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            One

            500 Mosquitoes an Hour

         

         Rho is at the kitchen sink, peeling furiously away at a carrot when she draws her first blood of the day, and, of course, it’s nonmetaphoric, and her own. A sudden blossoming of color in the drab plot of one ordinary afternoon. So she watches herself spilling out across a trembling forefinger as if in a hurry to be gone, a hollow red staccato in the brushed-steel bucket of her sink. For a time she is simply a wide pair of mesmerized eyes, lost in the facts of the moment and, strangely, no longer present to herself. But the spell breaks, the cut is plunged into the aerated stream of her Puraflo faucet, the finger wrapped in a floral blue paper towel. The show’s over.

         It’s late Friday in late summer in Wakefield Estates, where the shadows are long and the light is perfect and the sky a photographer’s fantasy of absolute blue typically apprehended only on film, too blue to be arching in inhuman grandeur over this engineered community of pastel houses and big friendly trees.

         Inside the polished kitchen soft northern light arranges itself evenly, democratically, among the fixtures and furnishings, the appliances and the apples, each discrete object contributing its own subdued reflection of snug solidity, charmed ease, tasteful harbor. It is a good place to be. The peeler is flashing again, metal blade in a whittler’s blur, strips of orange vegetable matter stuck to the window above the sink in random crisscross like an entire box of desperately affixed Band-Aids. Behind her the routine clunk of fresh ice cubes dropping in the Kelvinator, and on the Formica counter at her elbow the Sony portable coolly irradiating her body with the problems of today’s women: VIXENS BEHIND BARS: GIRLS WHO HAVE WILLED THEIR LOVERS. Rho barely notices, absorbed as she is in the physical task at hand and a mentally punishing recapitulation of the futile chase after self-respect which constitutes much of her so-called “working day.” She’d almost quit again. For the second time this month. What was happening here? Accumulation, she thinks, that’s all, just the dispiriting accretion of nine-to-fives, of petty betrayals, minor sarcasms, slights, injustices, and plain rudeness collecting like refuse under a rotting wharf until one blighted morning all the fish are dead, there’s no place left to swim, and if sweet alert Lou hadn’t recognized the sniperlike narrowing in her eyes and hustled her out past Mickey’s smirk and the confused management team, she just might have released a sampling of the words grown slow and secret as fungus behind the professional exterior she’d had to retouch almost hourly for the past nine months. These were the words of disclosure, the ones to prompt an awful unveiling of the second self. She and Lou had fled to a corner of the cafeteria behind the ailing ailanthus, the bad joke of the company. The tepid coffee tasted like chlorine and the abstract neo-avant lithograph on the opposite wall kept somehow reminding her in a distinctly unpleasant way of the physical baseness of the body. It wasn’t a thought she was supposed to have—she regretted the admission—but maybe she just did not like female bosses. And Lou, whose boyfriend’s most recent message to her machine had been “If I hated you any worse, I’d be doing something more than just leaving you,” had instantly agreed, saying me neither, they go completely Looney Tunes once a month. So at least there had been the release of laughter. The tears came later, alone in a stall in the women’s room, the only one, it turned out, with no paper.

         Then the wit-gathering, the brave soldiering on to after five, the obligatory traffic jam, the polluted lungs and mind, hunting food supplies at the local supermarket, where amid the day’s carnage she actually experienced, while wheeling her wobbly cart down the broad buffed aisles, a small detonation of pure happiness. It came inexplicably out of nowhere and was gone by the time she got home, a psychic comet in elliptical orbit from that parallel universe her real emotional life, the good one, seemed to inhabit. Would she ever even begin to assemble the time and the will necessary to piece out the meanest portion of the puzzle that was her existence in this world? What was so damned difficult about comprehending middle income, middle of the road, middling middleness?

         The vegetables are lined up like good little soldiers on the cutting board, though the peppers are slightly wrinkled, the lettuce browner than she remembered, and each time she tries to slice a tomato—injured finger held awkwardly aloft, away from spraying juices—her hair keeps falling forward into her face, obscuring her vision; she tucks it behind an ear, off it falls, the left side having been crudely chopped last Saturday by Sylvester himself of famous Sylvester’s, a reminder with each turn of the head of some basic asymmetry. On the Sony an X-ray tech from Bedford Falls is describing how her husband comes home from his plumbing job, packs away the flank steak and boiled potatoes, and settles down in front of the tube wearing a chiffon cocktail dress, black nylons, and a pair of stiletto heels. At the commercial Rho discovers the cucumbers in the back of the refrigerator are frozen solid. Is there time for a quick dash to the Feed ’n’ Fuel? The clock on the wall, a fanciful twist of wire and brass most visitors don’t even recognize as a timepiece, is telling her that if she leaves right this minute…but a famous actress confessing that her famous mother used to beat her repeatedly with an English riding crop sets Rho off on an unscheduled tour of the Mood Museum, guilt thick as dust on all the exhibits, even the newest wing, where the paint’s still wet and the descriptive plaques hopelessly inadequate and the curator the same creepy figure in black who liked to skulk underneath her crib and whisper horrors to her in a language no one else could understand…so there won’t be any cucumbers in the salad and she’s sure the Hannas won’t mind.

         Rho glances up to check on the twins and there, just beyond the carrot-splattered pane, in remarkable close-up, is a large bright lemon-yellow bird perched in regal isolation atop the feeder, and she looks, she is looking dead on, she doesn’t blink, but the bird is gone, a trick of bad editing. Amazing. Too quick for the children to see and probably just as well. The inevitable round of questions about pets and cages, freedom and death. Brother and sister are squatting side by side in the sandbox Wylie hammered together the summer they all went to Nice, to the place like in the American Express commercial, the year of the big promotion, a fabled time in the family chronicle. Identical blond heads are bent in consultation over a serious arrangement of plastic blocks. Daphne sits watching from a nearby swing, youthfully lean body dawdling between the chains, the basketball shoes on her feet blindingly white and apparently several sizes too large. Her long black hair a hood of dark flame in the enfilading sun. She’s the Averys’ daughter from over on Termite Terrace, and despite the finger-scooped peanut butter jars, the bottle-cap ashtrays tucked discreetly under the couch, both Rho and Wylie like and trust her, they’ve known Daphy since she was six, and she’s even recently completed a two-week course in which the conscientious baby-sitter is taught such essential tasks as how to bathe an infant, prepare a simple meal without fire hazard, and find the numerals 911 on either a dial or push-button phone. And the girl is also, for Rho at least, a touching facsimile of her own mysterious adolescence, her distance from which seems to vary daily, those fierce piebald years she chooses, against all reflection, to preserve as singularly enchanted.

         Now Chip, she sees, has found a cracked water pistol she could swear she’s already thrown out twice and is holding the pink gun to his head as if to hear a delicate ticking or the roar of the sea. His sister is banging the flat of her spread hand into the bottom of the box, mashing her sand dough into cookies the way Mommy does. A moment framed, even as it occurs, with the halo of future nostalgia.

         She knows it’s Wylie an instant before the phone rings. She knows why he’s calling. The meeting ran late. The client didn’t show. The traffic’s bad. She wants to get ugly with him but the prospect of any further emotional expenditure deflates her, she can actually feel her body sagging into the wall. Pick up a cucumber, she tells him. Fresh. And limes, more limes. And don’t for once forget the charcoal. I love you.

         Time to inspect the house. Well, the plants need watering and the three days’ growth of fuzz wiped from each of the several television screens. She throws the comforter over the unmade bed, replaces the towels in the bathroom, gathers up Wylie’s magazines—Easyriders, Forbes, On Our Backs—she can’t keep up with his interests, whatever they are. The living room is white with black furniture and she can’t decide if she likes it as much as she’s supposed to. The day the decorators left, Wylie lounged about on the cream couch the rest of the afternoon, wearing an evil pair of sunglasses. Even after she’d laughed—and longer than the gag required—and night had come on, he refused to take them off. He never knew when to stop. Baby pink and dripping from the shower, he’d once chased her, wet towel snapping, through the house, skidded on one of his own puddles, and knocked himself out on the oven door. What a struggle it had been pulling a pair of briefs on him before the paramedics got there.

         When the phone rings again, Rho takes it in the spare bedroom, the air still faintly medicinal, faintly evocative of Mother herself. It’s Betty, who shared a cube with her at Fleischer and Fleischer until Rho left about a year ago for these fresh-looking pastures of now defoliated opportunity. As long as they’ve known each other Betty’s been in search of an identity beyond her famous silver earrings. Today she wants to alter the spelling of her name to Bette but is worried about embarrassing mispronouncements. Rho suggests she change the last e to an i. Betty says she’ll think about it. By the way, did Rho hear that Natasha finally quit, as promised, as rumored, with no savings, no parachute, the only safety net in that girl’s life the one she’ll be wearing over her chestnut bangs working the french fryer at McDonald’s. Beneath the jokey manner there’s a genuine chord of wonder and anxiety. Rho wants to tell Betty she nearly quit today, too, but she hesitates, the moment is gone, and Betty is rambling on through an intimate catalogue of Natasha’s other woes: the buck-toothed lover boy who sleeps around without even bothering to clean himself off before coming home to her, the blue bruises on Natasha’s arms and face, the not so subtle hints that Natasha herself has been testing other beds in other rooms. This is why Betty works. She gets up, drags herself to the office morning after grim morning just to keep up with her stories. Perhaps one day her colleagues in accounting will have a story to trade about her. Perhaps there’s already a story in play about Rho. She refuses to imagine details.

         After she hangs up, she remains seated there on the edge of the high antique bed, the bed she was born in. Mother watches from the gold frame atop the peeling bureau, the eyes in every color photograph of her ever taken a set of burning red stones invisible to normal gaze, only the lifeless camera capable of revealing clearly and consistently her true demonic nature. On the scratched mahogany table beneath the window squats a crude peacock carved from cheap pine with an unsteady hand and, leaning against the burnt-out lamp, an unfinished paint-by-numbers canvas of a bug-eyed cow Mother bought at a Kmart in Mason, Kentucky, on her last and final visit to Cousin Dewey’s. “You know,” she complained, “I don’t believe they put all the right paints in this box.” The disorientation came on a week later. She grew frightened by the motion of her mind. In darkest night she clawed herself awake from suffocating visions of sweaty walls and iron doors. By the end she was eating Kleenex and twisting her dry colorless hair up into a headful of reptilian dreads. She looked like an old demented white Rastafarian.

         But Rho isn’t supposed to have bad thoughts today. She’d promised herself. She wasn’t supposed to be the Wicked Witch of the West at work either, arriving with one too many cups of coffee riding her nerves and a vague crankiness she could best attribute to “VCR hangover.” The night before, she and Wylie had watched, for reasons hopelessly irreclaimable now, three rented films in a row, his choices of course, all fitting into the current shoot/chase/crash cycle of his rigorously limited viewing habits. In the first the good guys caught the bad guys but contaminated themselves horribly with badness in the catching, in the second the bad guys got clean away, and in the third the good guys were really the bad guys all along. This visual extravaganza was then capped by a dream that troubled her sleep and stuck to the bottom of her day like a wad of someone else’s stale gum. There is a house and in the house is a living room that looks exactly like theirs, furnishings, decor, the stark absence of color, unused ashtrays in all the right places, except the house seems to be located on a spectacular beach somewhere, melony light reminding her of California, although she’s never been there. She is upstairs lying between black satin sheets in a king-size bed, snoozing her way through a different dream…the one of this life, perhaps. Downstairs a tall shirtless man in white pants stands in dark silhouette at the glass door opening onto their redwood deck and, in this universe at least, a white deserted beach, an empty blue ocean. Is the man Wylie? She can’t tell. And her attention keeps tracking back to the glass table exactly like theirs and yet not, and the dark object placed there with such compositional skill: the inescapable, indispensable gun. It’s a loaded .45 caliber automatic of military issue, hardware expertise she did not possess in waking life. Nothing moves. This is the loneliest room in the world. Is a scene about to begin or has one just concluded? Who is the man turned indifferently away from our scrutiny? Whose gun? What’s happening here? Why do these questions disturb her? Her hair falls into her face. She decides to start the party early.

         In the kitchen she mixes herself a customized daiquiri. She stands at the sink, one hand quietly gripping the counter, she savors her drink. Consciousness skips a beat, and mental space is instantly renovated, angles and edges begin to develop padding, thoughts wander off from the party to find themselves in dead-end corridors and musty rooms with no doors, popping peanuts one by one into their toothless mouths, muttering solecisms to the lifelike forms on the wallpaper. Spooky. Wylie would shrug it off, but she is, as he says, the nervous type. That’s what everyone said about Mother, too.

         She brings the half-drained glass down hard on the counter as if summoning a bartender. The television screen frantic with the saturated belligerence of afternoon cartoons. She slides open the back door and it’s like stepping out into a greenhouse. Daph immediately begins stuffing something into the back pocket of her ridiculously tight jeans. The lawn damp and spongy from this afternoon’s tropical downpour. It has been a wet and irritating month. The summer is ending badly.

         “Mommy!” Dale comes lunging across the yard on strong bandy legs, literally hurling herself into Rho’s arms. Her daughter has a special feel impossible to confuse even blindfolded with the equally unique touch of her twin brother. This is recognition of an old, old order. After sharing a good hug, Dale pulls back, all business now, to probe the serious deeps of her mother’s eyes, a required ritual, in her present phase, following each separation, no matter how brief. Rho enjoys submitting to this kiddie security check, this reexamination of credentials that says, let me see where you’ve been, let me see where you are now. ID confirmed, Dale pushes herself away, races back to rejoin her brother in whom the parent-child separation process is already producing visible fermentation, he’s busy conducting a rather involved and sandy funeral for G.I. Joe and several members of his team who got ambushed going for doughnuts in a bad area. His intrusive mother hugs him anyway.

         “Hi, Mrs. Jones,” chirps Daphne in her best I-can-sound-just-as-stupid-as-any-adult voice.

         “Hello, Daph, how’s it going?”

         The girl shrugs. “Okay.” Her eyes are gray and green and unnervingly clear.

         “Any problems?”

         “Nope.”

         “Any calls?”

         “Nope.”

         There’s an annoying wall of insulation defining this girl in all weather, transparent enough to recognize that she’s hiding something, opaque enough to obscure precisely what that something might be. The family is the scandal of the neighborhood, the parents unreconstructed hippies who drive a loud (visually and aurally) truck, refuse to mow their “natural” lawn under threat of numerous court injunctions, and parade about in unfashionable rags and long ratted hair (both mother and father). The rude sound of hammers and saws emanates from their lighted basement at odd hours of the night. Rho cannot begin to guess what they do for money. Daphne’s baby-sitting wages? She sincerely hopes that isn’t a packet of drugs in Daphy’s back pocket.

         Rho settles onto the other swing, ventures a tiny movement or two. As a child she loved to soar as fast, as high as her pumping legs could propel her but she doubts her adult stomach could tolerate such action today; it’s enough for now simply to dangle from a brace of parallel chains, enjoying the sun on her face, her children at play, her deformed shadow squirming about in the worn pocket of ground beneath her feet. She questions Daphne persistently until the resultant grunts and monosyllables—none of this sullen really, she imagines Daph perceives herself as unfailingly polite and forthcoming—cohere into a mutually acceptable version of the day’s events. Then she and Daphne fall silent and just hang there side by side, sharing a space, not speaking, and no one too concerned about it. Daphne’s one of these New Age adolescents neither intimidated nor impressed by the proximity or strangeness of grownups. As an only child, she understands the terrain from years of direct study. Rho is grateful for occasions like this, openings in the day when one can believe that the woods are riddled with paths, untold ways out, but she can’t restrain for long her gnawing awareness of the other, larger space between Daphne and herself, the weighty accumulation of the unseen that’s largely responsible for the quality of this very interval and the turning of the next, the inside stuff that burbles on in dark privacy, surfacing if at all in an unguarded run of words, the anxious set of a face, the careless gestures of the body. Rho starts, grips the chains tight to keep from falling. So. Spooked again. Life is a haunting, Wylie often claims, and she as often agrees, though never really sure what he means.

         Up above the diverging row of identically shaped and tiled roofs a trace of shade is working its way into the clean texture of the sky as if the soft tip of a dull pencil were being rubbed lightly but repeatedly across the rampant blue. Some evenings she wished the night would come on in a full rush, evenings when protracted twilight, this gray nibbling away at things, this shadowed sameness, is just not acceptable. She should have quit her job.

         “Mommy!” her daughter demands in a particularly penetrating kid voice. “Mommy! Do snails eat people?”

         No, she assures her, a sidelong glance at the cool mask of Daphne’s perfectly composed face. Snails are our friends. No, not like spiders. Snails do not bite.

         Beyond her daughter’s head, two doors down, she notices, coming into fleeting view a fraction above the height of the chain link fences separating the yards, the bulb of a snout, a pair of black olive eyes, then a pause, then the eyes reappear, and on and on. This is Elmer, the Clampetts’ jumping dog, who’s only eager for a clear view of the fun. And half a block down, the solidarity of open chain link is broken by a twelve-foot wall of impenetrable redwood. The peculiar McKimson property. He, an Action News television producer; she, an ill-tempered recluse. Wylie pictures them sunbathing in the nude, fucking in the moonlight among croquet wickets. This, she realizes wistfully, is the first thought of sex (even several bodies removed) that she’s had in weeks. Well, she’s tired, she’s distracted, there’s always someone looking at her, in this case a supremely bored Daphne, who’s studying her face with anthropological interest. Rho hopes she isn’t about to lapse into one of her “episodes” out here in the unprotected pseudoprivacy of God knows how many prying eyes. In the suburbs the back yard is a stage. And sometimes so’s the kitchen, the living room, and the bedroom.

         She sneaks a glance at her watch, a ladies’ Rolex acquired at cost through the agency of a former friend, but a Rolex nonetheless, and is amazed yet again by the tempo and elusiveness of time (a recent obsession she intends to bone up on as soon as she’s not so busy). She hops off the swing, instructs Daphne on tonight’s feeding and bedding schedule. She kisses each child on the cheek, her lips coming away powdered with sand.

         She is marinating the organic beef and contemplating a second drink when the door chimes erupt into an off-key but recognizable rendering of the first four notes of the old Dragnet TV theme, an idiosyncrasy of the previous owner they haven’t gotten around to replacing because by now she and Wylie don’t even “hear” it. She hurries to answer the door. Though she’s known the Hannas longer than her own children, she can’t quite suppress, when standing before them again, a modest sense of bewilderment at the enduring nature of their relationship; she’s receiving signals without being able to locate source or meaning; it’s not any obvious incongruity in physical appearance or behavior, but something deeper, under the skin, ripplings, fluctuations, magnetic disturbances in the charged fields of personality. But she has to admit she’s never seen or heard a hint of serious argument.

         “Hi hi,” she cries in the silly singsong she lapses into whenever she’s nervous.

         “Nice hair,” comments Tommy.

         Gerri leans in for a kiss. “I just love these absolutely gorgeous walls,” she raves, waving her plastic fingernails about. “I always feel in this room like a bug in a lab.” She looks directly into Rho’s eyes. “A very special bug.”

         Tommy flashes a grin that could be favorably interpreted by either woman. He is merely marking time at his present copywriting job while stoically awaiting the arrival of his real career. What that is exactly he isn’t sure but claims he’ll know it when he sees it. His mustache, a thick oversized brush, comes and goes so frequently Rho is often nonplussed by his appearance without understanding why. This capricious facial hair is related to Tommy’s insecurity about his nose (he thinks it’s too big), which he keeps threatening to have surgically corrected. Tonight he is clean-shaven.

         Gerri is a real estate agent and a co-owner of Just For You Catering and a professional fund-raiser and a member of the community board and she’s taken college night courses every semester for years and years. No degree. She’s on her third major, Oriental philosophy. Once over a lubricated lunch she tried to explain “emptiness” to Rho and the ensuing hilarity was so unrestrained Rho lost a contact. She and Gerri met working together at the mall duplicating center until Gerri discovered she was pregnant and quit. She lost the baby five weeks later and has since been informed by glum representatives of modern medicine she can’t have another. This is no problem. She tells everyone, this is no problem. Her eyebrows tend to slant upward toward an imaginary intersection at the center of her forehead, giving her a perpetually bemused look she employs to her benefit, coaxing empathy and contract signatures from wavering clients. When she laughs, her face comes apart and she no longer resembles herself. She is wearing a silver lobster pin on her lapel. She has a ring on her thumb. She and Tommy must be doing well. You never hear the least complaint about money.

         Apologizing for Wylie’s tardiness, Rho ushers her guests through the house and onto the deck, where they settle into the new patio furniture and the first round of cold daiquiris. They look at the kids. They look at Daphne, who won’t look back. They look at the blank windows of the neighboring homes. Tommy notices the patch of dead grass out by the garage. Rho doesn’t have to turn around, that awful bleached spot is burned onto the inside of her head. Serious chemicals Wylie dumped there one strange night. He said it was gasoline. She thinks the ground itself has been totaled, as fertile now as a hole on the moon.

         “Curious,” observes Tommy. “It’s practically a perfect circle.”

         Gerri remarks she’s sick of hearing about chemicals. One day it’s the air, next day it’s the water, day after that it’s California broccoli or…or chewing gum. You’d think we were nothing more than diseased sponges soaking up poison day and night.

         “Well?” asks Tommy.

         “I don’t want to hear about it.”

         Rho is remembering how Mother kept every uncovered dish in the living room stocked to the brim with Brach’s bridge mix no one ate until the chocolate coating bloomed and turned white. She excuses herself and returns to the kitchen to heat up the cheese for nachos. She is not supposed to have bad thoughts.

         Daphne brings the kids in through the side door, tired, hungry, loud, attempting with some success to scratch one another on the forearms. Rho knows the game, she refuses to be drawn in. “Mommy will be up later to kiss both of you good night,” she announces calmly. She strokes their flushed heads.

         “Can I have Hi-C?” shrieks Dale suddenly. “Can I? Can I?” She hops about on comically angry feet.

         “Yes, of course you can.”

         Then in a quieter, slyer voice, “All the Hi-C?”

         “Go with Daphne now. Please, Mommy’s busy.” She’s close to the place where the black stuff lives, nearer than she wants to be to slapping her daughter hard across the face. She’s ready to consign both of them to Fisher-Price hell when she catches another interior glance of Mother dressed in rags thin and rotten as loose strands of mummy wrapping and seated like a Shakespearean king in a chair fashioned from stripped tree limbs and suspended in a blazing cylinder of blue-white light. On her head either a set of antlers or a TV antenna. She raises up her wizened body, she’s about to speak…The vision is too terrible to sustain. Rho turns on both faucets and allows the water to rush over her hands.

         When she returns to her company, awkwardly sliding back the door without spilling the loaded tray, conversation abruptly stops. She reads the story on Gerri’s face. All right, she wants to blurt out, I have children. So what. She passes the corn chips. Tommy asks who Daphne is. Gerri studies the chalk marks and eraser smears left behind on the blueboard as the laggard sun wanders home after class. Rho rattles the dice in her drink, stares sadly down into the glass. “I think these daiquiris are too sweet.”

         “Oh no,” Gerri objects, “they’re fine. Perfectly.”

         “Gerri loves sugar,” says Tommy. “It makes her high.”

         “Gloriously so.” Tilting back her head, she demonstrates with a long dramatic swallow.

         Rho is contemplating Gerri with the overly attentive expression of someone who’s not really listening. Seized by a spasm of envy, she imagines appropriating this other woman’s beauty and its attendant powers, she imagines walking around in her armor for a day, a week, a dreamtime of savory revenge. She imagines the situation at work. New and improved. She imagines her life. Her life would be changed. Utterly.

         “Mmmmmm.” Tommy has crunched into a dripping nacho chip, hand cupped under his chin. “Is this fake cheese?”

         Rho doesn’t know what to say.

         “You have to use fake exclusively making these things,” he explains. “Real never tastes as good.”

         “I honestly don’t know,” she replies. “Something in a jar you microwave.”

         “Fake,” he declares, approvingly. “Real great.” Tommy helps himself to another bite, leans back in his chair so as to bring into view the maximum exposure of Rhoda’s legs. He was thinking about those legs driving over and believes he can meditate upon them with profit for an extended time to come.

         “Tommy will eat anything,” Gerri declares, “as long as it’s tied down.”

         “Well,” Rho says quickly, “maybe I should have made the sauce from scratch, but frankly, I didn’t have the time.”

         “Oh no, I didn’t mean…I’m sorry, Rho, no, that isn’t what I meant. These are actually quite good. It’s the kind we eat at home.” She pops a sample between her teeth and chews approvingly.

         “Pay no attention to the lady behind the stammer,” says Tommy. “She’s next in line for a new brain.”

         “All right, honey pie, rein it in.”

         Tommy salutes his wife with the wet glass. Under the table, legs shift and stretch. In the silence the volume on the background noise becomes noticeably elevated, distant guitars and drums howl and thump at close range.

         “The heavy metal kids,” Rho explains. “They’re new on the block.”

         “Groovy,” says Tommy.

         Gerri’s gaze swings pointedly from the near white house on the right to the near white house on the left. “Neighbors!” she exclaims. “I don’t know if I could ever get used to this.”

         “Yes,” Rho agrees, “some days it does seem too claustrophobic to bear.”

         “Must be like living in a fishbowl.” Gerri lowers her voice. “Just think how many could be watching us right this minute.”

         “I try not to.”

         “Out on our place, at night you can’t even see anybody else’s lights.”

         “And no one can hear you scream,” intones Tommy in his horror voice.

         Gerri makes a face and turns back to Rho. “You and Wylie have got to get out again soon, see what we’ve done to the kitchen.”

         “And the barn,” adds Tommy.

         “And the garden. We’ve been down on our knees in the dirt the whole damn summer.”

         Rho’s hesitant to accept. Last time she and Wylie visited they played a riotous game of badminton, toured the garden, admired the cabbage, drove to Lake Vista, paddled canoes, marveled at the leaping fish, sat at a charred picnic table on Succotash Hill amid a dusky swarm of hungry bugs and watched the dying sun bleed spectacularly into a clean blue blotter, invoked their famous college years: the bed sheet out the window, the lighter fluid under the door, naked volleyball, the filled condom tied to the police car door handle; they smiled, they touched, they shared, and everything was wonderfully wrong. There were undercurrents to the day and they were cold; Rho felt directed at her an implied and raking displeasure toward most of what she said, most of what she did, most of what she thought. Wylie, of course, dismissed her perception as exaggerated; if the Hannas were tired and slightly grumpy, then so were the Joneses—long day, short tempers, why belabor the obvious?—but she was hurt, the visit left her with a vague social nausea and the lingering question: does Gerri like me or not? She hadn’t yet received an answer. So how could she know for true if this was a genuine invitation or a perverse emotional game? (On the last visit to the Enchanted Pines Care Facility Rho had brought her mother a box of turtles, her favorite candy, and that week’s edition of her favorite magazine, TV Guide, containing all the many many shows she couldn’t know she would never see.)

         “There’s hardly enough time anymore to get anything done,” Gerri is complaining. “Have you noticed? There actually seems to be a smaller supply available than there used to be. Maybe our container of time has developed a slow leak. Maybe that’s what those black holes do. They’re just aimlessly vacuuming up our lives.”

         “Listen to the college girl,” says Tommy.

         “No holes upstairs,” affirms Rho.

         “You guys.”

         “She’s very weird. One of these reader types you may have heard about. Always peeking into some damn book.”

         “Oh my God!” Gerri exclaims, sitting up excitedly. “Rho, have you read Blondes in Black yet? Tommy, honey, toss me my bag by your chair there.” She rummages around, holds up a dog-eared paperback depicting on its cover a police lineup of indistinguishable fashion models in big sunglasses. She flips through the pages. “Listen.” She reads: “‘Cymbelline is dancing. It is hot. The lights flash, revolve, strobe. The crowd heaves. The colors burn. She dances. Jewels of sweat glisten on her flawless forehead. Numerous tiny beads. The music ripples like a rainbow over her brain. She is not dancing, she is being danced. She is shedding skin. The little girl named Bobbie Jayne who once posed on a tractor (it was red) in a place too far from here to even exist is litter beneath her size seven pumps. Elbows and bodies nudge and jostle but she acknowledges the presence of no other. Tonight she is the star. A photographer’s gun explodes in her face and she is caught with hair flying, arms flung sensationally above her head, trim aerobicized self abandoned completely to the rhythm of the life she had dreamed about. She exposes her perfect teeth. Her lips are full. She is in exstasy.

         “‘When she and Johnny St. John return to their table, Bezique tosses her hair and points a sharp silver nail. “What’s that on your dress?”

         “‘Cymbelline touches the spot with her finger. It is wet. “Oh,” she says.

         “‘It was come.’”

         Gerri closes the book with a knowing smirk. “Pretty great, huh? It’s about New York. You know, that scene there.”

         “How does he spell it?” her husband asks.

         “Spell what?”

         “C-u-m.”

         “I don’t know. Jesus Christ.” She thumbs back through the book. “Here,” she says, “c-o-m-e.”

         “Then why should we give any credence to an author who obviously doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about?”

         “Tommy doesn’t read,” Gerri explains.

         “I watch,” he says, and before he can be stopped is launched into another of his interminable movie synopses, this one a recent cable offering of unknown vintage, somewhat obscure, somewhat strange, essential defining characteristics of a Tommy favorite. He doesn’t know the title either, having missed the opening credits and first ten minutes due to a “reasoning” he and Gerri were involved in over which shade to paint the spare bedroom (is there to be an adopted baby in there or not?), but since this flick’ll probably be run ten, twenty more times before the month ends, he’ll give them a call. Anyway, Sean Penn is this pumped-up lowlife going nowhere in a nowhere town until one day he discovers his long-lost father, Christopher Walken, acting even weirder than usual, is this cool criminal type he can really look up to because what else is he gonna do with an eighth-grade education and a constipated strut and these ridiculous biceps swelling out of his T-shirt like Sunday hams? Only he doesn’t understand the dimensions of evil residing in Daddy, he doesn’t know what we do, which is—

         Gerri’s body convulses helplessly for an instant, rattling her chair. The glass door slides open. “Oh, Wylie,” she gasps, hand astride her galloping heart. “You scared me.”

         Wylie steps out onto the deck, wearing the popular after-work look that loudly declares, don’t even ask.

         “Greetings, people.” He stoops to kiss his wife’s shiny forehead.

         “Uh-oh,” Rho remarks. “Looks like someone’s had a bad day.”

         “Murderous,” Wylie replies.

         “All I could see was this horrible shape standing there right behind the door,” explains Gerri. She jumps up to print a smeared set of lips on Wylie’s grainy cheek.

         Tommy, still not safely returned to noncinematic reality, waves an open palm.

         Wylie leans back against the glass, hands roaming about in his pockets, impish face beaming benignly down on all. Rho can see he’s making an effort. “So,” he asks, “what’ve I missed?”

         “Only everything,” replies Gerri.

         “Fine cuisine,” says Tommy.

         “Witty repartee,” adds Gerri.

         “My feet are sore from all the boogying,” says Rho.

         “Well.” He studies their illumined faces. “Guess I need a drink.” He slips back into the air-conditioned kitchen.

         “He’s so cute,” says Gerri.

         “In the right light,” Rho replies, and asks about that younger sister with the three little kids who’s been hiding out from her ex at a secret women’s shelter on the west side. Theirs was a story short and savage and pointless as any you wouldn’t want to live.

         “She’s okay. She’s better. She’s leaving at the end of the month as a matter of fact. She and the kids, they’re moving to Santa Monica.”

         “She must be very strong.”

         Tommy gazes absentmindedly into the cluttered maw of the garage while Rho admires the shape of his bare neck, the graceful line of it sloping sturdily down into a plaid Paul Stuart collar.

         “You do what you have to do,” replies Gerri. In a culture fond of the tough cliché, she is a skilled adept.

         Rho often wishes she knew what others were thinking. The human brain, she read in Time, functions as a low-grade transmitting station, so theoretically, with the proper receiver, thoughts could be intercepted like television waves. Some minds are natural receivers. Is Gerri psychic? Privacy is a delusion. We are not alone.

         Wylie rejoins the party changed into his customary khakis and navy blue polo shirt and carrying a hefty tumbler of vodka and tonic. He straddles the remaining chair, the defective one with the bent leg. “So,” he begins, “what are we talking about tonight?”

         “The kids are downstairs,” says Rho. “With Daphne.”

         “I know. I’ve already squeezed each and every one.”

         If asked by a stranger to describe her husband, Rho isn’t certain how she’d respond. Except for the eyes, those affecting moons of powdery gray, there was nothing immediately distinctive about him, no crags or crannies or funny clumps of hair for words to adhere to. Average, she’d have to admit, conceding her failure because the choice attributes, the ones you couldn’t readily explain, escaped definition, and those were the ones she loved.

         “We’ve been spanning the globe,” Tommy claims. “Toxic crime, the drug deficit, celebrity terrorism. It’s been an evening for the macroview.”

         “An evening for macaroni,” corrects Gerri. She’s intrigued by Wylie’s hands, there’s something positively noble about his fingers.

         “Save the planet,” announces Tommy. “Take a whale to lunch.”

         “We like coming here,” says Gerri, making sucking noises with her straw. “So many of our other friends have given up drinking.”

         “Yes,” Rho says. “The Eco-Age.”

         “I feel like eco-trash myself,” jokes Tommy.

         “Have you ever had a cherimoya?” Gerri asks.

         “What’s that?”

         “It’s a fruit, actually, some bizarre mating of an apple and a pear and a coca tree, for all we know. It’s Peruvian. Quite yummy.”

         Tommy chuckles softly through his nose. “Yeah, since the Grand Tour has had to be temporarily postponed until the advent of our second million, Gerri here is eating her way around the world.”

         His tone irritates her. “Well, why go on tasting the same boring old tastes, doing the same boring old things?”

         “I don’t know,” says Tommy. “Why?”

         “Oh, you.” She kicks at him under the table.

         “Did you remember the charcoal?” inquires Rho.

         Wylie’s glass halts in midair.

         “Damnit, Wylie, I asked you not to forget. Well, don’t be long. We’re starting to get hungry here.”

         “Tommy can go with you,” declares Gerri.

         “Hint, hint,” says Tommy.

         On the way out Wylie scoops up a handful of chips. “Mmmmmm,” he mumbles, over his shoulder, “good nachos.”

         The vehicle is an ’87 Jeep Cherokee. “Shouldn’t we be wearing baseball caps?” Tommy’s stale line. He has difficulty envisioning himself in such a machine and cannot understand why Wylie, whom he knows as well as anybody, would want to be seen in one, would apparently delight in one, would sometimes even drive the thing to work, for Christ’s sake. It is a curiosity.

         The passing streets are quiet, well tended, as are the lawns, the homes, the people. The radio is tuned to a popular FM station, classic rock, one uninterrupted hour of Canned Heat. Wylie is stolid behind black sunglasses. Tommy unreels another gripping scenario; this time it’s Tony Perkins as a zany Dr. Jekyll who accidentally discovers crack, smokes it, naturally, then runs amok in a blue street frenzy of fucking and slashing rarely witnessed within the precincts of an R rating.

         “But he’s already nuts,” Wylie points out. “Even playing normal. One look at the eyes and anyone but an idiot can tell there’s another person in there.”

         “Granted,” Tommy admits, “so maybe the suspense element is somewhat compromised. It’s still an engaging piece of work.”

         Wylie hasn’t seen the film, doesn’t know if he will, he’s been trying to cut down lately.

         “Yeah yeah,” says Tommy, “don’t think I haven’t heard all this before, it’s a bad habit, yeah, waste of life, sure, but it’s either sit in front of the box or talk to Gerri all night.”

         “Something else you could do with Gerri.”

         “Yeah, but not as good as they do it on the box.”

         The parking lot of the Feed ’n’ Fuel is a mad snarl of cops and cars and rotating lights and the fear of the curious drawn, as always, to the center, wherever it may appear, a modern-day gathering at the rim of the awful, a satisfied peep down into the smoking crater, wonder that such things could be so great and so near. Police cruisers sit abandoned at opposed angles, doors hanging open, radios squawking like caged birds. Between scarred trash containers yellow tape fluttering upside down in printed repetition CRIME SCENE: DO NOT CROSS clears a space around the store entrance. In the middle of this opening, arranged rather carelessly on the gum-embossed, soda-stained cement, an apparently well-used painter’s drop cloth. Under the cloth—the itch the close semicircle of eyes can’t stop scratching—rests the body, its presence confirmed by the protruding pair of scuffed Nikes, toes pointing pathetically earthward, the thick green laces dangling loose and untied, particles of gray gravel worked into the tread of the soles, detail magnified into a revelation of intimacy Tommy is suddenly quite uncomfortable with. His feelings at the moment too tangled for endurance or examination. All he is sure of is that he must look incredibly stupid trapped in the midst of this crowd, gawking like a tourist fresh off a bus. He moves up nearer to Wylie. “Is that blood?” he whispers.

         “Where?”

         “By his head.”

         A cop who appeared at least a decade younger than Tommy and who was sporting sideburns he hadn’t seen on a living person in twenty years catches his eyes and looks right inside easy as checking the contents of a boiling pot; he turns away, obviously amused by what he found there. Tommy is flushed with shame.

         Inside the store uniformed police and homicide detectives in designer suits are engaged in solemn conversation with an acne-ridden boy in a red apron and a paper hat. His face exhibits the otherworldly features of someone who’s just been unexpectedly photographed with a mighty large flash.

         “What happened?” Tommy asks loudly.

         “I don’t know,” replies a straw-haired woman in a Metallica T-shirt, clutching two small children. She doesn’t bother turning around. “Somebody got shot.”

         Tommy leans in on Wylie’s ear. “Do you think he’s black?” There are no visible skin parts sticking out from under the sheet.

         Wylie simply shrugs his shoulders.

         The air registers an eerie afterodor…as of ozone? It can’t be healthy lingering out in this lot, absorbing the distinctly unwholesome vibes of a live unprogrammed event. He nudges Wylie’s elbow. “Ready?”

         Wylie doesn’t respond.

         “No one’s getting in. Whaddya wanna do? Wait ’til the meat wagon gets here?”

         Wylie turns to look him full in the face. “Sure.”

         Inside the store a cop holding his hat in his hand says something to the others and laughs, displaying a mouthful of astonishingly white teeth. One detective is chugging a pint of chocolate milk, another is munching from a ripped bag of Eagle potato chips. “Catch this,” mutters a voice in the crowd. “They’re having a goddamn party.” Someone else says, “He got what was coming to him.” “Wish I’d a been here,” answers another, “woulda helped blow him away.” Someone asks the cop with the sideburns to lift the sheet so he can see the “perp’s” face. “Move along,” says the cop.

         Tommy and Wylie drive over to the 7-Eleven on Melodie Boulevard, where you don’t have to step over a corpse to pick up your charcoal. On the way home Wylie is silent. Tommy chatters nervously about how this convenience store calamity parallels events on TV last night except that on the show the grotesque public murders of unrelated strangers turn out to be the nefarious work of a crew of renegade aliens.

         Wylie missed it, he doesn’t see the connection anyway. Swinging onto Sunset, he almost clips a paperboy on a bike and blames Tommy for distracting him. As they pull into the driveway, the women whoop and wave like crazy people from their elevated deck seats, delirious as bleacher fans late in the second game of a long doubleheader. Tommy scrambles to get out of the car. “Guess what we saw?” he yells. Behind him Wylie’s broad back disappears into the garage.

         Oh, a quiz. The women sit up, assume exaggerated contestant poses.

         “A parade,” Gerri guesses.

         “A bad accident,” cries Rho.

         Tommy is waggling his head.

         “Naked people!”

         “Clowns! Insane clowns!”

         “A dead body,” he intones.

         “No,” says Gerri.

         “Yes.”

         “No,” says Rho.

         “Right in front of the goddamn Feed ’n’ Fuel. You should have seen it. We were almost killed, weren’t we Wylie?”

         Wylie is rounding the corner, dragging the rusty one-wheeled grill onto the lawn. “Yeah,” he agrees. “Almost.”

         “Wylie?” Rho, already vaguely discomfited, having minutes ago shared with Gerri the impossible lunacy of her junior year at Northwestern, the wild boy called Speedy and the ending between obstetric stirrups in a horror not even her husband knows complete details of, offering as sacrament to the sisterly cheer of the moment this raw fragment of her past, she is now queasy with pangs of betrayal at ransacking her heart for a woman she discovered halfway through the telling she isn’t sure she even likes, so…“Wylie?”

         He approaches, pauses under the deck, gazing up at her. “We’re okay.” His hand reaches to touch her bare leg. “Looked like a holdup or an attempt or something like that. Whatever happened, somebody is definitely very dead.”

         “Oh my God.”

         “Couple minutes earlier,” explains Tommy, “who knows what we might have seen. Or been involved in.”

         “The modern world,” comments Gerri. “Five blocks away.”

         “You shoulda seen that body lying there on the pavement just as still as anything. It looked phony it was so real.”

         “Yes,” Gerri declares, “just what I need to see, another dead person. I am sick to death of dead persons, of hearing about them, of looking at them, of feeling sorry for them; they’re on television every hour, in the papers every morning, and bleeding all over me in every magazine. Today you’d think that was all life was about, dead people.”

         “Long as it ain’t us,” drawls Tommy.

         At their backs there’s a flash and a sudden whoosh, a beat of gigantic wings; they swivel in their seats to the unnerving spectacle of a column of flame rearing up angrily into the dim air. “Oh, look,” remarks Rho, “Wylie’s got the fire going.”

         The daiquiri pitcher is emptied and refilled and emptied again. The citronella candles are lit. Mr. Freleng, the retired electrician next door, totters out to adjust his hose, faithful attendant to the abiding needs of the lawn god. He behaves as if he were alone, blind and deaf to the balcony audience spellbound by each fussy exertion. Upstairs the children sleep at last. Daphne gets paid and goes home. A small dark bat appears, flutters anxiously through the soft twilight, a flimsy prop on ineptly managed wires.

         “Five hundred mosquitoes an hour,” informs Tommy. “Amazing.”

         “I suppose,” says Gerri, “that radar they’re supposed to have causes cancer.”

         “Even as we speak.”

         “It must be exhilarating, though,” she goes on, entranced by the creature’s strobelike flight, “to eat what’s eating you.”

         “Well, I don’t think—”

         “But imagine being that free, able to fly, to sweep across the night in some sort of erotic stupor.”

         Tommy extends a closed fist. “So, Mrs. Hanna, if you could come back as any animal, the varmint of your choice would be—”

         “Yes, Gene, the bat, definitely the bat.”

         If Rho is expected to comment, she misses her cue. The diverse demands and unforeseen surges of the day, in tandem with tonight’s elevated blood alcohol levels, have driven her circuitry into a sputtering staticky condition near brownout or worse, she’s phasing eccentrically in and out, her attention temporarily and fiercely magnetized by the oddest fragments of isolated fact, so while Gerri natters on, from bats and sex and reincarnation to—working hard now to amuse her audience—stale crowd-pleasers of lust and gaucherie among her wealthy clientele, Rho is pleasantly tuned to the resonant sound of hissing meat. She watches the coals glowing in backyard obscurity like poisonous pink eggs in a metal nest, the spit and spark of yellow flame as grease hits the briquettes like a short in the night, a modest show but richly entertaining. The hours of her day pass in review at a respectful distance, she feels nothing, the simplest formulation (my life, this particular point on the graph, is it + or − ?) beyond her depleted capacities, she’s tired, foundering in a profuse mystery of feckless convalescence she recognizes to her relief as more than one private neurotic dilemma, every one of her friends exhibits some degree of symptomatic distress, but what exactly is it we are convalescing from? She hasn’t a clue. I need a good night’s sleep. I need a good night without sleep. Overhead, the mounting darkness is studded with stars, glint of the nailheads supporting the big roof. A sudden light from the Avery bedroom projects a long yellow trapezoid over the spiky grass. Down the block the heavy metal kids are crashing and burning their way through a catchy number whose name she almost seems to recall. There’s nothing around us, and deep inside, too.

         The steaks are grilled to perfection, and though it’s difficult to make out in the dim wicklight exactly what it is that’s on one’s plate or identify the grit in the potatoes, the meal is rated a four-star success. Tommy raises his glass to deliver a toast so pompous and strained it must have been intended to evoke the manner of some media android or other.

         “Do your De Niro,” Rho orders her husband. “You know his De Niro. All his impressions are fabulous, but the De Niro is uncanny.”

         He smiles wearily.

         “C’mon, Wylie, put out for your guests.”

         The smile fades.

         “Let’s go now, let’s get this party into high gear.” Her husband’s reserve is irritating her. She’s fed up with the many humors and riddles of him. “I want some fun here,” she demands, “and I want it now.”

         “You’re drunk,” he says.

         “I’m not,” announces Gerri with aggressive finality. She’s the hardliner at the negotiating table. She’s decided not to go in on Monday. Let her colleagues enjoy a new appreciation of her worth in a musing upon her absence. Wylie wouldn’t go in if he didn’t feel like it. Wylie does as he pleases. He’s a free lance. He says he’s in microsystems, but she knows better, she thinks he must be in government, he’s a governor. She can feel her hands running up under Wylie’s shirt. She can feel heat.

         Tommy rises, he wants to dance. Won’t anyone join in? He stumbles alone down the steep redwood steps and out across the yard, a small dark figure moving within a larger darkness. He’s humming, he’s dancing.

         It looks to Rho as if Tommy has actually removed his shirt, and since a good hostess accommodates her company she hustles out to perform her duty. Arm in arm they dance, it’s a night for grand gestures, cheek to cheek they glide on over behind the garage where in a crush of mint, she…he…well, nothing really, and he did have his shirt on the whole time.

         Abandoned at the dinner table, Wylie and Gerri have somehow slipped, without apparent embarrassment, into an engaging discussion upon the nature of the soul, its defining qualities, the possibility it manifests a specific shape, the likelihood of its integrity beyond formaldehyde and flowers, speculation on its absence from an unfortunate sum of mortal beings since God, at the moment of creation, released into the universe a fixed number of souls to be recycled among a diminishing percentage of an exponentially expanding population, hence bodies with no souls. Who are these people? she inquires. He shrugs his shoulders. Movie executives? There’s a dark rustle in his voice that vibrates the base of her spine. Her hands upon his chest.

         When Tommy and Rho come tripping back to the campfire, Tommy presents an idea, a great escape, a week-long getaway, all four of them, to the lands over the sun. Gerri squeals and claps. On the island there will be no telephones, no televisions, no papers. No one will wear any clothes. Tommy knows a guy at Eastern who knows the choice beaches (e.g., tourist-scarce, noncommercial) in the Caribbean and who was just yesterday commending the unspoiled charms of one rare shore Tommy unfortunately cannot…“Saint…” he tries, “Saint something,” looking for help to Rho, her skin in the candle glow burnished to a model’s tan. He’s convinced he understands the contents of her face, always has.

         “They’re all Saint something,” says Gerri, playing to the still watcher across the table. “Those grubby Catholics always weaseling their way in first. All the best places.” Ever the naughty parochial schoolgirl who also worships at other altars, in faraway places for instance, where each may feast without guilt on the fruit of the next.

         Wylie is staring hard in Tommy’s direction.

         “When would we go?” Rho asks. In the bright bay the water is bloodwarm. It is like swimming within one another. Tommy’s white ass winking on the sunny surface. Her teeth unzip his fly. She finds him, she coaxes him from his pants, no hands. “In the fall,” he answers. Then in the hammock under the coconuts together, swaying. The air gravid, sweet, budding for one, for all, for him. “October, maybe. We’ll do it in the fall.” Pineapple perfume between her legs.

         “What do you say, honey?” Skin to skin, like skydiving through the Tommyness of Tommy. Nails tight around his clenched buttocks.

         Gerri’s eyes, too, are on Wylie. Close against him, climbing the electric length of him to the dark hollow beneath his arm, where she licks.

         Wylie doesn’t know. Too early to confirm what the October schedule will allow. He drains his glass, looks off into the waning sky.

         Okay, then. So Rho goes it alone. In the hotel elevator between floors shocking the tourists. Stubbled chin sanding her thighs. In scuba effervescence off the blue reef among little neon fishes.

         Then, for everybody, a golden tangle of limbs and juice and heat. Tops and bottoms. Fingers and mouths.

         Wylie leans forward, places his hands flat against the table, pushes himself erect. “Would you excuse me for a minute?”

         “Why not,” Tommy responds, watching him maneuver awkwardly over his outstretched legs.

         “Don’t get lost,” Rho jokes. Though the edges of her lips are numb, the glass in her hand keeps finding a miraculous way to her mouth, and she’s cozy, she’s entered into a nice state of encapsulation, a daiquiri astronaut, communications link down, support systems nominal, destination unknown, she hasn’t a care.

         Wylie enters the kitchen, where he stops to regard with a sharp detective eye the scene: the nervous fluorescence, the dinner debris, the dripping faucet, the unattended television silently tuned to tonight’s repeat of Perfect Strangers, the bloodied dish towel, the sectioned limes, the jutting drawers, the spilled olives, the greasy knives, and, taped to the door of the clattering refrigerator, a child’s crayon rendering of a triangle hat atop an oblique happy face atop a red meatball body sprouting pitchfork arms and chicken legs captioned “Dabdy.” He can’t seem to find what he wants. He continues on down the shadowy hallway, ice cubes rattling like beans in the magic gourd of a glass he holds before him, clearing the demons from his path. His Nike’d feet fall without sound on the postmodern gray broadloom as he mounts the stairs quietly, quietly, to enter like a thief the charmed bubblegum-spiced atmosphere of his only son’s room. The sleeping boy is lost within a cocoon of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle sheets from which issues the regular rasp of his asthmatic snore. From the walls threaten posters of trumpeting dinosaurs and sneering rock stars. The bookshelves hold a humble armful of books and the terrarium home to Huckleberry, the family’s pet chameleon, and a Defense Department arsenal of military toys occupying every available inch of shelf space and cascading down across the floor in muddled retreat and up over the whelmed desk top, from which chaos Wylie plucks a kid’s-size pair of blue and yellow plastic binoculars. He stands motionless at the window before the vanished sky, the obscure roofs and walls of his neighbors, that pathetically stunted birch beside the sandbox in his own empty yard, and, on the deck beneath his nose, his wife and her guests exactly as he left them. He raises the binoculars to his eyes, focuses the finger-smudged lenses down on Rho’s face; he watches her talk, the odd movement of her enlarged lips, the pistoning of her jaw. Magnified and considered from this novel angle, her familiar features seem skewed and disproportionate, furious sketches for a modern portrait the sitter will not like. He can’t hear a word through the sealed window of this climate-controlled house, only meaningless squawks of laughter, the perpetual rumbling machine of Tommy’s baritone. He watches Rho, then he pans over to Gerri. He watches her. He can see her darting tongue. Pan to Tommy. Nose looming suggestively out of bland everyday mask. The binoculars pan. He watches Rho. He watches Gerri. He watches Tommy. He does not move from that spot. There is no dialogue. Only the binoculars move.

         Down on the deck the fun-loving trio is gossiping about Frankie D., who is supposed to have slept with most of the middle management of Ribman and Stone. She wears inappropriate clothing to corporate functions. Her hair is like Easter basket grass. She thinks she has friends.

         Every line Gerri speaks bristles with wit. Every gesture Tommy makes is bounded in grace. When he touches her arm to punctuate a point, a message of perfect clarity passes instantly between them. These are the best people Rho’s ever known. This is the best she’s been in months. She is bathed in a new understanding, this fine evening’s unexpected gift to that Cinderella self of hers too long scrubbing the same flagstones clean, and the understanding says to her: your life is your invention, that’s all, your life is your invention, the naïve obviousness of it positively intoxicating. You make it up, ha ha. Now she’s married to Wylie, now she isn’t. Now she has kids, now she doesn’t. Here is a sense of play missing since childhood. She looks to Tommy. Now she bends to…

         Now Gerri is sharing her drink and Tommy is deconstructing an ironic slasher film—or is it merely a lengthy joke?—and when Rho glances up to check on the moon she catches a glimpse of Mother frozen at an upstairs window, but, no, the hallucination dissolves, she refuses to submit to those obsolete emotions, to all that gamy bait, keep your head keyed to the present, why should the party ever end?

         “Damn these mosquitoes!” Gerri is slapping impatiently at her exposed legs. “I’m literally covered in nasty bites.”

         “It’s ’cause you’re so sweet,” cracks Tommy, scratching at his own arm. “Where’s our little bat-friend when you need him?”

         “I don’t feel a thing,” Rho brags, stretching her arms heavenward. “I’m in a bug-free zone.”

         “Well, I’m being eaten alive.” Gerri slaps a palm against the side of her face. “And these damn things never work.” Suddenly she picks up a candle and heaves the glass globe as if it were a ticking bomb out into the darkness. Startled by the violence of her behavior, she looks at her companions in shock and then breaks into laughter. “Sorry, Rho, gee, I’ll buy you another. I don’t know what came over me.”

         “Okay, you guys.” Rho begins gathering up plates. “Inside.”

         The kitchen light seems painfully intense, exaggerated to no purpose. Dishes stacked in the sink and along the counter appear to have multiplied on their own in the incubating fluorescence.

         “My God,” Gerri bellows, “did we eat all that?”

         “Maybe we’re in the wrong house,” suggests Tommy, deadpan.

         Rho is scraping cow bones into a garbage bag. “Where’s Wylie?” she asks.

         Gerri stands before the open refrigerator, searching the freezer for that pint of butter pecan Rho promised her. “Maybe he’s passed out in the john.”

         Rho puts down a plate. “Wylie?” she calls in a hushed voice. “Wylie, where are you?” She wipes her hands on the stained towel and goes wandering off into the unlit gloom of the silent house.

         Tommy leans against the counter, working a toothpick around his gums, bewitched by the provocative incoherence the television is shooting into him. “Look,” he drawls, comprehension dawning, “Jaws.” Teeth, water, blood, it is a spellbinding blend, as potent now as it was when he first saw the film, half a dozen viewings ago.

         Gerri locates the one remaining clean spoon and busily scoops high premium ice cream into her puckered mouth until…“What the hell are you doing?” She holds out a reproving hand. “Gimme that.”

         Tommy’s eyebrows go up and down. He drops the wet toothpick into her palm, where it is inspected with a fortune-teller’s gaze and tossed without comment into the trash.

         “Good dinner,” Tommy ventures.

         “Do you think,” she gasps, sucking air onto her chilled molars, “Rho was quite herself tonight?”

         The question’s still afloat in the space between them when Rho appears in the doorway, displaying the expression of one working out a problem in long division. “Wylie,” she says, her voice lanced and drained, “Wylie’s not here.”

         Tommy, still concentrating on the television, pretends not to hear. “Huh?” he asks.

         “Of course he is,” says Gerri. She knows Wylie. “He’s upstairs. He went upstairs. He’s looking in on the kids.”

         Rho is shaking her head carefully, as if it held items of priceless fragility. “There’s no one up there but the twins.”

         “He’s in the john.”

         “I checked every room.”

         Tommy interrupts by humming the aggravating notes of the old Twilight Zone theme. “What about out back?” he suggests. “Cleaning the grill. Or the garage? Or out by the garbage cans?”

         Rho’s head won’t stop moving.

         “Didn’t he say something about running out to the store?” asks Gerri. “Running low on limes?”

         “Maybe he went out for a pack of cigarettes,” says Tommy, well aware that his friend does not smoke.

         “Look in the driveway,” Rho says. She wants to shout. “Neither car is gone.” Now she reruns the tape: she sees herself moving from room to room and she sees herself watching herself, and as she watches, the Rho searching seems to be moving faster and the Rho watching seems to be growing more and more still. Nothing has happened. Nothing is happening. She casts about this room she finds herself in, this kitchen, and recognizes nothing of any relevance to who she is or what is occurring here. Her pots and pans seem to have been rubbed and washed by foreign hands; all the objects in the house have begun migrating on to a different life and they are taking her with them. She reruns the tape: she sees herself moving from room to…

         “Let me take a look,” volunteers Tommy, hurrying off, male impatience eager to be doing.

         Gerri can’t quite comprehend the terms of this situation, either. “I mean, this is a joke, right? Any second now Wylie hops out of a closet and gives us a good scare?”

         “Wylie wouldn’t do that.” It is not a point to be debated.

         Gerri doesn’t know what to say. She pats Rho’s arm. She makes appropriate noises: “Well, don’t worry, it’ll be all right, wherever he is, it can’t be that far, nobody simply vanishes.”

         They sit at the table for several minutes of uncomfortable silence, Gerri intrigued by the notion that Wylie’s disappearance has some crucial relation to herself. Then Rho is up and through the hallway, the white living room, the front door, deaf to the sound of her name pursuing her across the damp lawn and out into the middle of the deserted street, where she stops and stares off into the impenetrable distance like one come to the end of a long vacant pier. The humid darkness swarms with the random messages of insects, the winking fireflies, the creaking crickets. There is no sign of Wylie. Gerri leads her back to a house alive with light, each window a blazing rectangle of illusory mirth reminding envious passersby of the party they would never give, the invitation they would never receive.

         Tommy is pacing amid the fashionable starkness of the living room and picking at his forehead. He admits events have turned exceedingly strange. He’s even rummaged through bedroom drawers and closets (thank you, Rho, for your exquisite taste in lingerie), hunting for evidence of missing clothes, suitcases, etc. Nothing seems to have been disturbed.

         “I don’t understand,” says Rho.

         Tommy suggests a quick drive around the neighborhood. Gerri can stay behind with the sleeping children. The emptiness in Rho’s eyes is replaced by a tentative expression of hope, a child’s relief at an adult assumption of authority.

         Tommy’s Prelude creeps at cortege speed from block to leafy block. Rho sits anxiously forward, starting at the slightest movement, real or imagined, out on the dark streets. It’s as quiet this Friday as on any other night of the week, the typical suburban stillness only occasionally disturbed by passing joggers (singly and in pairs), kids on bikes, the muscular adolescent walking his questionably domesticated dog, each scrutinized carefully by Rho, her head leaning out the open car window, a song running repeatedly through it, the same song, as a matter of fact, that looped through her mind during Mother’s funeral, a silly Calypso ditty about her roof having a hole in it and she might drown. She rubs her arms, she’s cold on this, the warmest night of the year.

         Tommy is watching her as he drives, the moody pattern of light and shadow sliding dramatically across her perfect profile, this shared sense of peril and mystery, and he can’t help it, he’s sitting there behind the wheel with an erection in his lap.

         Back at the house while Gerri is alone the telephone rings and when she answers it there’s nobody there. She doesn’t know whether to tell Rho about this call or not.

         Back at the house Tommy and Rho and Gerri huddle on black furniture in the white living room, interrogating one another with an insistence that desires somehow to speak Wylie, to locate the exact words in the exact order that will conjure his physical presence before them. Thought, however, goes round and round like a tire axle-deep in swamp mud.

         Tommy, of course, has assumed the role of chief of detectives. “Once again, can you think of any place, no matter how remote, that Wylie might have gone. Friends? Relatives?” He pauses. “Enemies?”

         Rho resembles a mannequin that has been removed from display for repainting.

         Gerri is thinking how Wylie might have struck his head on a cabinet, say, in an inebriated stumble, and is now wandering the city in a state of amnesia.

         Tommy is thinking about a recent report he saw on UFO abductions. He also thinks about what’s her name, the baby-sitter, her long black hair, her long tight jeans. “No point in notifying the cops yet,” he says. “They won’t do a damn thing until twenty-four hours have passed.”

         Rho. Rho sits.

         A long-haired cat with a frosty blue coat and cold yellow eyes steps in daintily measured tread down the carpeted stairs. Awakened from sleek gray-toned dreams of murder and euphoria, he has come to investigate this annoying commotion within the kingdom. At the foot of the stairs he sits in stony Buddhistic calm, the truth of the room reflected in the glossy convexities of his stare. He blinks and the supremely languid draw of his lids suggests whole taxonomies of boredom beyond human reckoning. But since neither sight nor smell detects the scantest particle of available food, attention is fading, fades, faded. His name is Pluto.

         With a rough impatience Rho rubs the shadowed hollow of her temple. It throbs. She regards her dear, useless friends. For the anguish in her face there is no mitigation. Her dress is black. Her hair is brown. Her mind is blank.

         She asks, “What is happening here?”

         Like the present tense, Daddy was gone gone.
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