleeps with her back against my chest and I can feel her ribs go up and down against the inside of my arm, and I listen to her breathing.”

“That’s nice. Really, it is.”

“That’s something we could have done for each other, Tom. But I guess that didn’t happen.”

“No.” He thought of the money in his pocket.

“Did you ever cheat on me?”

“Why ask me that now?”

“One of the men in the bank liked me,” she said. “He even told me.”

“But you didn’t.”

“I should have,” she said. “But my optimism made me stupid.”

He turned his mouth toward his shoulder and coughed a little and then smiled at her, to show he wasn’t hurt, but he was surprised how much the comment stung him. It had never occurred to him that their breakup was anything more than the result of cross-purposes. He’d never seen it as a failure of hope. “I want you to know,” he said, “that I’ve always come to see you because I wanted to. Not because I thought I should.”

She laughed her high, abrupt laugh and came over to where he was sitting. She leaned down to kiss him and her hair fell over his face as she touched her mouth to his. She said his name. Then she straightened and gestured to the couch. “That thing pulls out, you know. You don’t have to sleep on it like you’re too drunk to go home.” She pushed a chair back in under the table, passing it on her way back to the basement door. “You don’t come to see me out of guilt, Tom. I know that.”

“I don’t.”

“You do it because you still care about me, and that’s much worse.”

WHEN SHE went downstairs, he took the cushions off the couch, and stared at the skeletal frame. It would be six hours to Toronto, and he couldn’t drive it now. It shook him to realize how much he wanted to see Linda. This kind of attachment, that brought with it the foreignness of longing, had never been in his life before. He moved the camera to a side table, its weight in his hand a familiar gravity. Inside it, the last picture of Lillian lay there like a leaf inside a stone. He’d told her everything he thought he could, although he’d come ready to tell her more. But it turned out he hadn’t had the heart to tell her the rest. He hadn’t, until very recently, he realized, had the heart for much, and the cost of that had been another person’s happiness.
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