
        
            
                
            
        

    
	“Still Life is a stunning novel about the power of art, the complexity of relationships, and the transfiguration of cast offs, all seen through the recomposition of a broken life. Skenazy writes with mysterious clarity and extraordinary compression; the novel shimmers with intelligence and grace.”

	Elizabeth McKenzie

	author of The Portable Veblen

	“Still Life offers a rare and beautiful story about the power of our own will to address the disconnects in our lives. After the loss of his wife, Will Moran steps out of family routines and social norms to paint rocks. It’s a novel of voyaging while staying in place, keeping house while refusing all chores, opening hearts while closing doors, and squeezing meaning from stones.”

	Thad Nodine

	author of Touch and Go

	“Like a captivating still life, Skenazy’s novel renders perspectives and relationships with nuance and depth. Hypnotic writing, surprising characters, and searching reflections on art and meaning pulse through a moving story about the visible and invisible sediments of longing and fidelity.”

	Henry Martin

	author of Agnes Martin: Pioneer, Painter, Icon
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	FIRST EDITION

	
To Jason, Sarah, and Matt

	
If a thing is worth doing once,
it is worth doing over and over again.

	Mark Rothko

	
1

	When his wife, edie, died, Will Moran closed his front door and began to paint pictures of rocks. Rocks and bottles, plastic shovels and pails, driftwood and bunched-up rags. Drawings first—in pencil and charcoal. Then he moved to temperas, oils, and acrylics. He advanced from paper to cardboard, cardboard to canvas and Masonite. Day after day, he devoted himself to painting, rocks, and his walks.

	•          •          •

	Edie and Will met in 1978, when Will got a job teaching history at Santa Cruz High. It wasn’t love at first sight so much as bored faces at the fall staff meeting, the two trading looks as they lamented the thirty-five minutes it took the principal to explain how to deal with attendance problems and late homework.

	“I think you checked your watch more times than I did, and I stopped counting my glances at twenty,” was the way Edie introduced herself.

	“I didn’t count, but I suspect you won. I’m new here, need to be careful.”

	“You’re safe as long as you wear socks and show up at football games,” she said to him.

	“That I can handle. It’s the meetings that get me.”

	“Either they’re in their seats or they’re absent, they finish the assignment or don’t,” Edie said. “Is that so hard?”

	“Maybe it’s different in Santa Cruz? What with the auras and things?”

	“You’ll stop joking once some Harmony or Rainbow explains that her mother’s tarot reading warned her not to come to school for a week.”

	He laughed.

	“I’ve got two Willows, a Blossom, and a Charity; no Rainbows or Harmonys. In Tomales Bay where I taught, the favorites were Phoenix for boys and Heather for girls.”

	“I’m headed back to my classroom to have a heart-to-heart with Karma right now,” she said to him.

	“I’m so sorry.”

	“You’ll be sorrier when you hear the same speech next fall,” she answered, turning away down the hall.

	The next day he found chocolate chip cookies in his mailbox:

	I’m Edie. I teach English, like jazz, art, and foreign films, and have a seven-year-old daughter named Helen who helped me bake these. My husband died three years ago and I am not looking for a replacement. Helen says to tell you to invite me to lunch, but I decided I’d rather ask you. I checked your schedule; you’re free. Today? Tomorrow?

	He chose Today so he wouldn’t have time to get nervous.

	They repeated the meeting the next day. They left the teachers’ lounge after school, sat on the swings for half an hour before smiling goodbyes to each other. Then two more lunches the next week, the homecoming game that Friday night. She picked him up for a beginning-of-the-year faculty potluck on Saturday. He met Helen when he came to dinner the following Monday.

	Wednesday, there were more cookies in his mailbox—this time oatmeal, with a note from Helen: “I made these myself. Thank you for coming to dinner. Mom says she likes you.”

	It was his turn to bake. He made brownies and left them for Edie: “Why are you and your daughter so shy? How about dinner instead of lunch? Today? Tomorrow?”

	Will had never been courted before. He thought of himself as a lone … not wolf, maybe raccoon, raiding the leftovers. He felt unsure of himself almost anywhere but in class, waiting to spill wine on a rug or show up with his shirt buttoned wrong. “Mr. Fumble,” Edie called him with a laugh when he had trouble undoing her bra and untangling his feet from his pants. She didn’t mind lending a hand.

	•          •          •

	Edie and Helen made room for Will in their home, he for them in his heart. Helen moved through grammar, middle, and high school, college at Berkeley, to Minnesota for medical school. She became a pediatrician, fell in love with Amos (another pediatrician) and stayed. Twenty-five years went by. Will and Edie continued to catch each other’s eyes at faculty meetings, hold hands at soccer games, and teach English and history. It was Will who first noticed the spots on Edie’s arms and legs and insisted she see a doctor. She put it off until the semester ended.

	So it was late June 2003 when Edie was diagnosed with lymphoma. She took a year’s leave, then extended that to two. Will retired over Edie’s objections. He knew Edie would never return to the classroom. He drove her to and from her doctors’ appointments. He got her to the emergency room the night she sank into a coma, slept the next three nights in the hospital chair, and put her gently back into her bed at home when the imminent danger passed. After that episode, he hovered over her even more conscientiously, and more tenderly, sensing that the end was near.

	Students and friends rallied around. People visited, offering encouragement, a bottle of wine, the latest gossip. Month after month there would be a knock on the front door in the late afternoon. If he got there quickly enough, he would see someone he knew or their child with food in hand. If he were busy seeing to Edie, the food—a homemade casserole, pizza, Thai or Chinese takeout—would be sitting on the front porch, wrapped in a kitchen towel, foil, or on a plastic tray. Three nights a week, rain or shine.

	“As dependable as the garbage collectors,” Will liked to say.

	“Or President Jed Bartlet,” Edie would reply.

	Edie died in early July, 2005. At the memorial, friends talked of her bravery, how she remained upbeat despite her pain. She lasted longer than many, they told Will by way of consolation.

	Helen was there for the last week. After the burial, she took control.

	“You look exhausted, Dad. Your vigil is over. It’s time to think about your own health. Rest. Let me take care of you for a while.”

	Will knew rest was impossible. He shuddered when he imagined Helen caring for him, figuring that was something that wouldn’t come for a dozen or so years. He was tired. But what tired him most was being the object of attention, sympathy, and kindness. Not that he wanted to be slapped around, he quickly said to himself. But ignored: that might be just the cure for whatever ailed him; whatever could be mended, without Edie in his life.

	The food deliveries stopped two weeks after the funeral. Phone calls diminished in a statistically calculable curve. There were cards, emails, notes in the mailbox and messages on the answering machine, but Will ignored them except when Helen insisted.

	“These are your friends, Dad. They want to help.”

	He didn’t answer Helen, just stared beyond her at the kitchen wall, where a dark rectangle of bright paint untouched by the sun revealed the spot where a Diebenkorn abstract used to hang. It was already gone to Goodwill, along with most of the other art posters Edie had collected over her years of museum visits. Helen had the energy of ten when it came to housecleaning.

	To Will, Helen seemed to deal with grief as if it were an ailment of one of her patients: a childhood earache or persistent cough best treated with an antibiotic, renewed vigor, and impatience. She seemed to enjoy hectoring. He remembered months back, Edie staring at the phone after saying goodbye to her:

	“You know, Will, I never get off the phone without Helen leaving me with one nagging issue or another to brood over. Last week it was that the sofa cushions were too soft for my lower back.”

	“And today?”  Will asked.

	“It’s whether I am wasting sponges when I replace them every week the way I do.”

	“Important,” was all Will could say to that, though he knew the sponges were important. To Edie at least. Every Sunday night since the first week they lived together Will watched Edie throw one away and open its replacement. “Some things in this world don’t deserve attention but require it anyway,” she used to say. “Memory needs props. Habit’s my crutch.”

	Will fought his own battle with habit those first months after Edie died, when he bought sponges by the dozen and opened one every Sunday night well into November. Or when he realized how he stumbled still over Edie’s slippers getting out of bed in the morning—the same pair, in the same spot where Edie used to place them, night after night. A spot where he invariably tripped going to the bathroom to pee, however many years it was they’d been married. Even in her last weeks, Edie insisted the slippers remain where they always had been. By then Edie could no longer rise by herself, but would instead ring a tiny bell to wake Will, who would insert her dwindling feet into the worn shoes. And now, Edie gone, Will found himself carefully setting those tired slippers alongside the bed still, where they continued to get in his way.

	Will wanted to stop stumbling over the past. He wrote that in one of his first entries in the notebook he started, hoping to learn something from the wild and fitful thoughts that consumed him.

	Not answering the phone causes more grief than what’s said, Helen insists. Goodbye’s a sacred word, hello makes the sun come up. But lives go on, me or no me. Or don’t go on. No medicine in my flesh. Edie would be the first to confirm that.

	Helen made it her mission to keep Will connected with his old friends. She returned their calls, set up visits for tea or sandwiches late afternoons, sent Will to his closet for a clean shirt as if instructing her children on table manners. She kept after Will to sort through the towels and sheets in the hall closet, the good silverware left from Edie’s first marriage, her school papers. She insisted Will participate in her daily phone calls back to St. Paul with husband Amos and their three children, where Will heard about the swarms of mosquitoes that had encircled the summer house at the lake. He listened to his grandchildren’s reports on swim lessons, the fish they caught, and their new video game.

	He would sit mornings at the dining room table, a newspaper propped in front of him, not reading so much as turning pages so Helen might think he was. She kept up a steady conversation with his muteness while she answered condolence cards, thanked people for donations in Edie’s name, or wrote long letters in response to notes from Kitty—Edie’s lifelong friend, settled for the moment somewhere in Eastern Europe, and dependable as always with a postcard full of information on wherever her wanderings took her.

	•          •          •

	Sharing the house with Helen, Will discovered that the only place he felt safe was on the roof. Used to be afraid of heights, wonder why I’m not anymore, he asked himself in his notebook. The world is different up there. So am I. He sat for hours on the rough asphalt shingles, looking off across block on block of TV antennas and through the telephone lines to the horizon, where ocean, air, and fog met. He took solace in the silence, the clouds, the pale greens, browns, and reds of the rooftops. He would often bring a book along, thinking to read, but he rarely did. He would just sit, hour after hour, or as long as he could until Helen persuaded him to examine the contents of a drawer or return a phone call from someone he never liked all that much.

	By late July, as Helen readied herself to return to Minnesota, she left Will with enough admonitions to ensure his days would be full and useful. Instead, he retreated to his roof. No more calls on me, he wrote. No one to care for, answer to, worry about. Nothing to do but what I want. And what is that, old fart?

	When the roof lost its magic, Will walked. He left his house late each night and wandered down to the beach. It was two miles as the crow flies, but three or four for Will. He traced no set course, letting impulse direct him. Once on the sand, he would watch from the shadows. He saw people huddled near fires, noisy groups throwing Frisbees into the dark, couples folded into blankets or sleeping bags against the cold, dogs running back and forth with excitement. When he had his fill, he would trudge back home, empty his shoes of the sand, and head for bed. Stare, wonder, walk. For hours, even days, he wrote. Till the legs or heart give out. Or I find something better to do with my time.

	Will had never been very talkative; now he was quieter still. He kept the lights off and the blinds drawn, living in a perpetual twilight breakfast to bedtime. What he needed, he thought, was to be alone. What he needed, he soon discovered, was to collect rocks.

	•          •          •

	When Will grew up in Los Angeles, his father would take him to the Santa Monica pier. First it was for the merry-go-round, then the Ferris wheel and the rest of the rides. By the time Will could bike there, he’d lost interest in the amusement park. He would walk down the beach, which stretched for miles. He was already a loner, not so much friendless as uninterested in most of the people he knew. He found solace in the sand, the waves, and the chance to stare at the other beachgoers as he trudged along in silence.

	It was when Will moved to Tomales Bay that he fell in love with the winter storms. The tamed urban expanses of Southern California gave way to hidden inlets and narrow breaks carved out of steep cliffs. He would clamber down to whatever isolated beach he could find, over rocks made slick by the rain. He’d strip off socks and shoes, roll up his jeans, and spend afternoons walking slowly up and down the sand, collecting pebbles, glass, or whatever else caught his eye. He loved the way each storm redesigned the landscape, depositing whole tree trunks and massive boulders.

	It was the same in Santa Cruz. While Edie stomped from one end of a beach to the other, Will inched his way along, bending and crouching. He’d pick up and discard small stones with a random, unthinking impulse. She’d return to him, grab his arm, cajole a longer stride. Then he’d stoop down to examine some small would-be treasure and he was lost to her. He’d weigh his interest in a pebble’s shape, the color of a wave-washed glass fragment. He’d stick them in pants pockets, shirt pockets, coat pockets, plastic sandwich bags, and empty them into a basket on his dresser at night, or leave them on paper plates to dry. Sometimes Will forgot to empty his pockets, and the stones would wind up as broken crumbs or fine sand amid the lint or caught in the mesh of his socks. When Edie got fed up, Will would carry his finds to the storage shed, reexamine his treasures for an hour or two, discard some and preserve others. Those that survived ended up amid accumulated clothes, old posters, unused kitchen gadgets—Edie’s household rejects in her annual effort to simplify. “Things aren’t of use if we’re not using them. Either they sit in my hand or they live somewhere else” was the epigram for her spring tear through drawers, shelves, and cabinets. The shed became home to their forgotten selves: what once mattered, once was new, once held interest; what couldn’t be trashed, needn’t be noticed.

	Edie gone, Will took up his beach habits again. He collected as he went, then dropped the night’s accumulation in a heap alongside the mail that often sat, unopened, on his hall floor for days. Mornings, he rinsed the pebbles in the kitchen sink, sorted, let them dry, and dropped the stones that remained onto the living room floor, next to the old sofa. He started carrying a backpack with him and began taking home larger and larger rocks and pieces of driftwood, adding these to his pile beside the couch.

	One afternoon, Will picked up a pencil, rummaged around for paper, and tried to draw a few rocks that interested him. He tried on and off the rest of the day, and again the next. He found charcoal sticks in the storage shed, but soon finished with those—Too flaky, he wrote in his notebook: Rubs off on hands, face, everywhere but the paper. Rubs me the wrong way.

	He hunted through the shed for the temperas Helen used in high school to paint signs on cardboard. He found an old brush, and went to work with the red, navy blue, and bright green that were the only colors that weren’t dried out.

	•          •          •

	When he tried to write directly about his new habits, Will had little to say. Looking instead of asking, or trying to find answers, was how he put it, then crossed that phrase out. He had no interest in hidden meanings. It was enough, he decided, to just be alone, walk the streets, and draw.

	When he took the time to glance through his mail—usually the day he took his meager store of garbage and recycling to the curb below his house—he would find a biweekly postcard from Kitty. She’d report on the height of European church steeples, the crowds along the Amsterdam canals, the pleasure of biking through the flat Dutch countryside. Helen called wanting details about how he spent his days.

	“Puttering. Cleaning, sorting. You know. Enjoying the chilly, foggy August we’re having that keeps the tourists away.”

	“You sound like a misanthrope, Dad.”

	He’d nod agreement, and search for an anecdote to satisfy her curiosity: the dog who toppled over in the waves chasing after a stick; a naked toddler being prodded up to the bathrooms by his frantic mother, leaving a trail of pee in his wake.

	He heard her gathering breath for a question.

	“Tell me about the kids,” he’d interject. “Better yet, let me talk to them.”

	He didn’t tell Helen that he seldom left the house until the evening, when a chill hung in the night air. He didn’t let her know about his nightly scavenging of discarded children’s pails, plastic shovels and castle molds, ballpoint pens and sand-covered tennis balls, or how often he’d fill his backpack with beer cans and folded paper diapers someone forgot to pick up either in haste or negligence. We’ve trained dog owners to carry plastic bags, he wrote. Why not parents?

	During the day, Will tried to draw the beach pebbles and driftwood he brought home with him. He’d arrange and rearrange the stones—bunched together, with space between, in rows, some leaning on others, larger behind or in front of smaller. He’d try to build the flatter pieces into towers, like the cairns that shaped his steps when he hiked. (“Stone watchtowers,” Edie had called them.) But his small souvenirs-turned-still-lifes defeated him. Why defeated? What battle am I in? he mocked himself.

	Surface after surface, no whole. I remember too much: when I got them, where. I’m not painting a family album, just rocks. (‘Just’—fucking hard word, demeans as it demands.)

	A desire to find relationships—or what he wanted to imagine as relationships—kept Will drawing and writing notes to himself: A stone fits another, or doesn’t. Accents, removes, maybe hints at something. Or so I pretend. Until rocks tell me otherwise, I need to assume that’s my illusion, not the earth’s.

	It was late September when Will admitted he was stumped by what he called his purposeless stones: Are they mine? Are they purposeless? Useless question. Add pencils, pens, paint, brushes, paper. Add color, shape, boundary, shadow: still purposeless?

	9.25

	There’s no “with” with stones, maybe. Carry one in a pocket, years pass, the stone is worn down a bit by my thumb, it warms in my palm. Is it still only itself, no relation to me? Does art, or keys I carry in the same pocket, do anything to the rock’s rockiness?

	•          •          •

	When he wasn’t painting, Edie haunted him. He found her everywhere: in the photographs along the hallway; the creak of his bed; the slope of the sofa cushions. He went on a tear, starting with the framed photos. He looked at each in turn as he wrapped it in newspaper—shots of Helen graduating high school, college, then medical school; him and Edie in front of a cathedral, on a beach, or smiling at the rail of an Alaskan cruise ship. He took down his parents’ wedding portrait; the photo of Edie’s grandparents becoming U.S. citizens, their arms raised for the pledge; the snapshots of his grandchildren doing everything from crawling to riding ponies.

	No need to see what I know. If I remember, I remember; if I don’t it won’t help to walk down the hall and stare at their faces staring at me. I need wall space, empty space, empty time. Need for what? Answer that, old man.

	He disconnected the answering machine and unplugged the phone, though it seldom rang except for Helen’s twice-a-week check-ins. When a neighbor knocked on his door with a worried message from Helen, he went to a phone booth, called her back, and apologized: “I need some time away from all the ringing.” He promised to call her at least once a week. She started to argue, but Will pretended he couldn’t understand what she was saying: “Must have a bad connection. I’ll call back tomorrow, I promise.” And he did, deliberately extending the time between calls. Sunday. Family day. The phone booth’s my church, complete with a sermon from Helen.

	Will got rid of his stereo, the coffee table, the armchair, and the sofa. He moved on to the dining room chairs, the dishes, pots and pans, Persian rugs, and the old radio he kept out in the storage shed. He stripped his house down to a dining room table, his bed and dresser, a mattress on the floor of Helen’s old room, wooden packing crates he brought in from the shed to serve as bedside tables for the guests he didn’t expect, two benches along the kitchen counter, and a bunch of overstuffed pillows edging what used to be the living room.

	“Too many programs,” he announced to Luís, the gardener, when he offered him his TV. He remembered the hours he spent watching late into the night, the volume low so as not to wake Edie, as a movie or talk show gave way to someone sweeping up rug samples or rolling their muscular body behind a new workout marvel. That distraction gone, he wrote. Nevermore know who kills, convicts, saves whose languid body, warm smile, enticing hair.

	He liked the thank-you cards he got from Luís’s two children: full of vivid colors and designs that would peter out before they took actual shape as an animal or person. He was struggling to make sense of his first how-to art book that explained, in an assured way, that shapes tend to flatten at the edge of paper. So if a painter wanted to create the illusion of roundness, depth, and dimensionality, it was best to center objects. This made no sense to Will. He wasn’t sure what he was seeking and his centering did little for his still two-dimensional efforts at reproducing three-dimensional shapes. He tried imitating the children by shifting his focus from the center to the borders: Will the weight of the stones tip the composition left or right, displace line and color into grams and pounds?

	Once he freed himself from his possessions, he tried the same tactic with time. He’d already said no to Helen’s Thanksgiving invitation, trading privacy now for the promise of a long visit next summer. He decided not to go down to L.A. to his brother Jerry’s for Christmas, or travel up to Marysville after to see Edie’s family as he usually did and as they expected him to continue to do after her death—until his own, he supposed, or theirs. He just wanted to go about his business. He called painting his business by then, along with his walks. Family love: always afraid I’d lose it. Unnerving now. I don’t want offers of guest bedrooms, turkey and stuffing. But don’t I want the chance to reject them?

	It was then (October 17 was the entry in his notebook) that he accepted the fact that this was as close as he could get to what he wanted to do: walk, collect stones and driftwood, stare at the rocks and disfigured branches that littered his living room floor, and try to paint them.

	Figured I’d be done by now, back planting, reading, even traveling. Mourning Edie the rest of my life in my taciturn way. Turn into a granddad. Rejoin ACLU, go to City Council meetings, stump for Democrats, volunteer at the nursing home until I need to check myself in. But the rocks interest me. They are implacable, friendly. They never talk back.

	His early Christmas gift to himself was the way Will described the empty months ahead: dark skies, rain storms, beaches filling slowly with more battered pieces of driftwood, scraps of worn glass, and rocks thrown up by the waves. Walks and beach-combing, quiet and painting. By the new year, Will hoped, he’d be able to draw a rock or two with some confidence, as he knew he couldn’t yet, his lines and proportions all askew, his colors mismatched. Though what is not mismatched? What matched to what? Art as outfit coordination? Marriage brokering? he challenged himself, not expecting an answer.

	With the couch gone, Will expanded his rock piles across the width of the living room. Pads on couches—all three we’ve had—too meager for my butt, he confided to his notebook. Can’t complain about that with rocks.

	At first Will drew on a pad of paper, but it was forever shifting under him. He dug around in his shed until he found an old children’s easel—green blackboard on one side, white dry erase surface on the other, two large red gutters at the base. He C-clamped large rectangles of cardboard on the easel, plopped himself down in the sagging seat of an old beach chair, and set his temperas around him on the floor. He tried painting larger rocks: Fewer dangling prepositions to these than my pebbles. Bless my geologic ignorance.

	But the rocks proved as resistant to his artistry as the smaller stones. Out of temperas and out of patience with himself, he put the easel back into the shed and headed for the Tracery, the lone downtown stationery and art store.

	•          •          •

	That’s how Jess Arnold reentered Will’s life. Will had always thought Jess a pleasant, if forgettable, figure—one of the several thousand students who’d drifted through his classroom over the years. He remembered him as an uninspired boy—medium height, medium brain, medium energy, his face lost amid slumped shoulders and a hooded sweatshirt he wore whatever the weather. He seemed ready to drift through school, comfortable in the shadows while his twin brother Jeff played soccer and had a lead role in every school theater production. He’d been interested in both boys because of their mother Nancy, pregnant with them a decade and a half earlier when she was his student and Edie had taken her on as a project. He knew Jess had gone on to the college in town, but little more about him or his brother. Nancy had resurfaced as one of the organizers of the food brigade that kept Will and Edie in chicken casseroles and mesclun salads. Payback, Will thought to himself when he saw Nancy drop off yet another dinner—her way to thank Edie for helping her navigate her pregnancy and graduate high school. Though she raised the boys herself through their teens, she was now married, he knew, to Dave Cartelli, a successful lawyer with clients all over California.
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