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For Ye, who now has faith




A Regular Guy




Prologue: Monuments
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He was a man too busy to flush toilets. More than most people Jane had known, he was oblivious to the issuance from his body that might offend. He didn’t believe in deodorant and often professed that with a proper diet and the peppermint castile soap, you would neither perspire nor smell.


This inability, not just to pander, but to see any need to pander to the wishes or whims of other people, was unusual in a man who had political aspirations. It was fortunate, for him, that he was wealthy. Also, he was handsome, so even before his prosperity, he had not been lonely in love. His favorite art was art in the classical mode, particularly public art, in the form of monuments. He was as interested in the Louvre itself as he was in the paintings inside, which, beautiful as some were, and arresting, seemed to him just so many details. If a man wants the face of the earth to look different after his life upon it, he must think on a certain scale.


This afternoon he was taking his daughter to see the Eiffel Tower for the first time. Although he had limited patience for many things, he would never tire of showing places to his children—works, gardens or even states of feeling he had known. Someday, he would show her Italy. Next winter he intended to teach her how to ski. That, for the most part, made up what he believed a father should do for his children: introduce them to the wonders of the world.


And it was true, years later, long after she’d forgotten walking into the powder room while he was talking cross-continentally to his girlfriend too long on the phone, Jane remembered her father’s tall form, riding with her in the crushingly crowded elevator, to the second-to-top landing of the Eiffel Tower, then walking up the metal stairs in his slant way, standing on the top balcony, his longer-than-most-fathers-of-his-day hair whipping against his round forehead, lips pressed together in a kind of patriotic awe, a smile breaking down towards her. That was him. His hair disheveled by wind, his voice raised to be heard over nature, he strode at the very end of the balcony like the mascot on a ship, invested in the future of the world. He was an American industrialist, a believer in the potential accomplishments of state, and, in a way he couldn’t explain, proud. He was her father. And they saw all of the planned city of Paris spread below them.


He whispered, “I’m kind of thinking of running for office. Hey, doesn’t this remind you a little of the Statue of Liberty?”


He had just told her he might run for office. She assumed he meant running for president. It never occurred to her then that the choice would be anyone’s but his.


That evening, in the hotel, he picked her book out of her hands, flipped through and then returned it. “Have you read anything by Abraham Lincoln?” he asked, dismissing the book issued by her old school. “You should read his speeches. I feel I can learn from people like Abraham Lincoln. See, I think it’s individuals who make history.” He paused a moment. “I think sometime when you’re older, you’re going to understand a lot better.”


“Understand what?”


“I don’t know, why I’m so busy. Why I wasn’t always around when you might have wished I was.” He knocked the cardboard cover of her book. “In school you study history; well, Genesis probably made a few of the great inventions of our time.”


“It’s a company.”


“It’s a company but it’s more than a company.” He fixed a look on her. She was too young to break in at the moment an adult would have, to force his own claims upon himself. His eyebrows went the way they did when he was serious. “You’ll understand when you’re older. A lot more about me.


“Here,” he said, on the top landing of the tower, “we’ll remember this.” He pulled out two candy-colored franc notes, big bills, folded one into a paper airplane and sailed it down, over the metal railing. “Now yours.”


“I’m keeping mine,” Jane said.


Over the years, he took her to see the Empire State Building, the Lincoln Memorial and his favorite mountain lodge, built in the 1930s. He showed her Yosemite, his favorite place on earth, save home.


She led him, once, to an old abandoned factory at night.


“You like this?” he said, features like an owl’s. “Why?”


“Never mind,” she said, turning back, face parallel to the ground. She’d found it beautiful, the moonlight on hundreds of half-cracked-out windowpanes.


But he truly was only curious.


He made various thwarted efforts to erect his own monuments. All his life, he was impressed with architects and listened with his head cocked a certain way when they were talking, but each of their collaborations failed because the men he hired fell short of his standards and he did not have the time to direct the projects himself.


He bought a tower once, and he bought an orchard. He also owned a cave in Italy. Usually, he demanded that no statements involving money enter his sphere at all, but because of an odd carelessness of the accountant, Jane had seen a credit card bill on his dressertop. “Grotta,” it said, and then converted a phenomenal amount of lire into eighteen thousand American dollars.


When she asked him about it, his face changed, his lips self-happy, remembering. “That’s where Olivia and I made love one time. We fell asleep on this little haystack right outside the cave. And then while she was asleep, I hid her dress.”


All of these purchases took place when he was living in a drafty up-stairs wing of rooms with a roof that leaked and floors that bloomed fungus and an outside terrace where weeds grew up, cracking the tiles. A colony of bees made their home in a corner of the dining room.


He was not—as she had long hoped—a man inclined to ordinary dwelling.




What Existed, Far Away, While He Never Wondered
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It would take Jane years to reconcile her father with the man she’d grown up imagining, on the strange dark slide into sleep. One long-ago morning, she’d gone with her mother to a post office in a small Sierran town and seen a picture of a very young man, wanted for armed robbery. He appeared delicate and misunderstood in the grainy photograph, fugitive as an angel.


Her mother found her staring forlornly at that picture among the sad gallery. Jane was still a young child, but her face assumed an expression of concealment. For years afterwards, Jane would stare at certain men on streets and try to follow them. Her mother, Mary, would nod sadly and say no, he doesn’t look like Owens at all, because it was the criminal’s young face.


Mary wanted to correct the error, but she’d burned every photograph she had of Tom Owens.


Jane was born in Gray Star, a settlement in remote southeastern Oregon, where her cries were lost in miles and miles of orchards, stilled by a constant, omniscient rain. One of the people who lived in the com munal house drove to town to wire Mary’s message to Owens. Eight days later, she’d heard nothing. Staring out at the endless gray, she wrote a letter to her mother and told her she’d named the baby Jane, the name she’d once given her only doll.


They’d moved many times in the decade since, always because of a man. First there was the one who repaired string instruments and lived with nine cats. He gave Mary a guitar and made a high chair, where he allowed Jane to eat with her hands. Then, for a long time, there was the man who constantly traveled, following the greatest band on earth; he left them a truck, after he’d only begun to teach Mary how to play chords. Then came their months in Seattle, with the man who almost eclipsed Owens because he was beautiful, although he wanted to see them only weekends and said goodbye every Sunday by noon. Though he professed little aptitude for children, he taught Jane to read, because he couldn’t stand the garbled language of toddlers and wanted to rush her to the age of conversation. It was this man who first showed them Owens’ picture in the newspaper. With the small photograph, composed of dots, Mary tried to prove to Jane that her father was not the thief whose face she’d memorized from a post office wall.


In the article, Owens said he was the father of no children.


The city man’s weekends shrunk. He started to come on Saturday morning, still leaving punctually before Sunday lunch. When his visits began at midnight, they moved again. But by then Tom Owens seemed to them the most famous man in the world.


They moved to a place with natural hot springs, where they tried to learn to sit and not think. There, in a mud whirlpool, Jane told a group of children her father was rich.


“And I’m heir to the crown of Curaçao,” a boy replied. Actually, it wasn’t unusual for the children Jane met in communes and ashrams to claim lineage so distant it would be impossible, ever, to trace, while they lived in trailers and trucks, on bare mattresses. She once befriended a family of Hungarian royalty whose only proof was a rare hereditary disease called porphyria. They had never been to school and their mother taught them out of a book of Elizabethan plays and a video of the movie they watched over and over again in their van.


Finally, a woman called Bixter led them to a mountain town, where they lived in a wooden cabin at a camp once operated, during the warm months, by the park service. Most nights, the men built a bonfire and the women cooked, everyone watching the weather, sniffing for the hidden pith of bread that meant snow in the sky.


Jane understood that no place they had ever lived was where they were from. Auburn was the name of that place, and although she’d never seen it, she knew it from her mother’s stories. She drew the one wide Main Street blue with yellow lanterns and ended it in a pink square, where there was a newspaper-and-tobacco shop and a movie palace. She rimmed the town with stunted peach groves and palms full of dates, and set houses in every direction, each with its own yard and fruit-bearing tree. At night, she imagined the town sighing as the sky turned pink, then slowly dark. Jane had seen only one picture, on an old postcard they’d found in a dusty drugstore, showing horses and carriages instead of cars.


Unlike most towns, Auburn had been started by one person who’d had an idea. He had stopped not because the place was beautiful or different. In fact, it so exactly resembled land he’d already covered that only the collapse of his young wife made him stop. She had been called Auburn for the color of her hair, which had grown dark years before. Once she was buried there, he would never leave. Others in his party, however, noticed the kindness of the evening, a faint sweet smell emanating from white flowers in the dark. The man envisioned a clean town, no saloons, where ordinary people could grow their living. Over the next decades, more immigrants arrived, wealthy New Englanders from the long sail around the Horn, midwesterners in covered wagons, off the overland route, and eventually the patient citizens came on Pullman coaches, with modest expectations for the smell of fruit trees wafting through their afternoon rest. By then, Auburn had become an apricot town.


The founder’s daughter declared a swap meet every month, where people brought things found or no longer wanted and gave them to anyone who craved. A weekly clemency was instituted to encourage criminals’ remorse and the return of the stolen to its owners.


Over the years, the swap meet had grown into a dump. Mary sometimes ached, missing the soft blurry start and end to the days in Auburn, the scent of wild rosemary and sudden mint rising from patches of refuse. When she was a child, the farthest she’d imagined going was San Francisco, the City of Clouds, which was no doubt still beautiful and corrupt. Now, though, when she felt far away, it was the homely valley town she remembered.


But when Jane asked if they’d return, she replied, “That cow town? What do you want to go there for?”


Mary di Natali had grown up on an old road in the part of town where overland settlers had built small brick houses like what they’d left, matchboxes on big yards with ancient trees, and lived for generations without the suspense of weather. People kept chicken coops or tied goats to trees. Mary never knew her father, but she had read his forty-three letters, which in small penmanship complained of a ship’s damp cold and relished an imagined future, when he would again be a baker of bread and live his life in front of fire.


Mary’s mother supported herself with her husband’s small bakery. In later years she became famous as far away as Fresno for her wedding cakes that gave a mysterious happiness, caused by a secret ingredient only Mary knew was wildflowers, broken into the batter.


Although she’d never been there, Jane felt she would recognize the dead-end road near the train tracks, where prim brides of all ages stood in line. As a girl, her mother played in white ruffled dresses, with a bow in her hair. These came from the dimestore or Browns’ catalogue, the same as other children’s, but Jane’s grandmother favored the less durable styles.


Mary had never fit in. But in the places Jane had already lived, she’d fallen in with the pack. In the camp, she was a leader, calling out games and rules. Her clothes, like the others’, were muddy colors from being collectively washed. When Jane heard her mother’s stories, she wanted that white dress with the white bow.


“Can’t you write to her and ask if I can have it?”


Mary sighed. “Someday we’ll go back. I don’t want you wearing dresses anyway.” This was an idea she’d heard once from a man and kept because her own childhood dresses had no pockets and she couldn’t collect things except in her skirt, and then her underpants showed.


“By the time we go back, they won’t fit anymore.”


“I’m sure she saved a few. Like the communion dress. That she’ll have.”


Jane’s grandmother had delivered eighteen intricate cakes with small beans in their pale-bellied centers so Mary could have her first communion with a silk dress and her own wedding veil, cut down. Wax orange blossoms held the lace on her head.


“You look just like a little bride,” Phil the milkman had whispered.


It was windy that day and Mary felt so light from fasting, having eaten only paper-thin wafers, that when the old nun led them up a hill by a rope that had hoops for their hands, she believed it was to keep them tethered, to prevent them, in their white dresses, from billowing away.


“Why don’t I get to have a first communion?” Jane asked.


“Because the Pope’s a liar,” her mother said.


Jane’s grandmother silently conducted two hundred and eighty-four weddings in Auburn. She baked the brides’ cakes, wired mortified bees and pressed butterflies into attendants’ bouquets and took the festal photographs. She’d thought about her own daughter’s wedding since the day Mary was born and every year, on her birthday, presented her with a silver knife, fork or spoon to contribute to an eventual nuptial set. When Mary announced that she was moving out to live with Owens, her mother immediately disowned her. She had never liked Owens—not then or later, when he appeared on the covers of magazines—because he didn’t know decent manners.


By then, Mary had become slovenly and lank-haired, a disgrace to her mother, who tried to maintain the standards of a Frenchwoman in Auburn, wearing a permanent bun so no one could have the slightest apprehension of finding a strand of hair in his cake.


“She says she’s from France,” Mary heard them say, behind her mother’s back, “but we all know she’s a Belgian.”


She was Belgian and the dumpman’s daughter.
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Owens and Mary lived together one summer. In September, he went to Harvard. Mary sent him a twelve-inch nasturtium chiffon cake in the mail and received no letter of thanks.


By Christmas, when Owens returned, he renounced all food but rice and beans and the smallest increment of green vegetables. He rented a cheap house near Auburn’s only highway, splitting it with Mary and his friend Frank.


In the house that shook with the rumble of trucks, this was a period of giggling love, repeated chases that ended with her caught on the soft bed, and pancakes for dinner at midnight. But at her job at the dime-store cash register, Mary sometimes cried because she and Owens hadn’t known each other as children. Owens had roamed the family junkyard with his father, looking for car parts. Once, they tore a fender off a wreck for a Caddy his father was working on, and that day, Owens told Mary, he saw a little girl in a white dress and a white bow, walking in a path through the debris.


Mary tried to show him bits of nature, because it was hard to talk after he came back from college. One night, she pulled him to the top of a hill, where, among the ancient, broken oaks, they watched the sunset spill for miles over the valley they’d always known. His eyebrows lifted: he was glad to see. She reached for his hand, but even then he didn’t acknowledge it. The sunset was the sunset, with or without her.


She wanted to get him off alone, somewhere simple and small. Her dreams at that time were always dreams of closure. And he did sometimes say, “Well, maybe if this thing doesn’t work, I’ll just go and live on an apple farm. In the mountains somewhere.”


Owens wanted to establish a business where everyone was young. He had already proven himself unable to work with bosses. He and Frank both had the nightshift now, at the company that employed half the valley. The nightshift was where they put misfits and Mexicans.


Mary got pregnant accidentally, and from the day she told him, he made it clear that her condition held no enchantment.


He was every day up and out of the house by noon. At that time, Owens and Frank were inventing the business that would later make them famous and put their drowsy valley town on the map of the world.
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The last day of her life in Auburn, Mary did the unthinkable and burst in on him at work. She had never been to the place where he and Frank planned their empire, because it was the basement of Owens’ parents’ house. She’d expected test tubes, Bunsen burners, petri dishes, chemicals, wires, smoke and possibly a conveyor belt, but instead she found Frank whistling “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad” while Owens stirred his beans and rice on a hot plate. The only evidence of scientific activity was an open ruled notebook with penciled equations. The rest of the basement seemed to be a woodshop.


“Owens,” she said, “we’ve got to decide what to do.”


He lifted his hands to a loose position of prayer while Frank climbed the stairs.


“You can stay, Frank,” Owens called, but the whistling became fainter and then they heard the door bang.


“I can’t have a baby now, Mare.” With one cupped hand, he touched her hair. He couldn’t give her anything in words, and this wouldn’t count. His voice built the last wall, but for a moment, Mary closed her eyes and basked. Her neck weakened and the weight of her head fell to his hand. It had been a very long time since he was kind to her. But it occurred to her that she would have to choose, between him and his child.


“I’ve just started something,” he whispered. “It’s brand-new. I’ve got to give it time.”


“I’m starting something too.”


“I didn’t ask you to get pregnant.”


“But now it’s happened and we have to deal.”


Their fight escalated until he threw the beans at her. He noticed, as she walked away with the mess on her shirt, that her breasts had become large. The only vanity he’d ever suspected in her was the tendency to wear tee shirts backwards. Some girls in high school said she did it to show off her figure, but he knew now that was a lie. Mary was guileless.


Mary had been pregnant at nineteen with the bewilderment she still carried like a halo of bees. She had gone with her predicament and asked strangers for advice, as if carrying the small globe of her life and offering it to them. This made a mission of a youth that had previously lacked direction. Mary kept asking until she found someone to tell her yes.


She had her tea leaves read by an old woman near the railroad tracks, who told her that life is a long time and good-for-nothing young men are always abundant, plenty to pick from, like weed flowers. The milkman’s daughters, who went to church every Sunday, their heads covered by thin veils of spiderwebs, whispered the ingredients of remedies to flush out the mistake.


Only one person said yes: a Taoist priest who lived on a high ridge of the coastal range, eclipsed half the day and all the night in fog. He had not mastered English and he only said, “Child is miracle,” but that was enough to start Mary on the journey that led her to seek refuge on a communal apple farm in southeastern Oregon, where everyone was responsible for cleaning up and every meal included apples.


Forever after, Jane’s mother blamed the Taoists, because the priest never sent even the smallest check to help.


Owens visited them once, in the mountain camp that finished the first decade of Jane’s life. He came at night, while she was asleep, and Jane remembered the visit afterwards as in a silver dream. She’d heard the racket of a car and felt the milky heat of headlights, but then she rolled over and fell into an embracing sleep like a spot of kinder water in a lake or the first sensation of warmth when she wet the bed.


He and Mary hauled Jane up, opening her from a curled position. He spread her across his outstretched legs, measuring. Mary tilted down to the floor with a candle. Mary had always believed her daughter was a rare beauty, and she had a mother’s pride.


Owens put his fingers on Jane’s knee, through a hole in her green stretch pants. For a long time, those pants had been her favorite thing; they had once been yellow.


“She has your forehead,” Mary said, pulling back her daughter’s bangs, to show.


They did that all night, isolating a part of her anatomy and saying it was one of theirs or the other’s. And they both looked at her with wonder, because she was a physical marvel—the only thing they had in common now and could agree on.


They played a game on the floor, drawing a grid with their fingers in the dust.


“I’m five ahead of you and eight ahead of Mom,” Jane said, grabbing her feet and rocking her small body. Jane competed avidly, sucking her hair for inspiration, shrieking when she won. The score finally finished with him first, Jane second, her mother far behind. And that seemed to settle them all.


The next morning, the floor was swept and there was no trace of him, except the stack of new, unbent money on the kitchen table. It was late but the air still felt early, thin and cool with a lace of frost, as if they had confessed and all was forgiven, for a little while. Jane couldn’t remember what he looked like.


Mary believed she’d finally found the cure for love: she’d become more Owens than he was. Passing wishes he’d mentioned were her life. She really had lived on an apple farm.


There was another man now, Mack Soto, who had two boys of his own and a fat short wife who had once been petite. He gave Mary white-bordered photographs of his sons, and from then on, Mary made sure to have Jane’s picture taken in a machine booth every season, and she sent these to Owens, with Jane’s age penciled on the border.


Mack drove to the wintercamp one night a week, while his wife had her book club. His coming made a party. They lit candles and drank long ribbons of brandy, which tangled in Jane’s stomach, her arms and legs loosely knotted, like a doll she’d once seen, held together with rubber bands.


In the deep middle of one night, they sent her outside to walk. She put on her jacket, jammed her hands in the pockets.


“It’s safe out there, isn’t it?” she heard her mother say, behind the door.


Mack’s voice slowed, stony and arrested, in a permanent state of nostalgia. “I used to walk with my grandfather here when I was a boy.” He told them what he’d already told his sons, but his sons never listened fully because while he talked their mother rolled her eyes.


There was noise that was branches swaying, pine.


“We’re lucky he has no girl,” Mary had said. “He always wanted a girl. She did too, I suppose.” The fat short wife who had once been petite took to bed when her second son was born. She got up again two months later wanting no more children and refused to let him touch her, except to rub her head.


Jane and Mary were always like this, knowing intricate stories about other people while the other people knew nothing about them, not even that they were alive. Jane wondered if her father understood how they ran out of money and worried what they would eat. The time he came in the middle of the night and they played checkers on the dusty floor, she asked for his phone number. He shrugged and said, “You already have it.” She made him write it again, with his finger on the floor, but it was only the number of a phone at an office and other people answered; they sometimes left five messages and still didn’t hear.


Jane walked the long road, her shoes so soft the bottoms of her feet felt pine needles. Stars touched the tops of her hands like bites, and trees on both sides drew up tall, tilting. She pulled the caps off acorns with her fingernail and chewed the bitter green meal.


She was drunk too. Her mother didn’t like to leave her out and Jane craved the taste of liquor, like harsh dissolved candy. She fingered uncurled pine cones in her jacket pocket to steady herself under the close stinging stars.


Beneath trees taller than any cathedral, Mack had walked with his grandfather quietly.


She ended up shivering and vomited, heaved out like an animal, then, cold, curled up by the side of the dirt road. Her mother came later, scratching the ground with a flashlight, her slippers whispering and the red wool plaid robe itchy when she gathered Jane in her arms.


“Look,” she said, turning Jane to the millions of small stars, which seemed to fleck the sky with chalk. “Do you believe in God?”


“Yes,” Jane said cautiously, as if she’d guessed the right answer but didn’t know why.


Mack’s feet hung blunt off the edge of the bed, pointed stiff, like a butcher animal’s. She had touched the hoof of a hanging cow once—it was dry like that.


The next morning, the liquor woke them hard and early. Mack was gone and there was no money on the table, only white cinching rings where glasses ate the wood near drops of candle wax.


Jane could tell from the rhythm of Mary’s heels on the floor, her steps wound tighter than what usually meant mother. Her orbit went smaller and smaller, cranked erratic wishes, steps of a carousel, the bed exhaling a final puff of hate.


She lay down for a long time without anything, looking into the repeating wood of the walls, her circle shrunk to the size of a pineknot. She said her hands felt fizzy, hard to move. “I give up, you win,” she said, not to Jane.


All day, they never left the cabin’s one room. But the outside lured Jane. Bright-colored insects ticked against the screens, high pines slowly waved.


“Can we get something to eat? I’m hungry.”


“Mom, do you want me to bring you a glass of water?”


“When are you going to get up?”


There was never any answer, only the breathing, the snagging torn breath that seemed to fill not only the space of the small cabin, but time itself, with hooks and debris.


Jane watched the green day tempting, effervescent, behind the screen. But she couldn’t live without her mother. On the sheet, Mary’s saliva formed a coin. Jane touched it—it smelled metallic—and fell in.


It seemed hours they lay there, turning on the sour sheets. The busy optimism of the world passed. They heard the habits of civilization roll by, the important weight of semis, rushing the highway, delivering food and milk to apartment dwellers on patios in distant cities, and the whistles and confetti shouts of children outside.


Mary and Jane had always been different anyway. They never read the newspaper or heard radio—they couldn’t keep the daily habits when they tried, and often were slow and late.


As the noises outside leapt and grew, Jane discovered the suspended pleasure of resignation.


Her mother woke, rubbing her own head. “I can’t anymore,” she said, smiling down haplessly, the way the man had said to her, on his hands and knees when their affair was young, “I can’t help it,” and the same way he had said, the night before, “She knows everything and she’s forgiven me.”


“Do you want me to go outside?” Jane asked.


The mother nodded, her eyes wise now as miles of travel.




The Driving Child
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Bixter owned an old black pail she used for everything. While Mary took the Greyhound bus to her mother’s funeral, Bixter and Jane scoured the woods with it for wildflowers to make a pie.


“Won’t it be bitter?” Bixter asked.


“We sugar them,” Jane explained.


They washed the frail petals in rainwater, let them dry on a screen in the breeze. Then they mixed them with eggs, milk and a dust of nutmeg, and poured it all into the crust. This was the first time Jane had ever been away from her mother.


When the smell from the tiny oven rose, Bixter said, enigmatically, “A crust must be made in the morning.”


“Why. Why can’t it be made in the afternoon?”


Bixter frowned. “Because of the air.”


Jane would remember that all her life. While somewhere in cities children were chanting the names of all the presidents in order, the collected odd convictions of solitaries became Jane’s education.


Two days later, they heard Mack’s car outside. Mary burst in the door just as the sky cracked and rain started. Mack had cried, she told Jane. “He was so big and he cried.”


“If it wasn’t for the kids,” he’d said.


Sunday, Mary stayed in bed and a pink cup of coffee floated before her. They hadn’t eaten anything for days now, since the tart pie of flowers. Jane stood in the cool air like a statue, holding the cup. Clouds outside meant evening. Mary sat up on the bed and sipped, then began to move. The world was soft, as it always was when she first rose late in the day. Perhaps here hid the lush secrets of indolence, but that was knowledge she couldn’t use. She collected the candles, saving the wax in an old milk carton.


They drove out to Tastee-Freez, half an hour away. Back at the wintercamp, women were boiling root vegetables with seaweed, but they sat at a table on the tar lot, cluttered with dry spills and autumn flies. The highway spread serene, lavender, the land quieting, tall grass blurry at the top. They ate hamburgers, warm grease darkening their yellow wrappers, and drank malteds, thick and hard to suck through flimsy straws. Jane stuck her fingers in and licked off the sweetness. She never used knives and forks, and Mary blamed the long-ago violin maker, who’d let her eat with her hands.


Time returned to Jane’s body, drop by drop, through the straw. Tomorrow would be school again, the bus. She put one hand between her rump and the metal bench. Her mother would write a note. The teacher would nod once and take the scrap of paper without reading it, put it in her left top drawer. The teacher was used to children from the camp; most of them fared poorly in school and, like Jane, came for the chocolate milk they gave out. Jane had never met her grandmother, but now it was as if some clock far away that was always ticking for her had stopped. Even as long as she’d been gone, ten days, going back to school didn’t frighten Jane. They did the same things every day anyway. The minutes passed slowly, as if they were sorting sand into its constituent elements: granite, crystal, lava.


When her hand fell asleep, she blew on it.


Mary watched her daughter with exhausted relief. Jane was not a sensitive child, she was not. She was mainly this—eating with her fingers, slowly, after thirty hours of dizzy hunger, without regular days or school. This was the way she knew happiness, her foot on the bench, the other heel kicking metal, the bite of wet gold-brown meat against the cold.


Mary’s own childhood had been all rules: napkins at table, a dessert served on flowered china, with her glass of milk. She’d wanted anything but the sameness of that house, though now when her mother was gone she missed it.


A highway-side wind slipped in her sleeves and touched her ribs, shivering her. They both wore old soft clothes. “Honey, I’m going to send you to your dad,” she said. “I’d take you myself, but I can’t. I just don’t think I can.”


Her daughter knew when not to say anything. But she pulled her knee closer, softening a scab with her tongue. “I don’t even know him,” she finally said.


A train horn started too far away to see. Her mother’s round face looked out into distance. “You met him that once.”


“Was at night. I don’t remember.”


“He’s got a house and all now. And a lotta lotta money. He’s an important man down there. He might even be governor someday. Governor. Wouldn’t you like to be the governor’s daughter?”


Jane tried to keep her top lip straight. “No.”


“Yes you would. Later, you would.” Mary sighed. She unclasped her purse and gave Jane final money for two swirled ice cream sundaes with nuts. “I’m going to teach you to drive.”


The only car they had was a truck and it was old.


Teaching Jane to drive took a long time. She stopped going to school. As the fall progressed, they absorbed themselves in the nesting of the truck. Mary fitted pillows to the seat, sewing telephone books in between padding and basting on a slipcover, so Jane sat fifteen inches above the cracked vinyl. They had to strap wood blocks to the brake and gas and clutch pedals, so Jane’s feet could reach. But the blocks slid and they couldn’t trust the straps and they finally borrowed a drill from the Shell station and attached the wood with deep barnum screws. Never once did Mary call Mack, although his long letters arrived every day, small forlorn script in blue ink on yellow lined paper.


“They’re probably having some bad times,” Mary said, “but little contentments too, I suppose.” The two of them were silent, reverent to the idea of marriage, the boys, Mack and the fat, displeased wife sitting down to supper around one table. They perched high in the truck eating Arby’s, down the block from his house, where a strangled tricycle waited in the driveway.


“He says she’s on a diet.” Mary read from the letter. Mack used to tell them stories about his wife’s weight. When I married her she was a wisp of a thing, he’d said softly.


“Remember the time she ate the big zucchini?” Jane said. Once, he’d made a week’s worth of stuffed zucchini, a huge oversized squash as big as an arm, and she’d come in after her book group and scarfed it all down.


“She tries to diet and then gets mad at herself.” Mary pondered. “She should just accept that’s the way she is.”


The fixing of the seat took six days, sewing, adjusting the padding so the phone books wouldn’t slip and the sides rose up to enclose Jane. Fortunately, the truck’s long stick shift was easy for her to reach. Mary taught a little every day and tested Jane. Where is the choke? Okay, do it. Lights, brights, wipers, emergency brake. They fixed the broken back window with tape and a piece of cardboard. Mary sealed the seams with clear nail polish.


Then the real lessons started. They went on an old road, columns of trees on both sides, straight as far as they could see. They practiced starting, the gradual relay of clutch and gas. Jane found the brake again and again until it was easy. When the car sputtered and died on the late-afternoon road, no one knew.


Clouds bagged huge and magnificent.


In the rosy, cricket-loud dusk, Jane pedaled and shifted, as naturally as the woman they’d seen once playing the organ in an empty church.


Mary made her do it all again with her eyes closed, which was like swimming in rain.
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Braids, piecrusts, flowers in a vase, require talents that yield only themselves, nothing more than those passing pleasures. But Mary didn’t have the knack. She’d asked people fifty times to show her how to braid, and she still couldn’t do it deftly. Jane’s braids always looked uneven, at once too loose and too tight. Girls who lived in town with their grandparents came to school with braids like this, to keep the hair off the face. Only the young mothers seemed to understand that girls need a little flair, like the girls far away on television.


On Thanksgiving, Jane sat on the end of the mattress while her mother brushed her hair straight up from her head, pulling it tight, then braided it into a basket around her ears. She dressed Jane warmly, with two pair of socks in her new shoes. The truck seat was packed with a grocery bag, Jane’s clothes, her bear and her old shoes. They’d quarreled over those shoes; they had holes in the soles, and Mary wondered what people would think of her, sending a child with shoes like that, as if these same people would accept it as perfectly normal to send her in a truck over mountains.


“What do you care?” Jane had argued. “I need them.”


Mary rolled down the top of the grocery bag, with Jane’s four Twinkies, Fig Newtons, an apple and a banana.


Then everything was done. Jane’s braids were tight and her scalp still felt as if someone were pulling her up by the hair. She sat on the bed, hands clutching under the mattress.


Her mother knelt on the floor. She slid off Jane’s left shoe and rolled down the double sock. Then she took a breath and lined her words along one edge, her attempt to be firm. She felt it was necessary to warn Jane about life’s dangers.


“Now, I’m giving you money,” she said without smiling. “That’s twenty, forty, seventy. And one, two, three, four, five ones. That’s a lot of money, do you hear?”


Jane noticed that her mother kept no dollars for herself, and this frightened her.


“Don’t, whatever you do, let anyone see you when you take that out.” Her mother folded each bill into a small triangle, like a flag, and put them in the bottom of her sock. She pushed the shoe on over Jane’s heel, tied the laces and patted it finished.


“Get just what you need. Because it was hard to save that. And here.” She pulled the special undershirt over Jane’s chest. She’d sewn in a pocket to hide her ring—as proof. Years ago, Owens had given her the ring, hidden inside a cherry pie. She’d sent him pictures of Jane every season, but he had never acknowledged them so they couldn’t be sure.


They watched the sky change, waiting. Finally, stars glittered against black, and Mary clapped a hat on Jane’s head. With the hat and the height of the telephone books, no one would see Jane was a child.


Mary fixed a glass of coffee the slow way and fed it to Jane with a spoon, as she had when Jane was a much younger child. From the first taste, Jane knew her mother had used the last sugar.


“Now I don’t want you to go.” Mary laughed a little.


“I don’t want to go either,” Jane said, her hands lifted, soft on her mother’s shoulders.


“But it’s the best thing, my little paw. He’ll have a house and you’ll get your own bedroom. He’ll probably buy you your own bike.”


For a moment, Jane lapsed to imagine. She’d seen a television show once where children ran around an obstacle course hammering bells, winning a prize with each ding. But in less than a minute, Jane went from being someone who’d always wanted many things to someone for whom prizes, if they rained on her now, came too late. “I won’t have a mother,” she said plainly, as they walked under the high cloudless sky.


“But you had me. And we’ve always had a better relationship than I had with my mother, ever. You can remember that I went as long as I could for you. And I always will love you, wherever I’m sitting.” They stopped at the truck. “If I had the money I’d buy you a little locket you could have around your neck.”


“I’ll get one someday.” For a long time already, Jane assumed she could do things her mother only wished for.


“And it’ll be from me. Whoever pays.”


In a tree above the truck, Jane saw an owl, stiffly lurching. She pressed closer to her mother, listened to her heart like the far sound inside a shell and felt the pull of an empty immensity, the attraction of wind, the deep anonymous happiness of sleep. “I want to stay with you.”


“No,” her mother said, separating their bodies, the way a lover might.


Through the window, her mother pulled on the truck’s lights, illuminating the invisible before them, and Jane had the sensation of being pushed, as she had been years earlier, trying to learn to ride a bike. In no time at all, she was down the road, wobbling until she caught her balance, past her mother, the cabin contracting in the small rounded mirror. She stopped the truck, leaned out the window and cried, “Mama!”


Her mother’s choked voice echoed back through trees. “Go on ahead, Jane. Go now.”


Jane drove. Her mother had taught her patiently and well, at dusk while others ate their supper. Jane saw her own leg, long for a ten-year-old, reaching the wooden block pedal, and she thought of her mother and the man who was her father marveling over her parts and understood, for the first time, this is why. The world seemed for a moment to have become clear, and remarkable uses for her brow, arms, cheekbones and widow’s peak would soon become apparent: she could use them to cross mountains, to collapse distance and to fly back in time.


She rounded a curve and felt herself flying already—sitting so high in the truck she could feel the velocity and whistling air—but her hands without her steered the wheels back into chronological time and she drove down a long simple road. Her mother’s pencil-drawn map lay on the seat next to her. She was traveling west, with an old sense of which way west was.


The envelope labeled Owens poked into her side. “I better safety-pin it on,” her mother had apologized.


Jane understood she was driving at night so shadows would conceal her childhood. Her mother had put her to bed six afternoons, waking her late and leading her on stumbling walks outside, to prepare her dreams for daylight and accustom her eyes to the dark.


There was no heat or radio in the truck, there never had been, and the sounds that entered through cracks were sounds of the world repairing itself in its sleep. Animals moved in the distance, water seeped somewhere invisible, and there was the etching work of wind on branches, ticking. Jane listened to the sounds people almost never hear and forgot about driving and then snapped erect at attention when she caught herself swinging hammocklike into the lurching swoon of sleep. She opened the window and drove rigid, eating the air.


No one passed but, twice, mile-long semis, and then it was just clutching the wheel hard, through an arc like an amusement park ride, the noise so whole it carried you in it. And it wasn’t up to her if it let you down again or not. But it did and she was still there, her teeth chattering loose, the truck wobbling on the plain dark road.


For the rest of her life, moments from that night would rise into Jane’s memory to haunt and enchant her, though the sequence of the drive itself remained a mystery, so that finally she could only claim what her great-grandmother had once said after lifting a Ford off the junkyard ground to save her only child’s back: “I don’t know how I did it. I couldn’t do it now again if you paid me.”


Jane wanted to stop and lie down in the seat, but she was afraid of day: if she couldn’t make herself wake up. She had the clock, she could put it by her ear or inside her shirt on her chest. She decided to pull over and eat just one Fig Newton. That would help. But it tasted dry and strong; she didn’t really like them without milk. Water from the round canteen tasted metal, sticking to the back of her teeth. She finally let herself sleep, holding the clock against her chest, then woke with a start and it was only a quarter hour. On her knee she had a scab. She picked it off and ate it, liking the tough opening taste of blood.


Her mother had warned her not to let the gas go down to empty. She had painted a red line on the glass gauge with fingernail polish. But now the needle was hovering below and there was no filling station. When Jane felt frightened, she pulled on the wheel and made herself sit up straight. “I will always sit up straight from now on,” she told herself.


She made numerous promises to any God that night. By the end, she’d promised her whole life away to goodness.


Later, the road widened and she stopped at a ten-bank gas station, got her money out and put on her hat. She was trembling and her knee jumped when the man came over to help her. He was an old man and small.


“Fillerup?”


She handed him one of the twenties.


“Okeydokey.”


She picked a scab from her elbow, watching. When he put the hose back in its slot she drove away. That was done.


At one point, Jane began singing all the songs she knew, the night everywhere around dimensionless and still beginning, and she came to understand that she knew very few songs, and of those she remembered only one verse and a scattered mess of words with spaces between. Most were from camp meetings and she despised them. After “The Farmer in the Dell,” she tried the Beatles songs her mother liked to hum.


She did numbers then—picturing them, the line, the carry-the-one—and for a while she named the things she knew. Capitals lasted nine states, history was little better, and she remembered only the first two lines of a poem she’d once had to memorize: “By the shore of Gitche Gumee, By the shining Big-Sea-Water . . .” She now understood the point of memorization. Rhymes and numbers and state capitals and presidents could keep you out loud at a time like this. All Jane knew was what she hated.


But she had been doing other things while her classmates chanted their gradual multiplication tables. In the tree hollow she had placed seven acorns, unfitted their hats and sprinkled each with salt: that was for Mack to come back with her mother. She’d made offerings too for weather and the end of weather. She didn’t plan. Each commandment came complete, sometimes in school, and she had to obey. One time, she took a nest down and put in the three broken parts of her mother’s sparkly pin. These were her small duties that guaranteed nothing. Only, if she did not do them, it could be worse.


She drove that night in a straight line, through storm, the crack of lightning, trees of white, sheets of water dividing, spray on both sides, and it came to her that she had passed into the other world, where her mother was dead. Jane felt sure her mother was going to die, because that was the only reason she could imagine they had to be apart: her mother so pretty and, everyone always said, so young. “Yeah?” Mary questioned, with a strange expression, whenever Jane reported a compliment. Mary didn’t trust people talking about them. She felt always alert to the possibility that they were making fun of her.


Jane had never had a death yet. Mary had told how she’d leaned down and kissed her mother in the coffin. And Jane had the picture now of her mother dead. She would be dead the same way she had been a thousand times on the bed, sleeping, the way her face went, lying down, everything draped from her nose. Jane started crying for herself because she didn’t even get to kiss her mother.


In the beginning, more things were alive: plants felt, something commanded, creatures lived in the sky. The morning after her trip to her father, she woke up in a hole of dirt, her mouth full of stones, her hands smelling for a long time of gasoline.


The most terrible and wondrous experience in Jane di Natali’s life was over by the time she was ten, before she’d truly mastered the art of riding a bicycle.


Dawn began long before light. There was less in the air. Sooner than she expected, the first turn came.


She thought again of her acorns and what she’d forgotten. She was supposed to glue the caps back on over the salt, but they had no glue. This was to be sure Mack Soto helped her mother in time. Last night, this lapse made her wince, but now it seemed nothing, a breath on air. She understood she would never believe in her childish powers again.


The sky was lightening in thick bands of color. Highway signs worked. She would find his house today. And she would discover the town she had been promised since she was born. She would use signs and numbers and songs of outside now. But she would have to learn them, system by system, in a new school.


For the first time, Jane wondered who built the roads and if there was one person sprawled somewhere, as she had on the floor with her crayons, and drawn the whole world, plotting the highways, and then how that one person got the people to build them and where would the money come from and was that person God when he made the lakes and the dry land or was it the President. They were still building new highways all the time. That was what those striped mixing trucks were that you sometimes got stuck in back of at a traffic light. One of them had dropped a glop on the road where she went to school and kids ran up to write their names with sticks and put their handprints forever in the sidewalk. There in the mountains was an uneven corner with the imprint of Jane’s smaller hand.


When she finally saw the town, it was alive with order. A flock of children walked in sunlight to their everyday school. Men sat outside a tobacco shop, reading newspapers. It had all been going on without them.


Then, at a corner, she saw the man she recognized from the picture long ago, wearing a brown uniform. Against all orders, she stopped the truck and jumped out.


He seemed to be delivering a dolly of milk crates, cartons of different whites and a few chocolate.


“Do you know me?” she said.


He shrugged, smiled and said, “No hablo inglés,” then walked on.


After her drive, when she became a passenger again, she always buckled her seat belt without being asked. Danger had little allure for her, no music. In fact, she seemed to retain almost no desire for her earlier life: the whisper of a dawn wind, the cold promise of an autumn moon over the High Sierra, when all the tourists have gone home and woodsmoke spikes the air and the ones who are left are those you will know your childhood with. Her only remnant of nostalgia seemed to rise with inclement weather. Storms reminded her of the years when she inhabited a larger region. Less than a forest but in every way different from a home.


Then she would find herself—no coat, no umbrella, soaked shoes—running across roads, darting and slanting, daring cars, gauging the density and smear of headlights. She yearned to live unsheltered again and to recognize: This rain is the voice of the world. When teeth chatter and the body shivers beyond control, this is the real cold, the real hunger.


In the mountains, she had eaten her scabs. It was a habit she could never quit.


Here, she vowed to become normal. She would walk right up to her father’s door and knock.




The Proposal
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Noah Kaskie was not satisfied with his musical education. He wished he’d paid more attention in elementary school when his music teacher had played Bach’s Little Fugue in G minor. Her heels had lifted out of her shoes as she conducted along with the record.


Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, Owens had told him that. He probably also knew who made the compact disk.


Noah shook his head. Even in fifth grade, it seemed he was supposed to know more than he did. He’d been afraid to ask the simple questions. And opera. Noah knew almost nothing about opera.


He always meant to take a music appreciation class, but he was busy right now and life was life, so when Noah bought a new tape, he listened to it eight or ten times until he could whistle the melody. He vaguely remembered the music teacher doing this, lifting the needle back to the same passage to identify theme and variations. She played the same recording for the entire spring; at the end, the class took a bus to hear it at a concert. The Alta Concert Hall had two beautiful curving stairways. Worried, Noah’s parents had wanted to send his older sister along with him. But Noah had insisted on going alone. His same friends who gave him a lift every day in school carried his chair up the grand stairs. Dressed up and scrubbed, though, for the first time they seemed solemn, like little pallbearers, as if only here they realized he was different.


Noah felt better when he was teaching himself something. Now he was listening to the clarinet concerto for the eleventh time while he checked over a graduate student’s dissection. “Caviar,” he said. “Now I’m going to filet it. Watch.”


A zebra fish egg was only slightly larger than a pinhead. Kaskie pulled out a hair from his eyebrow. He attached the one hair to a tool the rough dimensions of a matchstick and proceeded to cut the embryos with this homemade knife. Under the microscope, the mutant cells were elegant, like winter trees.


The next thing Noah knew, Owens was filling the doorway. It was nine o’clock in the morning. Owens seldom called ahead. He liked to just drop in. Noah suspected one of the things Owens found comforting about him was that he was so easy to find. He hovered over another minute dissection, and Owens seemed happy to wait. Owens liked the atmosphere of the lab. Its equipment and cheap furniture and productive messes made him think of an artist’s loft. Mozart, was it? Mozart.


A young man of indeterminate European origin stood in the corner, staining pieces of embryo with an antibody that recognized proteins expressed when the cells began to turn into a brain. Europeans generally intrigued Owens. This one turned out to be from Denmark.


“I’ll make you coffee in a sec,” Noah said. Though he often wanted to do things for Owens, he seldom let you.


“Or we could walk to the Pantheon.”


“I’ll make it here. And even breakfast.” Noah rubbed his hands. “Caviar. Sweetbreads upstairs. No, seriously.” In the lab and at home, he had elaborate setups for coffee, all the paraphernalia, the apparatus of an addiction. His cups and tin measure were not fancy. But he bought his dear beans from Switzerland, at seven ninety-nine a pound. A luxury, but one he’d long ago deemed essential to his daily contentment. He measured the beans and then measured the water. Precision, Noah believed, made all the difference in both cooking and science; the difference between the mediocre and the sublime was often a matter of proportion. Coffee involved a whole chain of procedure, and every day it came out a little different, with new complexities. In a life without sex, you had to guard your few pleasures and relish them.


Noah had been told many times that he had good hands, the highest compliment for a young scientist but revealing the paradox of the career, for the further you go in biology, the less time you spend doing experiments with your own hands. He was already thirty-one and had been doing this job for three years.


“Smell,” he said, holding the grinder up to Owens’ face.


“Good,” Owens conceded.


Kaskie began his measurements for the oatmeal. But Kaskie was never completely Kaskie with Owens there. He was a Kaskie minus or a Kaskie added to. Possibly because Owens had the air he often carried of being either in a hurry or bored or not particularly happy doing what it was you were causing him to do, Noah, who’d made this same breakfast every morning for six months, now dutifully read the instructions on the side of the tin. They called for salt, which he never used, but he grabbed some sodium chloride and added it. He made the oatmeal on a burner and heated up maple syrup over another flame, putting the whole glass jar in boiling water. In his own way he was hospitable. He had two mugs, which he used when alone for oatmeal and coffee, and so, with Owens here, he would serve oatmeal first, wash the mugs, and then make coffee.


Noah believed he’d discovered the breakfast he would eat for the rest of his life and serve his wife and children, when he had them.


When he served the cereal at last, after stirring the dented pot for half an hour, Owens flustered him by refusing maple syrup. The whole secret of Noah’s oatmeal depended upon hot maple syrup.


Owens took a bit of the oatmeal on the end of his spoon, closed his mouth around it, testing. “This is very salty,” he concluded. His eyebrows formed the broken line they often made in judgment. He was a man used to judging.


Probably he judged in bed, Noah thought, moving a-jitter in his mistake, realizing at that moment that the combination of salt and hot maple syrup was noxious.


“I’ve got an idea,” Owens said, setting his mug down on the counter. “Let’s walk to Café Pantheon.” For Owens, walking formed a necessary element of conversation between friends. He liked seeing the land, smelling it, appreciating trees. The other kind of talking, across a table, sitting down, with its inherent filterings and concentration—that to him was business, and it was impossible not to negotiate, to somehow want to get more. He understood this, so with his friends often suggested an activity to put him in motion. Owens was tall, long-legged, and his pace exceeded most people’s. But he and Noah in his chair were evenly matched.


“I’ll take you out for some breakfast.” Owens’ voice lowered, kind but authoritative. He seldom restrained himself from clearly stating his desire, regardless of its intensity. In his life, he hadn’t seen many reasons to defer. And it was probably a pleasure, however minor, to convince others to follow his whims.


On the way out, Noah stopped to give instructions to the young Dane. They were not yet trying to find the gene that caused their mutant but were still tracing the signals to find the tissue next door. Louise would do an in situ hybridization, with fish that had no eyes, if she wasn’t too busy with her damn flies. The amount of DNA from the four-hour-old embryo was so small it would have to be amplified, using a procedure called PCR.


PCR changed the world, Noah thought.


Outside, they had to pass a row of animal rights protesters. “Did you get the polio vaccine?” Noah shouted, a taunt particularly jarring, he noticed, for the dumber ones, whose eyes flickered as they wondered if he had polio. Oops, he just remembered that Owens’ girlfriend, Olivia, was involved with animal rights now, something to do with Latin American parrots.


“Hey, why don’t you ever get any women biologists from Denmark in your lab?” Owens asked. Because he was seldom outside at this time of day, he associated morning hours outdoors with love. In the first few months with Olivia, he’d snuck away from the office for picnic lunches in the hills. Not many CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, he thought, made love on the ground before noon.


There was a particular smell of bark the ground released when, later, it was going to be hot. Owens walked through the fields of palm and live oak in the hiking boots he’d been wearing whenever he wasn’t in a suit for the last five years. Kaskie wondered how he kept them clean. A strange thing they had in common. One thing about a chair: shoes stay new.


“Or do you know any French female scientists? Sort of like Madame Curie?”


“I haven’t met many Marie Curies.”


“Have you ever seen a picture of her? Oh, Kaskie—God, she was beautiful.” Owens’ voice had reverence and heartbreak, as if he was talking about a whole era of life from which he would be forever excluded: mothers seen from outside windows, bending down over tables, cleaning for love. “You’ve got to see her. I’ll show you a picture.”


“Not my type.” Noah smiled. It was like Owens to want to show you things. This impulse led to some graces. He was always willing to see a movie again, if he could introduce you to it. As Owens often told the same stories without remembering, Noah thought it was interesting that his opinions didn’t change. But he and Owens never agreed on women. Except Olivia, who, as luck would have it, happened to be Owens’ girlfriend, since Owens had the corner on luck.


“Well, Olivia’s pretty pretty,” Noah said.


Owens sighed. “I wish she’d do something with her life.”


Though Olivia was undeniably beautiful, Noah tried not to envy Owens. He’d known her for years and secretly believed she wasn’t that smart. This didn’t prevent him from being half in love with her. It was distinctly possible to be in love with a woman and also find her faintly stupid. But it enchanted him that Owens would choose Olivia and then expect her to have some sort of heroic career. Even among friends as close as Noah and Owens, it was important that each man be able secretly to prefer his own life. This small and unacknowledged snobbery allowed Noah to flatter his friend, trying to make it easier for Owens to bear the life Noah himself would not truly want.


“I just don’t know if, in the end, Olivia’s really smart enough.”


“Smart enough for what?” Noah asked, privately agreeing.


“You know how sometimes you’re with someone and stay up all night talking? Well, we never do that.” Owens shook his head.


Noah was celibate, though he would have been disturbed to hear himself described as such. His condition, in all its aspects, embarrassed him, and while he relished and craved intricate discussions of love, he became vague and abstract about his own circumstances.


Years ago, in college, a girl sat on his lap at a party. She’d ridden with him later on the uneven sidewalks and they’d kissed. Their kissing seemed important to him, as if she were lifting a curtain he always had assumed was the real world and shown him something behind, a secret party where others were already laughing and sighing, even the trees. It seemed for this once easy, as if all he had to do was relax. She kept telling him he had a beautiful face. Like a fat person, Noah thought. “She has such a pretty, pretty face,” his mother and sister were always saying of fat women. It was very late when he finally stopped at the girl’s dorm and she jumped off his lap and sprinted inside. She was beautiful running. There were more nights, less than a dozen in all, and Noah remembered each in preserved detail. But she’d told him the first night she thought she might be gay. He’d seen her afterwards, riding on a bicycle seat holding the waist of a taller girl, who stood pedaling.


Noah still thought about this girl often, but he didn’t mention her. It had ended so long ago, and anyway, not much had happened.


Noah didn’t think it was impossible that he’d find love. In fact, he usually felt in love with someone. He needed to think of a woman in order to fall asleep at night. And to work as hard as he did. He told himself if he worked hard enough, work would win him love. He had a hunch that the woman who could love him would not be like Olivia. More the pretty-for-a-smart-girl type. She herself would look down, in a slight way, on women like Olivia. And, as if in deference to his future wife, Noah adopted this mild prejudice. Certain women did go for him, like the X-ray crystallographer upstairs. Rachel was motherly, and he could picture her large body in an apron even though she knew more about hydrogen bonds than anyone in the world. “I’ll marry you in five years,” she’d joked, “if you don’t find anyone else.” He was intimidated by her size.


“So tell me what you’re doing in the lab.”


Owens asked this same question at least once a month, too short a time for much to change. And these broad questions reminded Noah of his parents’ friends, who knew nothing about science, or of certain girls who assumed everything to do with laboratories was evil. “I told you about progenitor cells?”


“Mmhmm.” Owens had the uncertain air of someone who didn’t really remember.


But then, as Noah talked about cell fate, he remembered the article he’d read the night before in Nature, and his own excitement took over. In a bracing way, he was in a race with opponents who were also his friends—one lab in Seattle, another had just moved to New York, and he’d heard that Manloe in Copenhagen had begun using zebra fish. But he was late. As a postdoc, he’d discovered a great, promising mutation, fish that learned things and then forgot them, which got him grant money and the job here. Now, halfway to tenure review, he still hadn’t found the gene. And he’d let Louise, one of his postdocs, talk him into studying the mutation in drosophila, fruit flies, when she’d noticed something in the footnotes of a Caltech paper. The things were supposed to be in bottles all the time, in the one closet he’d allotted her, yet they were constantly in his hair.


Owens walked with his hands in his pockets, head bent down. He seemed chastised, as if he were ashamed and a little sorry for his own life. He was also, of course, a multimillionaire. Even science couldn’t intimidate him for long.


Noah was in the middle of saying that surfaces of all cells were extremely polymorphic and that the major histocompatibility complex proteins explained how the cell recognized the difference between self and other, a recognition that thrilled him.


Owens interrupted. “What’s your ultimate objective?”


That stopped Noah, for a moment. Owens, it occurred to him, thought like the people who wrote the essay questions for college applications. But then he blurted, “To see how it all works. To figure out how a heart cell knows to be that and not something in the foot.”


“Aren’t you interested in sequencing the human genome?” Owens asked this question, too, every time they were together.


Noah flipped his wrist. “I personally don’t want to. Even if you know the structure, you don’t know how it folds, what it does. It’s too slow for me. It took Rachel seven years to get the structure of her protein. You met my friend Rachel. Rachel’s famous now. Her enzyme’s on the cover of a textbook.” Noah rubbed this in because Owens had once pestered him for a month, wanting to meet the female scientist upstairs. When Noah finally capitulated, Owens had reported back: “I could never fall in love with someone like her.” Noah had found himself babbling, “I think she has a really pretty face.”


“If I were a biologist,” Owens said, “that’d be what I’d want to do. I’d want to sequence the genome.”


The two men were odd friends for each other. They both had known Frank. Noah had gone to graduate school with him. Then Frank left academics and started Genesis with Owens, but eventually he left that too. When Owens let himself think about it, which he only rarely did, he felt keenly, and with a flat acceptance, this loss of Frank. The day-to-day quality of his life was lower and there was nothing he could do about it. It troubled him that Frank belonged to a world he’d chosen over theirs. Most people Owens knew worked for Genesis and were, in one way or another, being paid by him. Noah understood that Owens had intended for a long time to make him one of those people and perhaps today he planned to close the deal.


They walked through the university square, its sandstone arches copied from a four-hundred-year-old mosque in Egypt. Frank and Noah had been graduate students here, partners. Owens stood solemnly, looking over the pavilions, as if he had a problem he couldn’t fully articulate. In the last five years, he had found himself in the odd circumstance of luck. Everything he touched turned to money. Noah had some inkling of what that would be like: for a while, four years back, his experiments were working. Owens probably experienced the strange apperception of momentum and the courage that came from it; his trajectory was going up and up, and if he multiplied the stakes he could only multiply the gains. Before, he’d been poor—so poor, Frank said, that his currency was not cash but apples. At first his prosperity must have been exhilarating. But the more he experimented, the more he proved himself invincible. Nine hundred people worked under him now, maybe a thousand, including men he considered his best friends and, from what he said, women he’d slept with. People always warned that in science, after you’ve made a great discovery, it’s almost impossible to think the way you did before. And of course nobody believes it’s luck when luck happens to them.


“Last night,” Owens said, “I stayed at work late, tinkering. I shouted ‘Yoo-hoo!’ when I went to the refrigerator, but I was the only one left. There were a few cars in the parking lot and I didn’t recognize any of them.”


Noah pictured Owens standing in the dark, posh conference room, looking out. Across the road, horses stood blank in the night wind.


“So after a while I called Theo; he’s one of the old team. And he said, ‘We have some people over. Marcia’s just serving the salmon steaks.’ And I said, ‘Oh, okay, I was just running these tests and I thought you might like to do them with me.’ ”


Noah knew that Owens didn’t like to eat fish, but the way he said “salmon steaks” seemed festive, like a waterfront restaurant with paper lanterns in a country that’s not your own.


“And Theo burst in ten minutes later, all red-faced, in a zip-up jacket. I told him jokes to try to get him to lighten up.”


Noah could imagine them working grimly together.


“Theo and I used to be really good friends.”


Owens was probably wondering whom they’d invited for the salmon steaks. Noah suspected he’d eaten artichokes for the last nine nights. When Owens craved a vegetable, he ate it every night and sometimes at lunch until the taste began to disgust him.


The last time Noah went to Owens’ house, he’d seen a letter from a guy he must have fired, begging for money. In the letter on the kitchen counter, Todd detailed his obligations; he had a wife now, a mortgage, something else.


Susan and Stephen, the twenty-five-year-old couple who cooked and cleaned for him, wanted retirement benefits, Owens had told him. Even his father called to talk about Owens’ sister, and she needed money too.
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