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for Tim









Earth’s the right place for love;


I don’t know where it’s likely to go better.


—Robert Frost






PART ONE





BIRTHDAY



“Tell me,” she said.


“No,” he said.


“Come on,” she was laughing. “Just tell me what it is.”


“No,” he said. “You have to guess.”


“Guess? Guess?” She had both hands on her head. “I hate guessing. You know that. Just give it to me.”


“I want you to guess,” Clark said evenly, holding the gift behind his back. The young couple, Clark and Charlotte Adair, stood in the middle of their kitchen, which they had yesterday painted yellow. Everything was still in boxes all around the house, for they had just moved in.


Although he spoke casually enough, Clark was weak with excitement—today was a birthday. Today was a day to honor childhood, which he remembered as something like a galaxy of sweets and coincidences. This was a day to feel as precious and doted upon as one tended to feel as a child, as precious and doted upon as he had felt at least, and to forget altogether that one was grown up. Birthdays. He remembered the body heat of his parents behind him as he beckoned the party guests in from the rain. Though Clark was not yet thirty, he would be soon, and what struck him about adulthood so far was the sheer quantity of issues that arose of their own accord, no matter how pleasantly you behaved. Too many issues to name. Today was a birthday. A day to put all that aside.


“OK,” Charlotte said, shrugging. She took two steps backward and looked at her husband, finger in mouth. Suddenly she seemed happy to comply.


“Flowers,” she said.


“Nope,” said Clark, aware of an immediate look of relief on her face. “Flowers are for normal days. Today is your birthday.”


“Well, what did you get me?” She was blushing. The sight of her pale face with blooming cheeks transfixed him. They were both very tall and lean, like two halves of the same thing. But where Charlotte was fair, Clark’s coloring bore the trace of shadows, with his dark curls and a faintly Arabian nose. Charlotte drew her sucked-pink finger from her mouth.


“Why are you smiling?” she said.


“God damn,” he said, almost involuntarily. “You look beautiful. Beautiful like a child. It’s amazing. You look like you’re about seven. And you’ve just come in from playing outside.”


“I’d never want to be seven again,” said Charlotte.


“No-no,” Clark said, quickly. “Seven in spirit.”


“I’d never want to be seven again,” said Charlotte, “especially in spirit.”


“Well, what I meant was,” Clark shifted the present behind his back, “you look happy. I like to see you happy.”


Charlotte lowered her gaze to Clark’s navel. Her face grew serious. With one finger, she drew a tendril of lank blonde hair out of her eyes. She appeared to be trying to see the birthday present through his body.


She looked up. “I hope you didn’t get me something too extravagant,” she said. “I said no extravagance this year. With the new house…”


Clark’s extravagance with money was sometimes an issue, but for him to bring up her bringing it up would have been a whole new, collateral issue. Today was a birthday. (Charlotte’s birthday, though did it matter whose in a marriage?) A day to remember the hunger one felt as a child for each new thing, each singular word, and each honest daybreak. He fondled the gift box behind his back.


“It’s not extravagant,” he said.


“OK,” she said, looking up at the ceiling. “It’s not flowers, and it’s not extravagant.”


What is it, Charlotte Adair thought, out of all things? A gift. A birthday gift. Suddenly, she found herself believing that inside this small box was one of the fantastical gifts on some long ago wish list—a harp, a pony, a castle. The thought made her giddy. She felt that she was at the center of everything. She was the birthday girl. The gift was for her. She closed her eyes and felt the rupturing pressure of laughter in her chest. But just then, her eyes snapped open. She was afraid to stand there with her eyes closed, like a child praying to God. She looked around suspiciously at the strange new kitchen. Then she looked at her husband’s shadowed face—almond colored, pretty-eyed. What if for some reason he was pulling her leg?


“Let me see it,” she said.


“No way,” laughed Clark. “You’ll guess right away if you see it.”


She stepped back. She took a deep breath. Of course he wasn’t pulling her leg. He liked giving presents. He liked birthdays.


“Is it…,” she said, “another figurine?”


Clark fondled the gift again. It was not a figurine, because the figurine had definitely been an issue last year. He agreed now that the figurine had been a strange gift, something suited better for a child. But it had looked so much like her, he still wanted to protest, a porcelain maiden wringing out her long, long hair.


“Nope,” he said. “It’s absolutely not a figurine.”


“Hey,” Charlotte said, looking up at him flirtatiously. “Did you get me that necklace I saw at Shand’s the other day? Did you sneak back over there and buy that necklace for me?”


It took Clark a moment to remember the necklace they had seen together.


“No,” he said. “Listen, I didn’t get you jewelry.”


“OK,” said Charlotte. “Then can I have it now?”


“Come on,” said Clark. “Use your imagination.”


But as soon as he said the word “imagination” he knew he had chosen the wrong word. Since they’d begun moving in, Charlotte’s lack of imagination had become an issue. She would stare at the empty rooms, blinking, unable to envision. Clark felt that she was unable to let go of the expected places and uses for things. She was unable to dream, unable to guess. The week previous, he had gone so far as to call her “boring,” and to prove that she was not boring, she took everything back out of the kitchen cabinets and dashed them against the wall. Among other things, such as all of his mother’s china, she had broken the birthday figurine, and in that case, thought Clark, the figurine wasn’t such a hot thing for her to bring up either.


Charlotte’s eyes darkened. She too remembered the incident with the china. She saw the white plates flying like epithets toward the wall. Although they’d had their tussles, they had never fought like that, never thrown anything, and now their first house was anointed in a shower of porcelain. She felt very bad about it and also implicitly reaccused. She took a deep breath. She tried to remember that today was her birthday, a day to claim one’s place at the center of everything before one has to step aside for the next of six billion people, a day to feel cosmically attractive, a day to feel wanted, and she tried to get back to that dreamy, closed-eyed feeling of the birthday girl.


But instead she said, helpless to stop herself, “Is it a rope to hang myself with?”


Suddenly, the issues abounded: Charlotte’s rather dark sense of humor, her inability to behave sportingly, and more disastrously, the horribly recent death of Clark’s mother, which had been a suicide.


Charlotte’s eyes flew open when she realized what she had said.


“Just kidding,” she said. “Oh God. It was a joke. I wasn’t thinking. It was an innocent joke.”


Clark still held the birthday gift behind his back. His eyes flickered momentarily, but his expression did not change.


“Are you going to guess for real or not?” he asked.


Charlotte looked down. Softly she said, “I guessed for real already, Clark.”


“Just twice? That’s all the guesses you’ve got in you?”


“Can’t I just have it?” said Charlotte.


“But this is the best part,” he said, “the guessing. Listen,” the gift box—covered sloppily in striped wrapping paper—hung now at his side. “You don’t enjoy your birthday, Charlotte. You always get sad on your birthday. I thought I’d try to make it fun this year.”


They both stood silently for a moment. It was true, about Charlotte and birthdays. She was trying very hard to be the birthday girl but she couldn’t stick with it. Outside, the dog gave one of his long, heartbroken howls. They could hear him dragging his chain back and forth across the patio. Clark looked at the floor and Charlotte looked out the window. Outside, the hawthorn tree shook its angry naked branches.


“February,” Charlotte sighed. “Why did I have to be born in the sorriest month of the year?”


“See?” said Clark, “There you go, getting sad.”


“A lot of times, with adopted children, they just make up the birthday. I mean, sometimes they don’t know. So maybe I wasn’t even born today. I’ve never seen my birth certificate. They might have just fudged the papers at the agency. Maybe I was filling their February quota.”


“That’s it,” Clark gestured with his shoulder. “The gift is related to the time of year. Understand? You’re getting warm.”


“A raincoat?” Charlotte squinted.


“No,” said Clark, putting the box behind his back again. It was then he realized that a raincoat was what he should have gotten. A raincoat would have been a lot better than the stupid thing he had gotten. His arms hurt, holding the gift on and on this way. And yet it seemed too late to just give it to her.


“Ohhh,” she said. “I know.”


A smile arose on Charlotte’s face, and for a moment, Clark felt very badly. She guessed that the gift was two tickets to go see the ballet Giselle that was being performed in a nearby city, something she had hinted at wanting several times but which was wrong. Then, undeterred, she guessed a scarf, then an umbrella, both of which were wrong but were, in fact, related to the time of year. She guessed a number of reasonable things, and Clark noticed that each one would have made a better gift than the stupid gift he’d gotten and that all of them were wrong. He had thought long and hard about what present to buy his wife this year, and yet none of those reasonable things had come to mind. He listened, looking at the kitchen walls, which still smelled fresh and wet with paint, his arms aching.


A rabbit bounced out of the hedge into the backyard. Charlotte looked at it.


“Did you get me a rabbit?” she said.


Then she began to guess whatever came to mind and at that point Clark did not stop her: a meat grinder, an egg beater, an anteater, a cheeseburger, a sheepherder, a rectal thermometer, a flower for Algernon, a purple heart, a dark horse, a bird in the hand, a burning bush, a kind word, a million-dollar idea, a guardian angel, immortal life.


“Oh Christ,” she said, and began to cry.


Clark went to the pantry and put the gift box on the topmost shelf. They had forgotten to paint the pantry. He looked at the decrepit wallpaper.


“I’ll give it to you later,” he said aloud in the pantry.


Charlotte sat down at the breakfast table and Clark sat down beside her. He passed her a tissue. They were silent for some time.


“We’ve been fighting since the day we moved into this house,” said Charlotte. “We never used to fight.”


“Well, let’s not fight anymore then,” said Clark. “It’s the stress.”


“There’s been a lot of stress. The funeral. Going through old things. Moving in, all at the same time.”


“Packing, unpacking. Painting.”


“Breaking plates. So much to do.” Charlotte smiled shyly, then she started to cry again.


“Don’t cry,” Clark said tenderly, grasping her hand.


“Why not?” she said.


“I don’t know,” he said. “I guess you can go ahead and have a cry.”


“A birthday cry,” said Charlotte, smiling a little.


“Sure,” said Clark. “A birthday cry. You save up enough of those things and someday you’ll have yourself a birthday river.”


“My own river,” said Charlotte.


Clark played with the napkin holder they had just unpacked. He lifted the small bar up and down. He pretended to guillotine the screaming napkins until he finally got her to laugh.


“Well, Charlie,” said Clark. “Let me tell you. You certainly used your imagination.”


Charlotte laughed again, drying her tears with a napkin. Then they looked out the window together, where the damp winds of February blew like an army of witches over the small yard.





YOU



She was gone now. But way back, when Clark was a boy, his mother had explained the world. She explained how things functioned, the secrets of things. For example, the passage of time (according to Vera Adair) was overseen by a dwarf who lived in a shack in the desert somewhere outside of Las Vegas. At night, he would hoist the moon up by a rope and pulley. In the morning, of course, he would raise the sun. And the weather? The weather was operated by a series of magical animals that lived in the mountains.


These were stories for children but she did not stop telling them. Even after Clark grew up and realized that his mother had invented everything, that little of what she said was true, even after they told him she was unwell, even after she ended her own life to drive the point home, Clark still thought of the weather in exactly the same way. When it snowed, he thought of the black bear of winter standing on a cliff, tossing the snow out of his satchel. At least once, at the start of every spring, he pictured the little lamb of spring gamboling down from the mountains to deliver the rosebuds.


It was not that Clark still believed these stories were true, he merely appreciated their familiarity. He knew he was the son of a madwoman. The years before her death were the worst. Like his father and sister, he did not cry at her funeral. And now all of them were behaving as if her death were far more than three months distant. But in secret, in some sort of inviolable compact, Clark held onto her crazy and wonderful stories, much in the same way that aging ladies held onto their handsome dead fiancés of distant wars. Even now, as the morning was breaking pinkly over his first March in his first house, paying out the light, there was this sense of magic, of tremendous unpredictability, at which his mother’s stories had once hinted. He missed her. Of course he did. Also, he was relieved.


The wind fell still over the house, and the winter-naked trees rattled outside the bedroom window. I’ll have to take a look at that window, Clark thought to himself. The thought made him proud: He would have to take a look at the window. Who else but him, the man of the house? Clark inhaled and smiled. He raised himself on the pillow, and looked down into his wife’s face.


“Have you ever been in love?” he asked her.


Charlotte grinned sleepily. She drew her forearm across her brow. Her long hair, which was the color of sugar corn and without the slightest curl, crisscrossed the pillow. She had a small mouth and a sudden, snaggle-toothed smile. He could see the tiny ridges at the bottoms of her teeth.


“I mean,” said Clark, “besides with me.”


“Who says I’m in love with you?” said Charlotte.


“I don’t know. Are you?”


“I’m not that kind of girl.”


Clark tickled her just under the arm, and she squirmed. “Really?”


“I’m asleep,” she said. “I’m asleep. Shall I hang a sign from my nose?”


“What about that guy who went into the military? The one who proposed to you at a Drive-Thru. Private Downyourpants.”


“Who, him?” said Charlotte, rolling her eyes. “No, we weren’t in love. We just happened to be running from love in the same direction.”


Clark smiled. Because it was his first spring-like morning in their new house, and because his pretty young wife had teased him and was warm beside him on the bed, and because he was surviving all that had happened, it felt like the first smile of his life. Everything was wide open. Everything was first. Spring was the most hopeful season, and soon the grounds around the new house would bloom, who knew what buried flowers there were, and maybe Charlotte could finally have a garden. He was proud to own this house. He felt sure that a garden would arise immaculately out of the ground around it. He felt hopeful and young like that.


Marriage, he thought, touching his wife’s hair. Marriage, what is it? Why does a person do it? Why does a person grab a girl by the shoulder as she is walking, one summer evening, turn her around and ask her to marry him? Maybe it’s simply the most outrageous thing a man can do. A man can jump from buildings, a man can wrestle bulls, but inwardly he will know none of it can compare to swinging a girl round and asking her to marry him. It was irrepressible. It was outrageous. Marriage is the only punishment great enough to fit the crime of love. Clark laughed to himself, fingering Charlotte’s hair. Marriage is the only punishment great enough to fit the crime of love, he thought. But of course, marriage didn’t even feel like a punishment. Three years into it, it no longer even felt outrageous. Only on certain mornings, waking up next to her, did he realize what an adventure it was. A billion times it had happened before them, and yet here they were, the first.


Charlotte rolled over and put her cheek on her arm and looked at him. A faintly sweet, confectionery scent arose from her body. Knots of crusted sleep hung in her lashes. Her dark eyes were soft and engorged with dreams. She looked terribly pretty to him.


“You?” she asked him. “I bet you’ve been in love a million times. Give me a number, if you had to count them.”


“Not a million,” Clark said. “Three or four.”


“Three or four million times?”


“No,” said Clark, laughing and leaning back against the headboard. “Three or four times. I have fallen in love with groups of women, but I just count them once.”


“Groups? Ethnic groups?”


“No, no. I fell in love with my sister’s friends when I was a boy. They used to practice kissing on me. Sometimes more than kissing. I’ve told you about them. Janine Hoffstead. Kiki Zuckerman. Oh, Kiki,” Clark sighed. “I was in love then.”


“You were not in love,” said Charlotte, clucking her tongue. “You knew nothing about love. You were a boy.”


“Then I’m still a boy. Because I still know nothing about love. And I’m still in love.”


Charlotte turned her head away, but he could tell she was smiling.


“Who is she?” she asked.


She rolled on her back and yawned, curling up her fists with the thumbs tucked in. She arched her back, her skin visible through her thin pink rayon nightgown. She stretched one consummately white leg, then she stretched the other. Her skin was so white, almost transparent at the wrists and knees. In the summer, she would carry herself about in the shade like a vial of mercury, wearing a frayed straw hat.


“You,” he said.


The bear of winter grunted in his sleep. The dwarf in the desert dropped a grain of sand. The lamb of spring leapt across the clean blue sky. The sky outside was clear and new and first.


“Well,” Charlotte said. “I was thinking of making jelly toast. Your father sent us some blackberry jam.”


Clark paused. He looked at the walls for a moment, his eyes casting beyond them.


Finally he said, “I won’t eat that. Probably his girlfriend made it, the hag.”


“You’re talking about Mrs. Flanigan,” said Charlotte.


“Yes, Mrs. Flanigan,” he answered darkly. “The home-wrecker.”


“Clark,” Charlotte said. “Let’s not go into it.”


“You asked if I wanted her blackberry jam.”


“Yes, but let’s not go into it. That home was wrecked long before Mrs. Flanigan came into the picture. You know that.”


Clark stared at the ceiling. He wasn’t listening anymore. He didn’t know that.


“If you want to talk about love,” he said. “If you want to talk about two people in love, talk about Mother and Dad. Way back when. Before Mrs. Flanigan. Before me. When they lived together in a chicken coop on the Rio Grande, right after they were married. When they were our age.”


Charlotte sat up and reached for her robe.


“I feel a disagreement coming on,” she murmured. “I think I’m coming down with a disagreement.” She smiled over her shoulder, but Clark was still staring at the ceiling.


Charlotte had heard about the chicken coop half a dozen times by now. Each time it caused her pain. Not only did it pain her that he told the same story over and over with no nod to the fact that she’d already heard it, it pained her to know it was not true. Well, it was a Vera story. It contained elements of the truth—one malarial summer spent in Texas with a church group. The truth one had to get from Clark’s father in the kitchen over a glass of bourbon. From there, on many a visit, Charlotte had watched her handsome new husband sitting on a tiny footstool in the living room, laughing and hugging his knees, while a woman in a white nightgown spoke in her protracted, actorly way, making large facial motions as if playing to a large room, and Charlotte would think yes, he loves her, but surely he doesn’t believe her.


“I mean it was unheard of,” Clark was saying, “two grin-gos out there on La Frontera. They even had a pet macaw. They called it…”


“Julito,” whispered Charlotte, looking at her feet.


“Julito. My father helped the locals build a church at night, by the light of a thousand candles. Afterwards, they’d fall asleep watching the stars through the chicken wire…”


“Clark,” said Charlotte. “Do you want some jelly toast? I’ll make it for you. I won’t use Mrs. Flanigan’s jam.”


But looking over at him on the bed, she saw that he was far away in his false memories, a place in which he’d been taking refuge more and more often. How abstract he’d become lately, she thought, how hard to reach, when what she loved about him before was his nearness, his ready-to-go-ness, how he would pull a peach out of his pocket, sit down right then and there, and they would make a picnic out of it. He was the most spontaneous person she’d ever met, always alert to some small joy, always jumping up. She had been terribly drawn to this quality, for she herself was reticent, skeptical, often overcome with a great passivity when faced with something lovely she wanted. Now, beside her, he laughed softly to himself. His head was submerged in the pillow like a dark pearl, the black curls flattened against both temples. His large, gray eyes, almost astral in their gray blueness, looked so rapt that she almost turned to see what he was looking at. But of course he was looking at nothing. He was remembering. Remembering things that had never happened.


Charlotte felt her pulse quicken. She felt stranded in the present. She didn’t want to be left alone in the present in this new house. Suddenly, the house felt hollow and large and impossible to furnish. She put the robe over her shoulders and looked outside into the small backyard.


“I should work on that garden today,” she said. “I should plant things.”


“Mom and Dad didn’t speak the language,” said Clark. “But they learned how to do things sort of anthropologically. Mother learned to make milk from scratch. She learned to make milk the way the Mexicans did.”


“Don’t Mexicans get milk from cows,” Charlotte said to the window, “the way everybody else does?”


Clark held up one finger instructively. “She watched, you see. She listened. She had the patience of a monk. And in that little schoolhouse by the creek, she would teach the local children to recite William Blake. ‘It was many and many a year ago in a kingdom by the sea…’ ”


“But you weren’t there, Clark,” said Charlotte. “You don’t know what happened between them. You can’t tell what somebody else’s marriage is really like. That’s not even Blake, by the way.”


And then, out of nowhere, Clark actually proceeded to recite the poem anyway, his long-fingered hands folded over his chest, “‘… That a maiden there lived who you may know,’ and so on and so on and so on.”


Charlotte gripped the sheets.


“Jesus, Clark,” she said. “If it was all so wonderful, then where was your dad when your mother died?”


Clark winced. His eyes refocused. He was back. He stared coldly at the ceiling.


“Yes, why don’t you go make jelly toast?” he said. “Use Mrs. Flanigan’s jam.”


Charlotte lay back down on the bed and hung her head.


“Damn,” she said.


She was sorry she had said that, about his mother. She felt better, but she was still sorry she had said it. She watched Clark’s chest rise and fall.


“You know I’m just jealous,” she said, rolling onto his chest and tickling his nipple. “I’m an orphan. I don’t have all sorts of pretty childhood stories like you do. Family legends. Starlight. Candlelight.”


Clark said nothing. He continued to stare at the ceiling.


“I’m really sorry,” she said. “We promised we wouldn’t fight.”


When he still didn’t answer, she murmured, “Please, Clark. I swear I’ll never speak of her that way again. I’ll never mention it again.”


He blinked slowly and his face seemed to relax. He had long, dark eyelashes that sprouted delicately like the tines of a fish fork.


“You know, maybe you were right,” Charlotte said. “Maybe they were in love.”


“And maybe you were right,” he said, turning away. “Maybe I was just a boy.”





TECUMSEH



Clark’s mother had left no suicide note. It might have been the one time in her life in which she had not said enough. She did leave, however, a trunkful of uncompleted crossword puzzles, a viola, a hairbrush, two hundred and two watercolor studies of the same barn, three closets of pretty silk dresses with singed holes from her Turkish cigarettes, a dozen white nightgowns, a broken seismograph, the lingering scent of valerian root, the lingering sound of her raving in anger, a piece of cake with a fork in it that had been the last thing she tasted, several heavy glass ashtrays, her china, and a dog.


Tecumseh was a shrewd, somewhat gloomy husky with a black muzzle and soft gray withers. His heavy coat was uneven, and he had the canniest way of walking sideways, like a crab. His eyes were the color of ice caps—almost white, almost the color of nothing. For as long as anyone could remember, this dog had followed his white-nightgowned mistress from room to room, a weary butler. Clark’s father hated him. And perhaps the feeling was mutual. The dog, of course, had been the first to come upon the body. The dog had been found waiting with the body. In the days following the suicide, the old man and the old dog had inhabited the same ruined house, avoiding one another in the hallways. During the funeral reception, the dog howled so woefully from the backyard that it was difficult to concentrate on mourning, and the guests appeared suspicious of themselves, unsure that they felt badly enough.


Charlotte remembered the funeral in all its variety of painfulness. She remembered the dog—unkempt, apoplectic—in the backyard. She disliked dogs, but for some reason elected herself as the one to go outside and calm the animal, whose howling was upsetting everyone. She had approached across the yard with her arms out, slowly, cop-like, but as soon as she was close enough, the dog leapt up and snapped at her, its chain taut as wire.


Retreating to the patio, alone in her thin dress in the cold, Charlotte could not help but reflect on the dog’s beastly loyalty. For the dead woman had never liked Charlotte, had never once been warm. Why not just admit it now that she was gone? And now Vera was dead, and it was a terrible thing, but alone in the cold on the patio of the dead woman’s house, Charlotte remembered all the woman’s queer, maddening, extravagant late-night requests, so many attempts to lure Clark back to her, when Charlotte had only wanted to be liked. And surely the woman knew she would lose him to someone, he whom she had lost now forever by her own hand! Charlotte had stood shivering in the cold, watching little white puffs come out from the dog’s mouth, confused as to how she was needed. It was horrible, all of it. Suicide. Her poor tall husband, stooping now to accept kisses in quiet rooms. She would not have wished any of it on anyone. And yet she was relieved. To her own shame. Her mother-in-law’s death was like the fall of a bizarre and powerful civilization of which she’d never been a part. But what did you do with the shame? Where did you put it—in what basement?


The next day, they had driven away from the house together in the sunshine. Two and a half years into their marriage, and only then did it seem to Charlotte that they were beginning, setting off truly for the first time, like honeymooners, just the two of them. Beside her, Clark seemed calm and mature in his funeral suit. He stared manfully ahead at the road. She’d put a hand on his thigh. She wanted to say I love you, but to her the phrase so often seemed to require some sort of introduction or ceremony; one did not say I love you in cars, or in buses, or when speaking of something else. Or while waiting in line. Or when one was sleepy or flatulent or bad-smelling. She blinked in the January sunlight. What did it mean that, as a grown woman, the phrase was still exotic to her?


I… I…


She turned to look back at her mother-in-law’s house, so that she might see it disappear behind them forever, the house of heartache and insanity, to give it one last big sayonara, when instead, she was confronted with the whiskered mug of Tecumseh. She screamed.


“Clark!” Charlotte cried. “Your mother’s dog is in the back of our car!”


Clark turned around and looked at the dog. “I know,” he said. “Good boy.”


“But I’m allergic to dogs!”


“No you’re not,” said Clark.


“I mean, I don’t like them.”


Clark smiled into the rear view mirror, as if he didn’t want the dog to have to hear what was being said about him. “We’re going to have to keep him,” he said.


“What?” Charlotte looked back at the creature. “Why can’t we take him to the pound and find some nice loving home? We barely have room in our apartment.”


“We’re buying a house,” said Clark, slipping the check out of his breast pocket, which he had just gotten from the lawyer the day before. It was stark white in the sunlight. “We’re buying that house from the paper with this money that my mother left me.”


Charlotte had fallen silent. She wanted a house very much, but she was shocked. As long as she’d known Clark, he’d never made such a run of firm and serious decisions. She looked over at his profile. The top of his black curly hair was sticking to the car’s felt interior.


“Listen,” Clark said, after a while. “I hardly took anything of hers. I didn’t take her watercolors or her capes or anything. I let Mary take care of everything. They put the rest in the yard. In the yard.” He looked over at Charlotte, and that was when she saw a particular pallor in his eyes she had never seen before. From the backseat, Tecumseh yawned loudly. “So, I’m going to take care of the one thing left, the thing that mattered most to her. I think she would have wanted me to.”


“But how could you know?” Charlotte said. “How could you know what she wanted? It was impossible to know with her. She was…”


Charlotte looked back at the dog. It withdrew its long pink tongue, and appeared to stop breathing for a moment. It cocked its head, as if to say, like some street tough, You lookin’ at me?


“I knew,” said Clark. “I knew.”


Charlotte looked out the window. She thought of the lonely, reverent way in which Clark had moved about his parents’ house those past several days, preparing for the funeral, behaving almost as if his mother was merely napping upstairs. He did not act the way his sister and father acted. He did not act as if anything were over.





SOLD



The house they picked was yellow and squat, with a friendly, twowindowed stare. Across the street sat a tawny apple orchard full of blackbirds that yawed all day. Clark and Charlotte had seen a picture of the house in the newspaper: 12 Quail Hollow Road. They had never really owned anything together before.


When they first went to see the house, they were pleased to see that it looked just like its picture in the paper. Charlotte fell in love with the sunny kitchen and the small backyard, while Clark liked the chimney pot that muttered when the wind blew. The floors inside were herringbone parquet, and the treads on the staircase were short, like the treads of an old cabin, even though the house was not old. The backyard was bordered by evergreen hedges, and in the middle of the yard there was a single hawthorn tree that looked perpetually seized with fright.


In the upstairs bedroom, there was a fist-sized hole in the wall, the only thing the previous owners had left behind them. A hole in the wall and a number of golden hairpins stuck in the cracks between floorboards, as well as a certain perfumey after-scent that betrayed how recently the house had been vacated. Otherwise, it was a cozy house, and appeared to be in excellent condition.


“Go ahead,” said the realtor. “Throw out a number. Seize the day.”


He smiled, a hairpin between his teeth.


And soon the house was theirs.


Down the hill from the house lay a small city called Clementine. This was to be their new town—a small, nondescript city watched over by an enormous glowing clock atop the city hall. Venturing through this town with its liquor stores and darkened churches and old prewar doorways with inscrutable Latin phrases carved on the lintels, they often got lost or turned around and had to ask for directions, at which point a stranger would simply gesture up toward their hill, where their new house, the place in which they suddenly belonged, lay waiting.


Several weeks after burying his mother, Clark became the new guidance counselor at Clementine Junior High School. They took a picture of him and put it up in the hallway. His expression was that of being about to speak. His head was at the very top of the frame, betraying, even in the photograph, his extraordinary tallness.





ELSEWHERE



Clark got his gypsy darkness from his mother, as well as her grayblue eyes, but he got his height from his father. Both men were tall enough to wear Tall Man clothes. Inside houses, Clark retained the stooped, wincing look of very tall men. But outside, under the skies, he looked comfortable, loose and athletic, the white palms of his hands flapping beside him. Sometimes Clark fantasized about having a life custom built to scale—not just Tall Man ceilings and Tall Man chairs, but Tall Man luck, long as his shadow, and Tall Man grace, like Lynn Swann leaping out over the end zone as if it were a clearing of heather, and a Tall Man’s ability to know what to say.


For example, one night in bed with Charlotte that first spring, soon after moving into the house on Quail Hollow Road, he was seized with a strange feeling he could not explain. It was a feeling of being elsewhere. He did not feel he was actually in the bed, in the house, making love with his wife, but rather looking back at his young body with an old man’s eyes. Sorrow washed over him. He pulled away from Charlotte’s embrace and sat upright naked at the edge of the bed.
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