

[image: cover]






TO MY PARENTS AND TO JOHN SERBER




[image: cover]






passion   a state of desire or emotion that represents the influence of what is external and opposes thought and reason as the true activity of the human mind


—Webster’s Third New International Dictionary


af’fect   (L. affectus, from afficere, to apply oneself to.) psy: the emotional reactions associated with an experience


—Cyclopedic Medical Dictionary






Animal Behavior


Nothing is more easy than to tame an animal and few things are more difficult than to get it to breed freely in confinement, even in the many cases when the male and female unite.


—Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species


ON THE ROOF of the East Wing of the American Naturalist Museum was a greenhouse, blocked from public view by turrets and façades. The skylights could be opened with a brass pole. Every third pane was a window. In midmorning, and sometimes in the afternoon, Roddy Phelps went up the spiral staircase to the finch room of the greenhouse and took a nap.


It was the middle of March, and Roddy was feeling slightly but constantly chilled. The weather made no sense to his body, although he knew it was supposed to be cold before the beginning of spring. Even on the coldest, rainiest days, the greenhouse was warm and faintly tropic. Birdcages were arranged on rows of pine tables, and on an empty table in the farthest row, by the window, Roddy took his naps. He had stashed a car pillow under a shelf in a paper bag.


The greenhouse was filled with potted ferns, palms, and heather. Ivy hung from crossbeams in mossy wire baskets. Each species of bird had its own room. Drifting off to sleep, Roddy was soothed by the diminutive, random noises the birds made—twitters, clacks, and cheeps, which he thought of as auditory litter. Once in a while, he brought a transistor radio with him and listened to the birds counterpointing Mozart.


The year before, Roddy’s wife, Garlin, had left him, taking their child, Sara Justina, and retired to the country. At Thanksgiving, New Year’s, and Easter, Roddy drove to Templeton, New Hampshire, and collected Sara Justina, who spent these holidays and a part of the summer with Roddy and his parents in Westchester. The rest of the time, silence was generally maintained between New York and Templeton, except for legal occasions when separation, alimony, divorce, and child-support papers passed between Roddy and Garlin. These entailed long conversations with the lawyers for both sides, and expensive, jagged long-distance calls from New York to New Hampshire.


The last week in March there was a brief hot spell, and Roddy’s chill became more acute. Dampness settled in his bones. He began to think that he was suffering from eyestrain and spent dizzy, unfocused, and dislocated days feeling as if he were hung over. The naps in the finch room sometimes helped, but often they made his unfocused condition worse and he staggered off the table while the room went black, yellow, and dazzling gray in front of his eyes.


After Garlin’s departure, Roddy had gone into a work spurt that produced two papers on the social behavior of caged finches—one for Scientific American and one for American Birds. The uncorrected galleys of both had been lying on his desk for several months. Then he started on the breeding and nesting patterns of the African finch in captivity. He had been studying this aspect of the finch since December but had run into trouble, as his finches seemed unwilling to breed in their large Victorian cages and appeared uninterested in building nests out of the pampas grass, string, and clover he provided for them.


Roddy had a corner office on the sixth floor of the museum, which housed the Department of Animal Behavior. He kept two pairs of finches there—Aggie and Bert, Gem and Russell—pets, not experimental birds, who had been left by a colleague departing for the Galápagos. When Roddy arrived in the morning, he let them out of their cage, and in the evening he spent an hour getting them back in.


The finch room was his exclusively. There was a greenhouse caretaker, José Jacinto Flores, whose job it was to clean the cages and feed the birds, but, by friendly edict, in the finch room Roddy took care of this himself. José Jacinto had appropriated a back room where he kept a tank of tropical fish and a pair of lovebirds who warbled tenderly to each other. He was a wiry, squat man, the color of cherry wood, and Roddy often saw him smoking a cheroot with the windows open, speaking softly in Spanish to his birds.


The table Roddy napped on was the last in a series of four. He was blocked by cages of birds and pots of palm and heather that shut him off from view, he thought, since he could never see anything through them.


On the last Thursday in March, Roddy left his office and went up to the greenhouse. He had not slept well the night before, tossing and brooding about his experiments, settling finally into a brief, unrefreshing sleep. A few minutes before in his office, the telephone rang and it was Garlin to tell him that Sara Justina had bronchitis.


“Did you call just to tell me that?” Roddy asked. Garlin almost never called him when Sara Justina was sick.


“Bronchitis isn’t a cold,” said Garlin.


“What am I supposed to do? Do you want me to come up to Templeton?”


“I thought you should know she’s sick, and, by the way, did your lawyer call mine about the final papers?”


“I have to check,” said Roddy.


“It’s your life,” Garlin said.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means that you should have checked a month ago. You have no idea what’s serious and what isn’t. Your marriage is being disbanded and you haven’t even bothered to call your lawyer.”


“I’ve been working very hard, Garlin, and I think this whole thing is unpleasant enough without remarks like that.”


“That’s why your marriage is being disbanded,” said Garlin, and she hung up.


The finches peered from the curtain rod. Aggie, his favorite, flew down and sat on his dictionary. Roddy watched her, feeling tired and worn down, like a statue battered by the weather. In the dove room he noticed it was raining. The sky was silvery, and drops hit the glass on a slant. At the entrance to the finch room, chilled and desperate for his nap, he discovered a girl standing in front of one of the cages. She had some millet seed on the tips of her fingers and was waiting patiently for one of the birds to take it from her.


“What are you doing here?” Roddy said.


The girl didn’t move her hand but turned to look at him. She was a small girl in a gray lab coat, whose thick, ashy hair was loosely knotted at her neck. She had an oval, symmetrical face and eyes that were an intense, almost colorless gray. Under the lab coat she was wearing a gray skirt, sweater, and brown stockings.


“I’m sorry,” she said. ‘“Are these your birds?”


“Yes, and I’d like to know what you’re doing here.”


“I’m awfully sorry. I’m down on the fifth floor with Dr. Reddicker, working on song patterns. Until yesterday I didn’t even know there was a greenhouse here, so I just came up to see what it was like. Sorry.”


“Are you new here?” Roddy said.


“I started a couple of months ago. I’m Dr. Reddicker’s assistant, in the doctoral program.”


“After you’ve been here a while, you get hysterical about security.”


The first three floors of the museum were open to the public and contained, in addition to cases of stuffed birds in replicas of their natural habitats, a bookstore, a small but rare gem collection, the letters and papers of John James Audubon, and several galleries filled with paintings, drawings, sculpture, and tapestries of birds. It was the largest and best collection of its kind in the world. The rest of the museum was devoted to research and teaching facilities, and rigid security was maintained. All members of the staff, from the ornithologists and researchers to the girls in the bookstore, wore plastic tags bearing their names and color photographs. Roddy stepped closer to the girl. Her tag read “Mary Leibnitz,” and the photograph looked as if it had taken her by surprise. Roddy’s tag was pinned to his jacket in his office.


“I’m Raiford Phelps,” he said.


“This tag embarrasses me,” Mary Leibnitz said. “Everyone knows my name before I’m introduced.”


“Do you want to be shown around?” Roddy asked. She nodded, and he steered her through the parrot room, the sicklebills, woodpeckers, and hummingbirds. He led her back through the finches, canaries, and doves.


She stopped before a cage of pigeons. “I love the sound they make,” she said. “It’s kind of a gurgle. I’ve tried to imitate it, but I can’t. Thanks very much for showing me through.”


He watched her as she walked toward the stairs. She had a serious kind of grace, as if she alone were responsible for holding herself together. Roddy got his pillow from the shelf, took off his shoes, and lay down on the pine table. He leaned down to turn on his radio, but the thought of music suddenly upset him. The finches chirped him into sleep.


It became colder and less springlike. There were days when Roddy could barely keep his eyes open. He began to take two naps—one in the morning and one in the afternoon. He paced in his office, skimmed his galleys, went to bed early, twisting, brooding, unable to sleep. He made several trips to the fifth floor to look for Mary Leibnitz. He met her once briefly in the hallway and told her that if she came to his office he would show her what he was working on. Walking past her office one day, he saw her sitting diminutively next to Ethel Reddicker, a large redheaded woman, going over a series of charts. A week went by and Mary Leibnitz did not appear at his office.


Every Sunday night, Roddy called Templeton to speak to Sara Justina, with whom he had long baby conversations, followed by terse, practical conversations with Garlin. Mondays he awoke feeling drained. It seemed that on Monday it always rained or was overcast. He began to oversleep in the finch room, and he brought an alarm clock with him.


One Monday he forgot to set it and woke to find Mary Leibnitz standing by a cage looking at him; he blinked to get the blackness out of the room and blinked again because he was horrified. Nothing that fought its way to his voice was appropriate. He merely stared at her.


She looked at him calmly—he might have been one of the birds she waited to feed. Her lab coat hung away from her. She turned and walked out.


“Wait,” Roddy said.


Mary Leibnitz stopped next to a cage of green siskins.


He got off the table, stepped into his shoes, and confronted her. “I don’t like this,” he said. “Being spied on.”


“I’m not spying on you,” Mary said. “I went to your office, but you weren’t there, so I thought I might find you up here.”


“I told you to come to my office.”


“I did, but you weren’t there. I’m really awfully sorry, but I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss.”


“I’m not making a fuss,” Roddy said. “I just don’t like being spied on.”


“What you mean is that you take secret naps up here and you don’t like being caught out. There’s nothing wrong with it. I’d sleep up here too. It smells good.”


“That’s not why. I don’t like my privacy invaded.”


“Would it interest you to know I’ve seen you sleeping before?”


“Well, I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all. What are you doing, snooping around up here?”


Mary put a cool hand on his arm. “Don’t shout,” she said. “You’re overreacting. I’ve been here a couple of times to talk to Mr. Flores. He’s Peruvian, and I used to live in Lima when I was little, so I come up to speak Spanish to him.”


“How nice for you.”


“No need to be nasty,” Mary said. “I really am sorry I woke you up. Goodbye.”


“How long were you standing around?”


“You lost ten minutes of privacy,” Mary said. “I didn’t wake you, because you looked so angelic.” She moved as quickly as a cat and was gone before Roddy had collected himself.


On Saturday afternoon, Roddy was going over galleys in his office at the museum. He heard a knock and turned to find Mary Leibnitz standing at the threshold, wearing bluejeans and her lab coat.


“Hello,” she said. “Should I go away? I only came by because I wanted to go upstairs and was checking to see if you were here.”


“Why did you ask if you should go away?”


“You said you didn’t want your privacy invaded. I don’t want to people your solitude unless you want it peopled.”


“People my solitude,” Roddy repeated. She looked very fragile in the doorway. There was a sweetness in her eyes when she looked at him.


“Can I go up and see the finches? I mean, is it all right?” she asked.


Roddy stood looking at Mary for a long time before he spoke. “You’re not like other people,” he said.


Mary looked at the floor. “Can I go up?”


“I’ll go with you,” said Roddy, and he took her arm.


She followed him up the spiral staircase. He was tall and rangy and hunched his shoulders. Where his hair waved slightly, it was reddish, but generally it was brown. By a cage of golden finches, Mary studied him. He had round green eyes, with delicate lines around them that made him look tired in an exquisite way. His skin was very fine and his nose was flat. In the light he looked boyish.


“What do you want to see?” he asked.


“I just wanted to be here,” Mary said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a room I’ve liked so much.”


“There’s a lot I can show you,” Roddy said.


“I just wanted to be here,” Mary said. She smiled, then she stopped. “It never occurred to me. I’m really sorry. I probably took you away from your work, just for an aesthetic thrill. I mean, I didn’t want to come up for any scientific reason. I’m really sorry if I took your time.”


“It’s all right,” said Roddy. “At least you like birds.”


When they opened the door of his office, Aggie, Bert, Russell, and Gem started from the curtain rod and flew to the bookshelves. Roddy pulled down the blinds.


“I have to get them into their cage. Stand by the switch, and when I tell you, turn the lights off.” He stood in the center of the room, waving his arms. The birds left the bookshelves and flew to the corners. “Now!” he shouted.


Mary turned off the lights and heard the sound of wings threshing the air, then beating furiously against the wall.


“O.K.,” Roddy said. “Put them on.” He had a towel in his hand and from it poked a tiny white-and-yellow head. “It’s Aggie,” he said. “Come and see.”


Mary watched as he put the towel to the cage door and Aggie hopped out to the back of the cage, looking rumpled and frightened. “Can’t you catch them any other way?” she asked.


“No. I go through this every afternoon.”


“I can’t bear to hear them beating against the wall like that,” Mary said.


“There isn’t any other way. They have to be in their cage at night.”


“Won’t they fly onto your hand?”


“Not these. They’re friendly but not very trusting.”


“Mr. Flores seems to pick them out of the air.”


“You stick with Flores,” Roddy said. “He’s a regular Francis of Assisi.”


When Gem, Russell, and Bert had been caught, Mary leaned back against the wall. “That’s the most unnatural sound I’ve ever heard,” she said.


“No more unnatural than anything else you have to get used to,” said Roddy, covering the cage with a blue cloth.


They walked away from the museum past a line of trees. Damp leaves printed the sidewalks.


“I live quite close by,” Mary said. “Would you like to come and have coffee?”


“I don’t think so,” Roddy said. “I’ve got lots of work to do.”


Mary lived in a brownstone with a wide oak door. Her apartment looked over a garden in whose center a cement Cupid with a broken-off right arm was standing in a pool of watery dead leaves. The pictures on the wall were old-fashioned watercolors of flowers. She had a small prayer rug and a Peruvian wall hanging. Her furniture was plain and comfortable. There was an oak desk, an oak table, a gray sofa, and two blue armchairs.


From the window Roddy could see the spires of the museum and the edge of the park. In the corner of the garden grew a catalpa tree, whose dried pods hung like snakeskins amid green emerging buds.


Mary appeared and put a tray of coffee and cups on the table.


“It’s bliss here,” Roddy said. “How can you like the finch room so much if you have this?”


“I’m glad you decided to come up after all,” Mary said. “Come have coffee.”


“Wait a minute,” Roddy said. He took her by the shoulders and pointed her into the afternoon light. Her eyes were level and serious. Then she grinned and he kissed her.


“Thank you,” she said.


“Thank me?”


“I was hoping you’d kiss me, but I didn’t know how I could arrange it. I’m shy.”


“You don’t seem very shy,” said Roddy.


“I am, but not in usual ways,” she said. She bent toward the coffeepot, but he caught her arm and kissed her again. They stood at the window with their hands interlocked, and she scanned his face as if she were memorizing it.


“I’m married,” he said.


“You shouldn’t have kissed me, then.”


“I mean, I’m getting a divorce. I’m in the process of it. I’m not telling you that so you’ll think I’m available or anything.” He let go of her hand and sat down.


“Raiford,” Mary said.


“Roddy,” said Roddy.


“Roddy. How old are you?”


“Thirty-one.”


“You’re very silly for thirty-one.”


“I don’t like this conversation,” said Roddy. He drank his coffee and looked out the window. “You have no idea how nice it is here. Why am I silly for thirty-one?”


“Because first of all you kiss me, then you say you’re married, then you say you’re not married, and then you tell me not to think you’re available. How do you know I’m available? How do you know I’m not married?”


“Are you?” Roddy said. “I saw the picture of that guy on your mantelpiece. Is he someone in your life?”


“He used to be my fiancé,” Mary said. “We were going to get married last July, but we broke it off. He’s in India now, but we write to each other. We’re still friends.”


“You are?”


“We started out friends,” Mary said. “You can stop being lovers, but you can’t cancel out friendship. Maybe it’s different if you’re getting a divorce—harder to know if you and your wife are still friends.”


“I don’t know what we were,” said Roddy. “We had a kid, but it didn’t seem to help much.”


Mary looked at him sadly. He was sitting in a dark corner of the sofa; his head was lowered, hidden in a shadow. When she turned a lamp on, he looked up and the glow hit him full in the face. She sat on her side of the sofa watching him. The light played over his face like expression, and when he finally turned to her the slight lines around his eyes softened.


“This is the first time I’ve felt comfortable in months,” Roddy said. “You have no idea how nice you are.”


On Sunday evening, Roddy sat in his apartment waiting for Mary, who was coming to borrow his copy of Darwin’s Finches. He was happy and nervous anticipating her, so he thought about her apartment, which to him was like the finch room. He liked the way she watched him, the serious way she reacted. “It’s like a movie, being with you,” he had said to her. “I feel like a camera being watched by a camera. It’s like being in a situation and outside it at the same time. If I look at you, I can watch me being here. I’ve never seen anything like it, the way you take note.”


She arrived on time, wearing a raincoat, a gray skirt, a white sweater.


“Don’t you ever wear anything that’s a color?” Roddy asked.


His apartment was on the ground floor of a dingy brick building near the river. In the living room was an aluminum work table, piled with papers, two cheap chairs, and a matching sofa. It looked as if someone had lived in the two rooms for a brief, uninspired time and had fled abruptly, leaving faded furniture and curtains behind. In the middle of the floor was an air-conditioner turned over on its side. Its parts were strewn in a circle around it.


“I’m in the process of fixing it,” Roddy explained.


Behind a partition was his bedroom—a nook big enough for a bed, on top of which were stacks of clean laundry and a small generator. In the kitchen was a Bunsen burner and a pegboard hung with hammers, ratchets, wrenches, and drills. On the Formica sideboard was an acid beaker that functioned as coffee-maker. There were two tin plates and two tin cups that he had gotten as a premium for buying the five bottles of soy sauce that were lined up on a shelf next to some empty orange-juice tins. The icebox emitted a hum, and when Roddy hit it with his forearm the door opened, revealing a container of cottage cheese, a bottle of wine, and a carton of eggs.


“That’s my next project, that icebox,” Roddy said. “I got the hum out once, but it came back.”


He made coffee in the acid beaker. There was powdered milk and sugar he had filched from the museum cafeteria.


“What an odd way to live,” Mary said. “You go to all the trouble of making coffee with filter paper and then you don’t have any proper milk. These are only temporary quarters to you, aren’t they?”


“Proper milk, as you call it, doesn’t keep, and since I’m not here all that often, why bother?”


“Then why bother about anything?” Mary said.


“I work most of the time. That’s what my time is for.”


They drank their coffee side by side on the sofa, holding hands. The icebox began to hum.


“I’ve got to fix that, but first I have to call Templeton. I’ve been trying to get Garlin all day. She’s never in, or else she’s not answering the phone.” He dragged the telephone from under the couch and dialed a series of numbers.


“Let me speak to Sara,” he said into the receiver. “Is she any better? … Hello? S. J., it’s Poppa. I hear you got a shot. You didn’t cry? Well, I’m very pleased to hear that. I’m sending you a postcard in the mail and I want you to send me one of the pictures you draw at school. O.K.? Ask Mama if she wants to speak to me. … Hi. I didn’t get the lawyer. I’ll call him tomorrow. O.K.? Right.” He hung up.


Mary had moved to a corner of the sofa, to keep a distance between herself and the conversation.


“Why are you hiding over there?” Roddy said. “To pay me back for calling my wife? You can call your boyfriend in India if you want.”


“Don’t tease,” said Mary. “How old’s your little girl?”


“Four.”


“Do you have any pictures of her?”


“I don’t have anything around,” Roddy said. “Most of my stuff is with my parents in Westchester. I brought a whole bunch of stuff back from New Caledonia once—feathers and nests and bows, carved boats, that sort of thing. After I got married, it was all nicely on display, and Sara got her baby hands on what hadn’t disintegrated and tore it apart.”


“It’s a spare life,” Mary said, smiling.


“You can be my possession. I’d put you in a little nook and lay flowers at your feet.”


“Don’t tease,” said Mary.


“I wish I were teasing,” Roddy said. “God, how glad I am you’re here.”


He took the wine from the icebox, opened it with a corkscrew, and poured out two water glasses.


“Celebration,” he said.


“Cheers,” said Mary. “It’s the beginning of April.”


They stood in happy silence, drinking wine. The icebox hummed.


“Stand over here,” Roddy said. “I’m going to fix that damned thing once and for all.”


“Don’t fix it, Roddy. Talk to me.”


“I’ve got the time now and I might not tomorrow. Besides, I can do both. Hand me that wrench—the smaller one.”


He took the wrench and a screwdriver and, after taking off the bottom plate, lay on his back, looking into the motor of the icebox.


“There’s a flashlight in that drawer,” he said. “Can you shine it right above my head so I can see into this?”


She held it as she was told, flashing the beam from time to time onto his face.


“This machine is an antique,” Roddy said. “Why do you keep flashing that into my eyes?”


“To behold you.”


Half an hour later, the hum diminished, Roddy got up from the floor and took the flashlight from Mary.


“I shouldn’t be doing this,” he said.


“Fixing the icebox?”


“Asking you if you’ll stay here tonight.”


“You know I will,” said Mary.


“Why?”


“Because it’s the right thing to do.”


“Do you always do things for a reason?” he asked.


“Aren’t you doing this for a reason?”


“Your coming up to the finch room was an act of vast good fortune for me,” Roddy said. “You’re the nicest person I think I’ve ever met. You’re the only person I’ve ever met who seems to be prepared for things. Are you prepared for a lot of pain?”


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Mary. “I don’t think you do, either.” She rinsed the glasses, happy to feel the water running over her wrists.


Every day, they left the museum together, took walks through the park, and had dinner. During the week, they spent nights at Roddy’s, and on the weekends at Mary’s. Often in the middle of dinner or a walk, they would stop and look at each other seraphically.


“I’ve never been this happy,” Roddy said.


“Neither have I,” said Mary.


“I love walking through time with you,” Roddy said frequently.


They read each other’s books, talked for hours, and planned to write a paper together on the function of song patterns in caged and wild finches. Roddy was astonished at how long Mary liked to sit over dinner. They talked, and quarreled, and kept regular hours. Each day the leaves got rounder. The cherry trees in the museum garden blossomed. The grass was lusher—wet and slick in the evenings. They did not arrive at the museum together in the mornings.


In the middle of June, they strolled through the park. The earth gave up a cold mist that collected in fuzzy halos under the street lights. The trees had blossomed late and were just shedding their petals, which fell on the grass like spilled paint. They did not walk hand in hand but held themselves in a close orbit, arm against arm. They stopped by a stone wall and studied each other. He had a way of keeping his face in a state of blankness tinged only by worry. When the tightness broke and he smiled, Mary sometimes found herself close to tears. Often he looked at her with a tenderness so intense that she had to force herself to make him laugh in order to break it.


“You are a blessing I don’t deserve,” Roddy said.


“Shut up.”


“When I think that it’s only chance that you work at the museum, that you might not have come up to the greenhouse …”


“You think it’s chance that we’re together,” Mary said. She walked under a plane tree, out of the light.


“Why are we, then?”


“I don’t know about you,” said Mary, almost mumbling. “But some people act out of love.”


He caught her by the elbow. “Does that mean you love me?”


“That’s not your business,” Mary said.


“What do you mean, it’s not my business?”


“It isn’t information you really want,” she said. “Don’t go trying to get me to say what you don’t want to hear.”


The summer seemed reluctant to break. By the middle of July it was still cold and wet, and the stone corridors of the museum were damp. The days spun themselves out in solid grayness. On a rainy Friday in August, Roddy and Mary ambled under an umbrella toward Mary’s apartment. People on the streets moved in slow motion against the downpour, and the trees moved like underwater flora. The front door to Mary’s apartment was swollen with damp and Roddy had to shove it open.


He sprawled on the couch and shut his eyes. Mary sat on the floor pouring coffee.


“Are you sleepy?” she asked. For a couple of weeks, he had been edgy and occasionally sleepless.


“I’m trying to see what this will look like in memory,” Roddy said. “We’re not living in real time. This isn’t real time at all.”


“It’s real enough for me,” said Mary. She looked up to find him still lying there, his hands folded on his chest, his eyes shut, like a knight on a medieval coffin.


“It isn’t real. It’s pleasurable suspension. Real time has nothing to do with chance. It’s loaded with obligations and countercharges and misfires.”


She put her cup down and wound her arms around her knees. “Is something going to make this change?” she said. “Is that why you’re so restless?”


He sat beside her on the floor and took the pins out of her hair. “You think life goes in a straight line, Mary. This all seems clear and straightforward to you, because that’s what you’re like, but it isn’t that way for me.”


“If you mean that you have to go to Westchester with Sara Justina, I knew that a long time ago.”


“Look, Mary. What we have now is a little gift wrapped up in time. It’ll never be this way again. There are things I have to do that will cut me off from you eventually, and you’ll hate me.” He wound her hair around his wrist. Then he let go, and she got up and sat in a hard-backed chair, clutching the cane seating until she could feel it imprint her hand. She had been haunted for a month, expecting some dire interruption between them.


“If what you’re saying, Roddy, is that we can’t be together any more, say it. Don’t be such a chicken.”


He kneeled in front of the chair. “I’m used to these lovely free days, and I get sick to think what the world is going to do to them.”


“Talk straight,” Mary said. She collected the coffee cups, and when she reached for the cream pitcher it slipped out of her hand and smashed on the floor. She sat down abruptly, put her head in her hands, and cried for several minutes.


Roddy put his arms around her. He ran his fingers over the tears on her face and drew a little pattern on her cheekbone. “I want to maintain the time we have,” he said. “But, Mary, the earth spins on its axis and everything changes. You can’t freeze things, not things as delicate as this, and hope they’ll survive a thaw.”


“I don’t know how to fight you on this,” Mary said, “when I don’t know what I’m fighting.”


“Time,” said Roddy. “I’ve never seen a life arranged like yours. It’s organized for a kind of comfort. Mine isn’t.”


Her eyes were very grave. “You said I was a good arranger,” she said. “Time is the easiest thing in the world to arrange.”


“I want to be with you,” Roddy said into her hair. “But I don’t see how. All I see is a messy world nibbling at the corners of this.”


“You’re not talking about the world. You’re talking about yourself. The world is outside us. This is an inside job.”


“Look, life has a lot of holes in it. This is going to get worse, not better. That’s why all this time was so beautiful—because nothing got in the way of it.”


She spoke very slowly. “I didn’t want to say this to you, Roddy, but you know I love you. I can’t get to the bottom of what’s bothering you, but if it’s something you have to go through by yourself, I’ll stand by you. You go off and take care of Sara Justina, and when that’s finished we can sort it out. I don’t want to live in unreal time with you.”


“You’re making this very hard for me,” he said.


“I’m trying to make it easy. I’m trying to clear a way for you so you can see us,” said Mary. “But don’t make me hang too long.”


“I’ll figure it out,” Roddy said wildly. “I’ll figure it out.”


The first week they were apart, Mary worked on a chart on the song patterns of the thrush. She made tapes of canary songs and wrote them down in musical notation, sitting in her tiny office with a set of headphones clamped to her ears. They blotted out the sound of footsteps, but they did not blot out what she replayed over and over in her mind: Roddy talking to her. When Ethel Reddicker went to lunch or lectures, Mary took off her earphones, locked the door, and wept. She stayed away from Roddy’s office, but the thought that he was in the building, walking the corridors, using the elevator, made her feel bonded to him.


At night, she ran their moments together through her mind until, with a sense of loss, she realized that she was thinking in the past tense. There was no one she could talk to—she and Roddy had sealed themselves up, keeping their time to themselves.


Then for a month she kept busy, knowing that he was in Westchester with Sara Justina, but when the month was out she found that she was prone to tears that caught her off guard. She walked through the museum in a glazed and headachy state until she came down with a cold that kept her home for three days, watching the rain clouds low over the spires of the museum.


In the beginning of September, she went to the greenhouse when she was certain Roddy would not be there, to speak to José Jacinto Flores. She found him feeding Roddy’s finches. His hand was extended into the cage and the birds perched on his sleeve, picking millet from his palm. He greeted her in soft, courtly Spanish.
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