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        And the woman said unto the serpent, We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden:
      

            
        But of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God hath said, Ye shall not eat of it, neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.
      

            
        And the serpent said unto the woman, Ye shall not surely die:
      

            
        For God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.
      

            Genesis, 3:2-5
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            Little Apples

         

         We had been driving through the forest around twilight, along the switchback roads, when my late wife had yelled out Stop! and I had stamped on the brakes. I had already been peering desperately into the darkness, looking for things that probably weren’t even there. I took a second to check my internal organs were still in their appointed places, and squinted through the flyspecked windscreen.

         ‘Are you OK? What was it? A deer?’

         The road signs had been warning us of the possibility of deer dashing out from the cover of the trees for miles now, and I had been driving on hair-trigger nerves the whole time.

         ‘Look,’ Astrid pointed. ‘Isn’t that the house we were looking at in the newspaper?’

         I couldn’t see anything other than the slightest, almost eerie, change in the quality of the light among the trees, like something out of Magritte’s Empire of Light.

         ‘Jesus. I almost lost control of the car there.’

         ‘Yeah, I know. Sorry. Hold on. I’ll be right back.’

         ‘Astrid. What the ― ?’

         But it was already too late. She’d always had keener eyes than me, so piercingly acute that she had always insisted we keep the lights dim in our apartment. I couldn’t see where, exactly, she had gone, and even with my senses still on high alert, I couldn’t hear where she might be over the ambient noises of the forest, the creaking of boughs, the swishing and whispering of leaves in the high branches, when I stepped out of the car. So, I leaned against the driver-side door, lit a cigarette, snapped the lighter shut and waited. I probably needed the break. We had been going all day. The trip had been planned for some time, a pleasant long weekend spent upstate, away from the pressures of the city and the latest financial crisis.

         The week before we had been due to leave, I had lost my job among the financial engineers and white shoe thimbleriggers on Park Avenue and Wall Street. I really had thought that I was going to make it through unscathed. I had kept my head above water almost, but not quite, long enough. In the end, our job losses – Astrid’s and mine – had bookended the crash. Hers on that first morning when the first of the banks had collapsed, mine just before the spigots of the cash desperate to earn fees no matter the risks had been turned back on again. We had decided to take the trip, anyway. A last hurrah of sorts before turning to the hard slog of figuring out where we could afford to live, where we could find new jobs in a newly subdued and denuded city, where we might be able to raise the children that we’d planned.

         All that was too much to contemplate for the moment. This was meant to be the last hurrah, after all. I tried to focus instead on the deep, chocolatey inhalation of burning plant matter filling my lungs, searching for a moment of grace. I’d recently taken to smoking in the shower first thing in the morning, before breakfast. Anything to replicate that hit that snags the rookie.

         It hadn’t been working.

         ‘Hey, Mister. Spare a drag?’

         ‘Shit. I didn’t hear you coming. Where the hell did you go?’

         ‘Congratulations, Counsellor.’ Astrid dangled a set of keys in front of my face. ‘You’re the new owner of a dream modern home in the Adirondacks!’

         She flung her arms around my neck and kissed my unbelieving mouth as I reeled.

         ‘Mmm. I love the taste of those imported Dunhills on you. So sophisticated!’

         ‘Astrid ― What. The. Hell.’

         I felt pretty sure that I had mentioned I’d just lost my job.

         ‘How are we going to pay for that? There’s no way we can get another mortgage. We’re both unemployed, for god’s sake! The payoff is all we’ve got until we can figure something out, until the market bounces back.’

         ‘Don’t worry about that. They accepted cash on the spot. You won’t believe how much money I just saved us! Besides, you can write here.’

         
            * * *

         

         Astrid was always smarter than me. Wiser, certainly. What were we going to do with the money, anyway? Watch it dwindle inexorably in the city?

         It had been when we’d drunkenly brainstormed about what we were going to do next, the day I’d received my notice, that I had told her that, maybe, I’d become a writer. I must have been really smashed.

         Huddled under the awning outside the neighbourhood corner bar, supping from the huge polystyrene cups they poured the cheap, cold beer into so the clientele of off-duty cops and self-loathing yuppies could drink on the street, we passed another cigarette back and forth.

         ‘Gothic fiction? We’ll have to find a ruined castle for you to write in.’

         ‘God, no! Can you imagine the upkeep? Writers don’t make any money, you know.’

         Now, Astrid led me up the path and told me that this austere and rational place was perfect. Our monthly outgoings would be next to nothing compared to what they were in the city. We’d have the time and space to explore what it was we really wanted to do. We could string things out and see what happened.

         ‘Isn’t that story you’ve been working on set in a kind of dense, roiling forest?’ Astrid asked me on the first morning after our first night in the house. ‘The one where the treeline demarcates some sort of boundary with the human world? This place can be your muse.’

         I smiled and pulled her in closer.

         ‘You’re my muse, Goofy.’

         But she was right, of course. She was always right. The house brought out something in me. Or maybe, it was the forest.

         The first months out in the mountains were a kind of strung out bliss. We hadn’t had a vacation in years and we had some serious catching up to do when it came to letting go. Then one day, just as quickly as we’d acquired this sprawling, geometric and unadorned pile with the strong horizontal and vertical lines that seemed to grow out of the earth, we fell into a rhythm dictated by the natural amphitheatre of the trees that surrounded us and the impossibly high skies that stretched out above them. The urban canyons of Manhattan that perverted nature – the temperature, the light and air quality – seemed a lifetime away. We would sleep with the curtains open and I would rise with the sun to put on the coffee before jumping into the shower – without a cigarette. Then, I would write for a few hours while Astrid tended to the small orchard close to the house. After lunch, drained by not being able to see whether the manuscript could really work, whether the two or three different things it was could come together to become something new, I’d head out to clear the brush across a portion of our hundred acres. Astrid would stay inside, spread books across the open plan hardwood floor that stretched off alongside the picture windows like plains stretching out like never-ending freight trains, and research her trees.

         One sunny morning, I was taking a break from my trees, absorbed instead in killing my darlings, excising particularly fine examples of the writer’s craft from some violent and irrational potboiler, when Astrid called in from outside the window.

         ‘Hello! Can you hear me? Hello? Sometimes I think that you care more for your writing than you do for me.’

         When I looked up, she smiled, and I smiled right back.

         ‘Don’t be ridiculous. You know that you’re all I ever write about.’

         She didn’t really know. She never read anything I wrote.

         ‘Do you know,’ she asked me that evening, looking up from her reading, legs curled under her in her armchair, ‘that trees are remarkably social?’
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