







[image: image]


ALSO BY ANN BEATTIE

Distortions

Chilly Scenes of Winter

Secrets and Surprises

Falling in Place

The Burning House

Love Always

Where You’ll Find Me

Picturing Will

What Was Mine

Another You

My Life, Starring Dara Falcon

Park City


[image: image]


[image: image]
SCRIBNER
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Visit us on the World Wide Web:
http://www.SimonSays.com

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2001 by Irony and Pity, Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SCRIBNER and design are trademarks of Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc. used under license by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.

Designed by Kyoko Watanabe
Set in Aldine

ISBN 0-7432-1465-X
ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-1169-7
eISBN-13: 978-0-7432-1465-0


For Ruth Danon


Perfect Recall







Hurricane Carleyville
 [image: image]


 

CARLEYVILLE left late because of the rain. That morning the phone had finally been disconnected, after a ridiculous argument with the phone company, when the supervisor he was finally connected with agreed to disconnect after asking a series of questions he could not possibly answer. With his credit card, his “code” was his mother’s maiden name, but what security precaution had he come up with a year before for the phone company? What had happened to this country, that a citizen needed a magic word to turn off the telephone? Finally the woman had settled for his social security number, information about other occupants of the house (none, unless you counted the animals), and his assurance that he would put his request in writing and fax it to her before the end of the day. He had a fax, but the thing wasn’t working: it spewed out page after page of blank paper for every incoming page, all marked with a deep black line. The broken machine would be Daley’s problem now.

Hitched together, his moving home was a wonder: truck pulling trailer pulling horse carrier. The cat, Adventure Kitty, rode in the truck’s cabin with Carleyville. That gave Coon, the dog, the use of the trailer—the space shared with the birds and the two chickens, all of which were suspended in a cage he’d improvised from the laundry basket and some nylon netting that hung above the floor, away from Coon’s restless tongue. Secretly, Carleyville hoped that the ride would shake up the birds’ insides enough that they’d stop laying eggs. He’d left two birds with Daley for Daley’s daughter—a sort of early Christmas present—and lost two more, with not bad timing, when they poked their heads far enough outside the cage to peck the paint on an exposed pipe and died (he presumed) of lead poisoning. He and Daley had disposed of them in a backyard burial a few days earlier—Daley had done the digging, because Carleyville was trying to sort out the insurance company’s failure to pay for X rays he’d had taken months ago when, walking across a street in the dark, he’d broken his ankle in a hole down which Alice could have easily tumbled into Wonderland. As the two bird-stuffed Styrofoam cups with plastic tops (left over from Chai tea to go) were lowered into the ground for a decent burial, a rather amazing thing happened: birds making an early migration passed overhead, the long line uninterrupted until they passed directly above, the birds in back suddenly slowing, as if the gap conveyed a symbolic good-bye, a respectful enactment of emptiness, for their fellow birds. Two less critters for Coon to bark at, Daley had commented. And then commented, again, bark at, because in spite of the holistic remedy Carleyville had insisted he try, he still suffered from echolalia.

At the end of the street, where the school bus turned around, Carleyville made his final swing, missing a maple tree by a fraction of an inch, settling for letting the horse bounce around for a few seconds. He was always too attuned to her mental state. The guy who ran the organic farm at the end of the road was nice enough, but a worrier: the whole rig might bust apart, he’d said nervously, inspecting it the night before; the horse could move around enough to get hurt, in his opinion. Finally, he and the guy had exchanged firm handshakes and Carleyville had reminded him that undiagnosed hypoglycemia could cause both sweating and anxiety—Malcolm Curry was a sweatbox, winter and summer—and Malcolm had kidded Carleyville one last time about the pumpkin suicide—a reference to the time a really enormous pumpkin had fallen off the back of a truck in front of Carleyville, providing months of what Malcolm called “punkin’ postmortems”: pumpkin soup, pumpkin flan, manicotti stuffed with pumpkin, pumpkin spice cookies, and of course traditional pumpkin pie. Being a farmer, Malcolm had respect for Carleyville’s appreciation of vegetables. Carleyville would miss him, but not his wife, who stood looking grimly out the kitchen window.

Dangling from the rearview mirror was a tail feather from a bluejay the cat had mauled in the front yard—the yard whose lawn was now much healthier as a meadow—and two or three other trinkets or memorabilia, whatever you’d call them, from moments of adversity that Carleyville had triumphed over or, just as important, had come to terms with. These little mementos included the rubber finger his former girlfriend had left on the bathroom counter one morning, along with her note saying good-bye (was he ever right about not marrying her!), along with a splash of watery ketchup and a big knife from the kitchen, the sight of which almost made him faint . . . yep; more than once he’d picked a real crazy. Imagine doing that when things were going fine between them simply because he’d told her there would be no engagement ring on her finger. Imagine waiting two days, purchasing the finger (apparently), never telling him how angry she was, plotting all the while. This was in June, too: not around Halloween. So good-bye to all that: good-bye, Christie, good-bye, phone company with its sky-high rates, good-bye, landlord from hell. He and the feather and the finger would sustain each other on the ride to Maine, on the way to Jimmy and Fiona’s house.

The truck lost significant power on hills, but that was to be expected. As were the assholes behind him. What did they think? That their flashing lights would send photoelectric vibes, causing the rig to clear the road by ascending directly into the universe, on the principle of The force be with you? Let them try to drive a rig like this. They’d end up a big metal turtle on its back, while he had experience guiding his slithering snake. He had experience, he knew what he was doing, so horns and flashing lights be damned.

He was miles away when he remembered the fish. How had he forgotten it? Probably trying to struggle out with the dog on its leash and his computer in the other hand, plus various odds and ends clamped under his armpit. His thumb had been in the fishbowl, but apparently he had forgotten to pick it up again, once he set it down to close the door. He patted his pocket and felt the cheesecloth he’d brought to put over the top of the fish-bowl, and the rubber band—damn! He’d thought of the rubber band in the middle of the night, then forgotten the whole fish-bowl. Though the maleficent landlord would no doubt be around immediately to find excuses not to refund the security deposit (he’d probably cut the grass himself and deduct a hefty sum), so, sensitive soul that he was, he would doubtless take the fish.

The force of the rain would not be good for the fish, though if he’d left it under the overhang, everything would be all right. If not, the fish could spend some time dancing in a watery disco.

He used the gauze to wipe the inside of the window, which had fogged up in spite of the defroster being on high. In front of the truck, a squirrel dashed across the road and made it to the other side. Seeing it reminded Carleyville of the days when he and his friends had hunted gophers in Texas, where his grandfather lived: the high-powered slingshots they’d fashioned; the metal bottlecaps—in those days that was all there was; metal, not plastic—launched from slingshots. When his foot suddenly plunged into a gopher’s hole—the same damn foot he broke again, wouldn’t you know, crossing the mothering street—Carleyville’s slingshot had misfired as his friend Timmy turned to see what all the noise was about, bull’s-eyeing Timmy in his right eye. Timmy—wherever he was now. Wherever so many of his buddies were.

Thirteen hours later, Carleyville was so tired he could hardly keep his eyes open. If the radio worked that would have helped, but only the darkened scenery of Erie, Pennsylvania, was there to keep him awake, and it wasn’t exactly tantalizing. Since it was time to let Coon out of the trailer anyway, he pulled into a rest area and hopped out, leaving the window half-down on the passenger’s side because the rain that had chased him from state to state was making sure that the truck windows stayed perpetually fogged. It was colder than he expected, and his legs were stiffer than he thought they’d be. Getting out, he knocked over the water jug he kept next to Adventure Kitty’s cage. He thought he’d screwed the cap back on, but no such luck. Water splashed into the cat’s cage and produced a shriek he had never before heard, and this cat was big on histrionics. “It’s just water,” he said. He lifted the cage and tilted it slightly. Adventure Kitty slid forward. Water splashed to the floor. The cat seemed to be soaked. One paw clawed the mesh of the cage. Time for some TLC. He opened the glove compartment and pulled out one of the catnip sticks he’d made after drying the year’s catnip crop and poked it into her cage. The cat did not sniff the catnip; she only glared at him.

What happened next he had no explanation for: he was reaching for the water jug, its cap silver-dollar bright as it lay on the floor, when he got a stitch in his side and jerked forward, his ribs pressing into the cage. It was like pleurisy, though he no longer had pleurisy. But still, it was that same searing pain. He took a few breaths, then forced his body to right itself, though in the process he knocked over the jug again. He cursed Adventure Kitty—despised her for making what were already pain-filled, unbearable moments even more excruciating. The cat was capable of sending up a sound like a skill saw. Sweating, he kept his hand clamped to his ribs and slowly, awkwardly, bumped out of the truck, lowering one leg, the distance to the ground seeming interminable. As he finally stood on both feet, another car entered and swept over him with its headlights. He turned to block the glare, and as he raised his arm he felt the pain shift into his groin. What the hell! He walked tentatively, the pain gradually easing, toward the cinderblock bathroom. Inside, he glanced in the mirror and saw that he had forgotten to shave. The wasp bite on his cheek gave him the look of a half-painted doll—one of those cutesy crafts fair specials with apple-red cheeks and marble eyes: Grandpa with his mouth puckered like an anus. Those junky crafts fairs where Christie used to try to sell her stained glass—those all-day, exhausting gatherings, where people looked and exclaimed and did not buy, and afterwards you spent too much money consoling yourself with expensive roadside food.

So who should he have been involved with? A lady stockbroker?

He sat on a toilet in one of the stalls, but the pain had passed. Try explaining that to a doctor: sudden, unprecedented pain, and then nothing. Not even a crap. They’d put you through every test in the book. That, or write you off as mental. He decided it had been some bizarre muscle spasm, probably the result of days of packing and hauling cartons to the van, aggravated by tension when the water tipped over. The last of his spring water was now soaking the floor of the truck. Time to get some water to the horse and the dog. Enough of impersonating The Thinker, with his pants around his knees.

Outside, a kid with a white skunk streak in his black hair asked him if he had a match. The kid was sitting on one of those folding stools, like an old-timer at a parade. What the kid thought the spectacle might be, outside the restrooms when it was almost midnight, he couldn’t say. “No, sorry, I don’t smoke,” he said, but the last word was not entirely out of his mouth before he tripped. Too late, he saw in the dark the narrow end of a black guitar case. He stumbled badly but kept himself upright, though for a moment he was almost nose-to-nose with the kid, who looked at him impassively and said nothing. No apology, nothing. Just one of God’s children, out for a pleasant evening of putting invisible obstacles on the ground. Mothering punk: just set up outside a rest area bathroom, kick back with some Absolut Kurant, some Absolut Asshole, stretch your feet. If the guitar case doesn’t do it, maybe the big Nike’d foot will. “You got a problem?” the kid said. Punk, with his dyed hair and his “Just Do It” shoes. Kids were a new breed now: purposeful, in spite of their mock passivity; unflinching. Everybody had become a malcontent with attitude, a mock marine.

He went back to the truck and let Coon out of the trailer. Coon had been staring at him out the window, his golden eyes glinting like a hologram as Carleyville approached. There was a dog with dignity: none of that scratching and whining. He’d had a bad life, had a leg that had healed so poorly after a break he’d gotten before Carleyville found him that he’d saved up and gotten him an operation, wondering whether that experience wouldn’t traumatize the poor beast even further, but Coon had come back from the vet’s a new dog. His loyalty to Carleyville even intensified, though he’d still had to work on him for a year to get the dog to make eye contact.

“How you doing, old boy?” Carleyville said. The dog jumped out of the trailer and ran to the trash receptacle and peed for a long time. Carleyville sensed that the punk was watching, but it was too dark to see and he was too tired to get himself more agitated. If sodas didn’t cost a dollar a pop (a pun!) he would have bought himself one, his throat was so dry, in spite of the fact that they screwed up your metabolism. With the dog at his side, he went back toward the restrooms, where there was a water fountain.

“Hey, pooch,” the punk said, as if nothing had previously transpired between them.

Carleyville got a drink from the fountain and put his hand to his throat as he swallowed. It was almost as if the water was hot, it burned so going down. Carleyville tested the fountain with his finger: cold water. Okay: so another unsolvable mystery. Something made him go into the bathroom a second time, to check in the mirror; when he did, he saw that his Adam’s apple was swollen. Allergies, maybe, if he was lucky. Again, he regretted not shaving, but what did it matter at this hour. When he exited, he saw the punk in a sleeping bag, under a tree. He flashed forward to Coon running up to him, raising his leg to piss the last few drops. The fight that would ensue. Then he shook his head—thank God Coon had good sense—and trekked to the rig to begin tending to the horse. She was lucky to be Coon’s best buddy, rather than his dinner. A horse like Cleopatra would have been shipped off to the slaughterhouse if not for him—if not for Malcolm telling him she was about to be Alpo’d by people two farms over—so in spite of the rocky ride, she should still thank her lucky stars. He had a sack of food for her to eat in the trailer, but the dishes were all packed, and there was no telling which box contained the bowls. He took a guess, but the tinny sound he’d heard inside one box turned out not to be metal bowls, but Christie’s trophy cups: trophies she’d won playing golf, that he’d felt bad about leaving behind. Eventually he’d ship them back to her. He settled for scooping food into the dish drainer, which wasn’t boxed. Some fell out, but most of it made it to the ground, where he set it down. For the third time he returned to the restrooms, filling a bucket he had left accessible as the dog salivated at his side. “Hey, what am I thinking of?” he said, setting the bucket on the floor of the bathroom. “Thinking of Cleo and not about you, hey, old boy?” The dog lapped up the water until its head was almost stuck in the bucket. “Hey, we don’t want you pissing a river in the trailer,” Carleyville said, lifting the bucket. He refilled it and headed back. He noticed that the punk was no longer under the tree. A thought went through his head that amused him: maybe it had been a space alien, not a real person. Maybe that was why he’d been so strange, perched on his stool outside a bathroom, with his surliness and his skunk hair. There’d been some skit on Saturday Night Live years back about questions to ask to find out if somebody was a space alien; if they couldn’t answer, you knew they were. There was some hilarious scene with one of the actors cornering his mother-in-law, firing off the names of bands, about which, of course, she was completely ignorant. The Butt Hole Surfers. That sort of thing.

Getting ready to spring the horse’s door, he went into a spasm of coughing, with his damned dry throat. It had been Christie’s opinion that he was allergic to animals, but that was just because she didn’t like them. In any case, he was taking an antihistamine.

The chickens had set up a real ruckus as soon as he stopped in the parking lot. The next morning he’d get some food for them—they’d been fed once, for God’s sake. For the moment, he began to assist in the backwards exit of Cleo the Horse. He awoke before dawn, coughing his way to consciousness, and decided to get a jump on the day. The Martian never reappeared—probably off passing for a New York City cop, or whatever it was Martians did to be puckish these days. Carrying a bomb into a stadium, maybe. Cleo had backed right over his hand the night before and it was badly swollen, his knuckles gray-blue with contusions. The hand—wouldn’t you know it would be his right hand—was half again its normal size. If he knew where the contents of his medicine cabinet were, he could bandage it, but there was no chance of finding them. All his possessions, for the umpteenth time, somehow eluding him.

The day before he’d forgotten to send the fax he’d promised the telephone lady, though he’d awakened during the night, smugly proud because he’d dreamed he’d sent it. What would she have done but lose it, anyway. She was probably no longer even working there. If you talked to somebody one day they’d be gone an hour later, and you’d be back to square one, spelling your last name and playing the as in game: the new, monotonous world of “B as in Boy.” Then, when the deaf moron had that down, you could start touching your toes, or whatever else they wanted you to do.

He did a few jumping jacks to jazz up his system. The finale was too enthusiastic and made his hand hurt. Though he’d more or less given up caffeine, the idea of coffee still floated across his mind some mornings—although today was not a day he’d want to pour a hot beverage down his throat. Could it be strep? He watched Coon run around sniffing things, then clicked his fingers for the dog to come. Back in the cabin of the truck, Adventure Kitty clawed at the cage. He got the leash he’d fashioned for her out of a bandanna made ropelike with knots and a length of leftover sailcloth he’d been saving for another project and opened the top of the cage. She stared at him, just on the verge of hissing, though she did not. He slipped it around her neck—nasty swipe from her paw; just what his sore hand needed—and slid his other hand under her belly and lifted her. Probably busting with piss, so maybe it would come out her ears if she pulled her usual shit and wouldn’t do it while she was on the leash. He was too smart in the ways of living with cats to let her walk around unleashed on the grass outside a rest area, that was for sure.

On the grass, the cat gagged, dislodging a small ball of fur. The cat proceeded to stand there, wouldn’t even walk, let alone pee. After five minutes of tugging her forward in increments he decided to put her back in the cage. He told her to remember that she’d had her chance. And let the damn horse stay in its carrier until they got to Maine; it would have what it wanted soon enough. Lucky not to be dog food. He’d stop for some food for the chickens—maybe something he could get for himself that they could share.

But the engine wouldn’t start. How do you like that? Is that good? Just click-click-click. And, for good measure: click-click-click-click. Still interested? Then click-click-click-click-click. He’d traded his redwood lawn chairs for Daley’s extra battery only a week before. What he needed was a jump, but the rest area was deserted. He’d either have to hike out and see if there was a gas station or wait for somebody to pull in, and then you could bet that person would either be a woman, and therefore too afraid to even roll down her window, or some macho truck driver who wouldn’t have the inclination, so he’d claim he couldn’t take the drain, himself. And who knew: maybe Jesus Christ would pull in and have all the time, and all the good inclinations, in the world. That’s “J as in Joker.”

He got out of the truck and slammed the door, leaning back and staring into space, trying to keep calm—and, having thought of Jesus Christ, made a bargain prayer: If you get me out of this parking lot in the next ten minutes, I’ll send the phone lady a fax and a bunch of roses.

And so it came to pass. In the form of a woman, all right, but led into the lot by a guy on a motorcycle. Dawn just breaking, and there was this pale little blonde thing driving a little white Toyota, Harley thundering in front of her with a Wonder Warthog guy gripping the handlebars. “Use some help, bro?” the motorcyclist shouted.

He nodded. This was happening: no dream. “Weak battery,” he said.

“Cheryl,” the motorcyclist shouted into the Toyota’s now open window, “back it up a little.”

The Toyota rolled backwards.

“I’ve got cables,” Carleyville said.

“Got my own right in the trunk,” the man said. Cheryl switched off her engine and got out. She smiled faintly, hurrying toward the bathroom.

“We’ll get ’er goin’,” the man said.

“Thanks for the help,” Carleyville said. The last word didn’t make it; it came out a painful croak. He opened the hood. The man was already dragging cables toward the car. “Yeah, anybody moves around without these, he probably don’t know to bring a beer cooler, either,” the man said. “And that would be some stupid.”

Carleyville nodded. The man was taking charge, placing the clips. His hands were greasy, as if he’d been doing this before. “Get in,” the man said, gesturing with his elbow.

Right. Carleyville had forgotten the part about being inside, turning on the ignition.

It started right away. Hummed like new. As he gave the thumbs-up, he noticed that the overhead light was on. Could he have slept all night with the light on, after he’d turned it on to check the map before doubling up the sleeping bag on top of the cat’s cage for a pillow?

“I’m no good with thank-yous,” the man said. The look in his eye let Carleyville know he shouldn’t insist on any further exchange. It was a look Adventure Kitty might have if he’d left her in the cage for a month. Carleyville nodded and gripped the man’s hand, which was difficult to do, since he had to shake left-handed.

He was on his way again. It took him a while to realize that he shouldn’t obsess about sending roses to the phone lady, because he wouldn’t know where to send them. People who answered the telephone never used their real names, so who was she, really? Even if he remembered her name, it would have been a made-up name, her work address one he wouldn’t know until he unpacked and found a phone bill with the address on it. Of course, he could call and ask—but that might begin to seem like he was hassling her. Roses probably cost too much, anyway, and his credit card was pretty much maxed out. That, however, was a thought he did not want to dwell on.

The house was right where Jimmy circled the map: on the corner of Battsbridge Road and Route 91, four miles from the highway. Or he supposed it was four miles, since it seemed a good stretch. The odometer was broken. He’d overshot, at first, and finding a place to turn around had taken him a couple of miles out of his way.

Fiona, pulling weeds in front of the big brown house, stood slowly, frowning at the caravan pulling onto their street. She looked so much like the birds—she held her head at such a birdlike angle—that he cocked his own head, taking it in. Fiona was adorable. A worrywart, but cute. He tapped the horn, but to his surprise, the horn didn’t make a sound. The sun glinted off the window, which must have been why she couldn’t see him waving. It was murder trying to round the curve and get the horse carrier off 91; expressions of friendship were going to have to be momentarily put on hold.

He sideswiped their mailbox, but it didn’t go down; only minor damage had been done to the pole. Cheap metal thing, anyway: he’d fashion them a better one.

“Nelson!” he heard Fiona call. Shrill voice: that was the downside to Fiona.

Fiona rushed to the rig. And the damned window would hardly go down. He had to settle for saying hello through a three-inch crack at the top.

“Is that really you?” Fiona was squealing. “You said September.”

“I had to get out of there,” he said. “Mr. Rogers was having a breakdown.” He smiled at his new nickname for the landlord.

“Where will you park this?” she asked, more hushed than shrill.

Across from Fiona was a dirt road cutting through a field. Jimmy had described their five acres accurately: not much land where the house stood, but a nice amount of acreage across the way. Carleyville jerked his thumb to the right, pointing to the obvious. Fiona nodded. How the rig was going to make the turn onto such a narrow road was another matter . . . but suddenly Jimmy, in sweatpants and tee-shirt, was rushing to Fiona’s side, so he threw open the door to give his old buddy a hug. In fact, the door flew open too quickly, but Jimmy jumped back in time. Fiona had to steady him. Carleyville hopped out and embraced both of them—a mistake to squeeze with his right hand; he let Jimmy’s back thump pass unreturned—telling them, all at once, about how he’d thought he might be broken down for good in a rest area parking lot, but that he’d gotten out by making a silent promise to God concerning a woman he’d never met.

Jimmy said to Fiona: “That’s Carleyville—saved, every time, by his incurable romanticism.”

Two days later, clouds were gathering and an impressive wind was blowing up. Jimmy had gone out at daybreak to join two of the guys he worked with, who were racing against the impending hurricane to finish a roof. The rig was going to be fine. There wasn’t a tree for a hundred yards. At Fiona’s insistence, Adventure Kitty had the run of the house, and the birds were hanging in cages inside the garage. Both of the chickens ran off the day they were put in the pen he’d made for them, and Jimmy had told him—straight out; no nonsense—he’d seen one pancaked just up the road. From Fiona and Jimmy’s living-room window, he could see Coon curled up outside the trailer. Coon would never run away or otherwise cause trouble like Adventure Kitty by being piteous and gagging and staggering in the presence of a fairy-tale lady who could rescue her and put her inside her big, beautiful castle, where she served sardines. Coon would have disdained being renamed Precious Little One.

“It’s the waiting that gets to me,” Fiona said. “I can’t stand simply waiting around.”

“It’s better when you don’t have the television on,” he said. “They’re in the business of exciting you.”

“I know, but I’m just all jittery, waiting.”

“You’ll feel better when you have some lunch,” he said. He was chopping vegetables. Already missing Malcolm’s organic carrots and turnips and beets. “You drink so much coffee, you could do with a B complex, Fiona. Coffee leaches vitamin B right out of your system.”

“But I just don’t believe in all these vitamins, Nelson. Too many can be worse than not enough.”

“You’re a Brit,” Carleyville said. “Why aren’t you drinking tea, in the first place?”

“Let’s not have any harmful stereotyping,” she said.

She had started chopping with him. She chopped vegetables the way hopeless girls threw softballs: tentatively, and entirely without will.

“Did she get a job?” he said, knowing Fiona would know whom he meant.

“Right away. She said there was a terrible shortage of nurses. She could have been at work while the ink was drying on her signature.”

He spent a few seconds trying to imagine Christie—wash-and-wear, no-nonsense Christie—writing with a fountain pen. Though considering the bad business trades she made, maybe she’d traded a stained glass lampshade she’d worked weeks on for a fountain pen. Outside, trees were swaying in the wind. Fiona said: “Well, we’ve got flashlights and candles, plenty of candles. I suppose if we lose power we can still have light.”

“You know,” he said, “after lunch I think I’ll go over and pitch in on that roof.”

“Oh, I think you have to have insurance. Be insured, I mean. I don’t think—”

“Well, maybe my good intentions will get rained out,” he said.

The lights flickered. He finished scooping vegetables into the wok and ran for the front door, to get Coon. But Coon was already headed his way, he saw, when he threw open the door. He clicked his fingers, urging the dog to speed it up, though Coon always pretty much moved at his own pace, even with a hurricane brewing. His clicking fingers could not be heard anyway, because of the force of the wind.

“You know, I can’t get that story out of my mind that you—look at it out there! Where do you think Jimmy is? Hello, Coon. You come right into the kitchen and stay safe with us,” Fiona said, patting his side. She started her sentence again: “That story you told about forgetting the goldfish. I mean, you are funny. Though I’d never tell such a story on myself.”

“Fiona,” he said, “don’t you know that old ploy? If you’re really self-loathing, no one will listen to you. So you tell them little things, you point out the road markers, rather than talking about the big wreck on the highway.”

“Oh, you can’t be serious,” she said. “You’re teasing. I mean, I think it’s terrible you forgot the goldfish. I really do. But one doesn’t know what to do but see the humor in it.”

“I tell things for laughs. I want people like you to fall into the trap. It’s a skill of mine, very self-serving. Not everybody’s Jimmy, who can act like whatever happened the second before never happened.”

“Oh, he’s haunted. That’s all talk, and you know it. He’s seen psychiatrists half a dozen times, you know that. He has night sweats. He could use with a little of your ability to back off from the unimportant things, and see life as a comedy.” She looked at him. “As a mixture of comedy and tragedy,” she amended.

“It isn’t. Jimmy’s right, and we’re kidding ourselves.”

She shook her head, disagreeing.

“Tell the truth,” he said. “That time I went to bed and forgot I’d left the pressure cooker on. You were furious, weren’t you? You didn’t think how funny it was the plum puddings were on the ceiling, did you? You were as mad as I’ve ever seen you.”

“Well, I’m not proud of my reaction. You can’t take a compliment, Nelson. All I was saying was that your perspectives can be helpful. Especially when a thing’s already happened.”

Lightning seared into the trees at the back of the property. There was a deep rumble of thunder.

“Times like these you think you might be missing your cue and the special effects are there to help turn you into Frankenstein,” Carleyville said, staring out the window. “But Jimmy and I have already done Frankenstein, so now we spend the rest of our lives figuring out an encore.”

She looked at him, frowning. Finally, her voice more gentle than her eyes, she said: “I know how politically incorrect this is to say, but it still surprises me that a woman wrote that.”

“To me,” he said, interested in his thoughts, “every day is special effects. Except that there’s no transformation. It rains, it snows, it’s sunny, there’s a hurricane—it’s like background music in a movie to create emotion, but the movie’s over and there was no plot. Fiona, I ask you: Is there any reason I should be alive, and other people should be dead?”

“That’s an unanswerable question, and you know it,” she said. “The war is over, Nelson, and you’ve moved on.”

“To your field.”

“You’re just visiting,” Fiona said. “You can be so scathing about yourself. You’ve only come for a visit.”

He thought he detected the ripple of a question in her voice. It was mean to be cynical with Fiona. Truth was, she thought of him more, did more for him, than Jimmy did.

Rain lashed the house as another burst of thunder thudded from the sky.

“I’d think he’d have been back ages ago,” Fiona said.

“Maybe I should drive over and see if there’s a crisis, or something.”

“Oh, Nelson, of course not. We’re having a hurricane. It’s bad enough he’s not back.”

The stove was gas-burning, so there would be no trouble cooking lunch. He decided to start, to distract her.

“Where did the cat go?” she said, as if snapping out of a fog.

“You know what the cat did one time?” he said. “She got in the tub and curled up right over the drain. Nobody would believe a cat ever did that.”

“The tub?” Fiona said, getting up. “You think she could be in the tub?”

She came back a few minutes later, Adventure Kitty curled in her arms. “She was on a shelf of the linen closet,” she said. “Someone left the door ajar.”

“I hope a handful of kittens didn’t follow her out.”

“Oh, Nelson, really! You had her fixed, didn’t you?”

“I was going to, but I had to put the money into truck repairs.”

As Carleyville sautéed, the delectable odor of onions and carrots began to permeate the kitchen. He reached in his pants pocket and took out a small plastic container of dried mint, placing it on the counter. He stirred for another minute, then added green pepper and mushrooms. On top of this he placed shrimp to steam. With his favorite lacquer chopstick, he stirred everything together, gave it another thirty seconds, then reached in the bag and took out a big pinch of what looked to Fiona like anemic mouse shit. “What is that?” she couldn’t resist asking.

“Lecithin granules,” he said. “Lowers cholesterol.”

“Well, I hope there’s no harm in it: I mean, half these natural food things, there’s—”

“It’s good for you,” he said. “Here I am optimistic about something and you try to make me skeptical.” He opened the other container and sprinkled mint on the food.

With the next clap of thunder, the cat jumped from Fiona’s arms, landing on the dog, who sprang up, scaring the cat even worse.

“Oh!” Fiona said.

Carleyville did not respond to her, but to the scrabbling animals. “Remember this, you assholes,” he shouted. “Every cat and dog must take responsibility not only for himself, but also for his buddy.”

They were without power that night and all the next day. In the morning it was still sprinkling rain, and there were enough gusts of wind to have blown Cleo’s blanket off, although it had been secured with two belts. Carleyville and Jimmy took a walk to assess the damage. A big tree had gone down across 91 and was being worked on by a yellow-jacketed work crew who stopped cutting to call out that they should be careful because of downed wires. The wires were obvious, like spaghetti dumped on top of drumsticks. Like a really bad meal in a really bad restaurant. Nice of them to pipe up, but, Carleyville thought, he and Jimmy had experienced a few worse dangers.

The second-floor shutters of a Victorian had fallen to the ground. “Made pickup sticks out of those,” Jimmy said, gesturing through the rain. The glass on a downstairs window also seemed to be cracked.

“Hey, there’s live wires around the bend,” a red-faced man in a telephone truck stopped to holler.

“Okay,” Jimmy said.

“Why don’t we walk down and take a look at the river?” Carleyville said. He hadn’t seen the river, but Jimmy had told him it was there.

“Yeah, good idea.” He and Jimmy sank to their ankles in somebody’s wet lawn, sidestepping the downed wires. Someone had put a flashing light near the tangle. A car approached, stopped, and went into reverse, taking the only other option: a fork in the road.

“‘But took the other, just as fair, ’” Carleyville said.

“Fair? What’s fair?” Jimmy said.

“No, I said, ‘took the other, just as fair, ’” Carleyville said. “Just to let you know I’m not some schmuck out walking around, I’m an educated man.”

“Never doubted that,” Jimmy said.

What? No return wisecrack? “You can be my Boswell,” Carleyville said. “‘Of a pile of fallen telephone wires, Dr. Johnson was said to have observed . . .’”

Jimmy continued walking. He said: “There weren’t any fucking telephones then, Carleyville. No fax, no e-mail, no Dr. Johnson@aol.com.”

The roses. He had never sent the fax or the roses.

“Why don’t you go back and finish your degree? Stranger things have happened to old guys like us,” Jimmy said. “Fiona and I were talking about that.”

“Hey, Jimmy, you know me: I’m not too big on the concept of going back.” Carleyville inspected a dead snake on the road. “Going back is more or less a concept useful for scaring you in science-fiction movies.”

“I like the ones that catapult you into the future.”

“Most of them do both,” Carleyville said. “That way, they spook you with either thing you fear. Sound familiar?”

“We’d have been lucky if that had just been a science-fiction movie,” Jimmy snorted. “Then that wall in Washington could have just been the credits rolling.”

Jimmy joined him in looking at the snake, until his attention shifted to a big house beside them, and another set of shutters that had been blown to the ground. “Maybe it’s God’s will that people redecorate,” Jimmy said.

Around the bend, Jimmy gestured for Carleyville to take off his hiking boots—Jimmy himself had worn Top-Siders—so they could cut through a marshy field. They immediately sank a foot deep into the mush. Jimmy hopped one-legged to roll up his pants. “Muddy clothes make Fiona batshit,” Jimmy said.

“She told me you told her I was spinning out,” Carleyville said.

Jimmy picked up the pace, to get back to Carleyville’s side. “We worry about you,” he said.

“So what you’ve come up with is the idea that the prodigal son should go back to school?”

Jimmy looked at him. “We’re the same age,” he said.

The house they were passing, an acre or so behind a larger house that faced the main road, was a barn that had been renovated by yuppies. A gravel road led to it. They’d done a nice job: redwood shutters, front door with leaded glass. Lucky that sucker didn’t blow out in the hurricane, Carleyville thought. He wasn’t up for the maintenance of a house anymore. The leaded glass reminded him of Christie’s stained glass, and he wondered what her life was like as a nurse in Montana. There was someone who did believe in the concept of going back—she’d bailed and then gone back to her previously despised career.

They were soaked, except for the areas the rain parkas protected—though Carleyville hadn’t zipped his until it was too late. More of a wind was coming up. Out in the middle of the field was a muddy dress or robe or something that had blown away. It looked like the most out-of-place thing in the world—or, at least, Carleyville imagined it would to anyone who hadn’t already seen plenty of things out of place, including arms and legs.

Ahead was the river. They were coming at it across people’s backyards; as they moved closer to the water the fields tapered into suburban lawns. A few had docks. The damage varied: only one seemed to be intact. For whatever reason, some people had left their boats moored in the harbor, though most must have either gotten them to land or transported them to a safer place. He looked at a sailboat with a broken mast. Who would worry so little about damage that they’d just leave the thing out there? Maybe people who were away. People who already lived in a vacation spot, who were off taking a vacation elsewhere.

Jimmy began doing a sort of dance, lifting his muddy feet in something that resembled a Scottish jig and t’ai chi at the same time. He couldn’t help smiling. Jimmy was shedding the parka, pantomiming that he’d let it fly away to join the dress or whatever it was that kept getting airborne behind them. But then he hung it from the branch of a tree—maybe he was going to let the wind decide for him—and Carleyville understood Jimmy’s odd dance. Of course; it was the most logical thing in the world: a swim in the river. In a minute they were bobbing around like mad—strange, strange sensation—wearing only their underwear. Carleyville quickly shed his, figuring that this was the perfect opportunity to discard his overload of clothes. Clothes crept up on you: no one needed as many clothes as he had.

As they drifted toward the bridge, a woman stopped her car and her son got out to look. An enormous truck was coming from the other direction, so the woman backed her car off the bridge and then, when the truck passed (UPS! You had to admire them), joined her son at the rail, cupping her hands over her eyes as if the sun shone directly in them, though there was no sun. Carleyville left it to Jimmy to pantomime that they were okay. Jimmy stuck out his tongue, one hand raised to make a corkscrew curl by his ear. Though he smiled, Carleyville could see that the woman did not, as the tide caught them and they shot under the bridge. They went with the flow until they managed to latch onto the roots of a big tree that Jimmy gestured to in front of them. If Jimmy thought it was stopping time, why not? Carleyville swam toward shore, and the snaggled roots, to join his buddy.

Lips pursed, Fiona was putting dinner on the table. Carleyville had contributed the spinach-tofu dish she removed from the oven. The refrigerator wasn’t working, but she thought that since the dish did not contain meat, it would be safe to eat. Jimmy had set the table, putting all the silverware on the napkin, which drove her mad.

“Fiona, this is not something he could help,” Jimmy said. “This is the sort of thing that could happen to anyone.”

“Jumping into a river during a storm?”

“Okay, we might have restrained ourselves, but the rest of it was only bad luck, Fiona: bad luck to get cut by some rusting-away trash can some jerk threw in the water.”

“Perhaps better not to jump in at all, when the water is churning and a person can’t see.”

“Boys will be boys?” he said.

Her jaw was set. “At least he got diagnosed,” she said. “Imagine the pain he must have been in with his thyroid gland burning up.”

“That’s just a figure of speech. ‘Burning out’—overactive—was actually what the doctor said.”

“So go get him! I’ve called him twice!”

Adventure Kitty rubbed against Fiona’s ankles. She had just finished a meal of canned chicken, to which Fiona had added cream.

“You’re nice to his pets, Fiona. Have a little patience with him.”

“He has no sense of time. I do everything I can. I tell him an hour before the meal’s being served, and then I remind him a second time. Then just when he’s supposed to come down, I hear the bathwater being drawn.”

“I’ll get him,” Jimmy said. He turned and, taking a flashlight, walked upstairs. Behind him, the kitchen was lit by an oil-burning lamp.

“Carleyville,” he said. “Haul your ass outta there or she’s gonna bust a gasket.”

“Oh, sorry, dinner,” Carleyville said from behind the closed door.

Jimmy shone the light in front of him, heading back downstairs.

“And I want you to bring up the phone call,” Fiona said. “You must, Jimmy. I don’t want to be involved, though heaven knows, I should know better, by now, than to pick up my own phone.”

As soon as the phone service was restored, they had gotten a call from Daley, who had made a good guess where Carleyville had gone. Daley had been none too happy, and had been sarcastic to Fiona, which had made her angry at him, at Carleyville, and at her husband, for knowing both of them.

“I hardly know that Daley person,” Fiona added. “Really, except for coming upon him pissing in the bushes at a picnic, I have no memory of him at all.”

“That’ll do,” Jimmy said.

They sat down without Carleyville. Fiona had left the oil lamp glowing in the kitchen and lit three candles on the table. Fiona began to dish up the tofu. When she was done, instead of handing her plate to Jimmy, she purposefully put it down in front of her and began to eat. Jimmy stood and dished up his own dinner without comment.

“I do feel sorry for him with his thyroid burnout, or whatever it is,” Fiona said, after a couple of bites. “I’m sure we would never have gotten him to the hospital if it hadn’t been for the cut. And imagine him wanting to sew it up himself, left-handed. It boggles the mind. Jimmy —it really does.”

“He’s not going to like hearing about money problems,” Jimmy said. “He feels awkward about our having paid cash in the emergency room. That’s why he’s hiding upstairs.”

“Well, but he’s been called to dinner,” Fiona said. “What does he think? That we’re going to try to collect, three hours later?” She added: “It makes no sense that you two would have gone into the river. None at all.”

“Give me your dream scenario. He passes up the swim and he . . .”

“Disappears from earth,” Fiona said. Though he could tell from her tone of voice that she didn’t mean it.

“Hello, everybody,” Carleyville said.

“Hello,” Fiona said, when Jimmy said nothing. “Did you take one of those codeine pills the doctor gave you?”

“Yeah,” Carleyville said, sitting down. Fiona looked at him, skeptically. His eyes did not meet hers. Fiona pushed her chair back, and dished up some food for him.

“Because there’s no reason to suffer, if some medicine will make you feel better,” Fiona said. Her voice softened. “How long did your throat—”

“It was nothing,” Carleyville said. “I just thought that as long as I was paying the guy—”

“Well, it’s good you brought it up. To have your thyroid malfunctioning and not—”

“It wasn’t like I was losing my leg and I didn’t get myself to the hospital,” Carleyville muttered, head still averted. “It was activity inside a gland.”

She was staring at him. She said: “You might have lost your leg in the river, but you escaped with only twenty-five stitches and a tetanus shot. Just a minor matter, I’m sure.”

“‘Nothing is, but thinking makes it so, ’” Carleyville said.

“The river is churning and is filled with debris, which anyone knows,” Fiona shot back.

“We got a phone call from Daley,” Jimmy broke in. “He wants us to try to get you to accept responsibility for the failure of the business. He also wants to be reimbursed for cleaning up what he said looked like a 3-D Jackson Pollock. It seems you left behind a bunch of birds that flew around the office shitting all over everything. According to him.”

Carleyville put down his fork. “The phone’s working?” he said.

“I don’t feel that this involves me,” Fiona said. “I want to say that I think he was overstepping his bounds to call us.”

“You’ve got no head for business,” Jimmy said, with a shrug. “So apologize to the guy about the birdshit and send him a check.” He did not add: If you’ve got any money. “The failure of the business you can sort out later.”

Carleyville reached for the salt. His arm brushed the candlestick, knocking the candle to the tabletop. Carleyville grabbed for it, but it rolled onto the rug and Carleyville had to stomp out a small fire.

Fiona jumped up. “What is it?” she said. “What is it that makes everything so precarious if you’re anywhere near it? You walk into a room and you knock over a table. You turn to pick it up and you step on the cat’s tail. I’ve never seen anything like it! I understand completely why Christie left. We ought to send you outside and let the damned hurricane in.” Fiona turned and walked quickly out of the room. She toppled nothing. The cat was not nearby.

They stared after her. The rain had ended, but outside, trees still swayed in the wind. There was a moon; otherwise, even the outlines of things would be difficult to see.

“She’s a little worked up. Believe it or not, it was the thyroiditis diagnosis that put her over the top. Concern for you, I mean.”

Carleyville folded his hands on the table. He looked at Jimmy.

“Listen, Daley’s not gonna stay mad at you forever,” Jimmy said. “Send him a check. Put your finger in the dam. That stupid vitamins-by-mail stuff was never gonna work. You’ve got to have a movie star to promote your friggin’ vitamins, nowadays. Newsletters about double-blind tests . . .” He couldn’t continue.

Carleyville pretended to have a better view of the trees than he did. He could see some leaves, occasionally, highlighted in the moonlight. When lightning lit up the sky, though, he saw something else: the outline of his truck, much lower than he expected. He stared until lightning flashed far in the distance, then realized what he was seeing: everything had begun to sink in the sodden field.

“If I just don’t move, everything will stay the same,” Carleyville finally said. “Very important, magical thinking. You must have done it yourself. Everybody did. If I run fast enough. If I make it to the tree. If I zig left and right and agree that my mother can die. My wife. Anybody.”

“She’s gonna be sorry as hell she jumped down your throat. You know she already is,” Jimmy said.

“But she was right.”

“So in the future be more careful. Come on—she’s all to pieces because she thinks you’re self-medicating and doing it all wrong. You saw how upset she got at the hospital. It was actually sort of funny, that young intern seeing her taking it so hard that you had a thyroid infection. ‘He doesn’t tend to anything!’ I forget I’m married to a Brit half the time, and then she comes out with, ‘He doesn’t tend to anything!’ like you had a flock you were supposed to tend.”

“I do. It’s part of my traveling road show. The birds; my former chickens; the cat; the dog; the horse. Fiona’s appropriated the cat, so I won’t have to think about her anymore.”

“Well, man, you’re just going to have to simplify. That menagerie would be too much for anybody. You’re like a magnet for other people’s problems, which often take the form of having paws and hooves and being covered in fur.” Jimmy got up and took a second helping of food. “She’s upstairs trying to figure out how to apologize,” he said. “Trust me. Fiona is your friend. If she wasn’t, she wouldn’t have gotten so bent out of shape at the hospital.”

“Codeine makes me funny in the head. I didn’t take it,” Carleyville said.

“I didn’t suspect for a minute you did.” Jimmy shifted in his chair. “Listen, if it’s a matter of writing Daley an apology . . .”

“He had all his money in the business. He doesn’t care about birdshit.”

“Well, you didn’t twist his arm and force him to put his money in the business.”

“It was my idea.”

“He was interested. He talked to me about it. He thought it was a good idea.”

“The war’s over, as Fiona always says, but I convinced Daley to do magical thinking, anyway,” Carleyville said.

“Stop blaming yourself. Magical thinking, bargains with God—if you want to think that’s what it was, fine. It worked. But in peacetime, you’ve got to have a different m.o. You’ve got to realize you can accomplish things through your own efforts, not because you’ve got the right incantation or because you’ve held your breath until the wheel stopped spinning.”

There it was: Jimmy’s insistence on the future. And maybe it was wallowing, to go back to the time when he had avoided booby traps because of his ESP, moved through minefields like a gazelle. Back then, he’d moved in a protective bubble of blessedness. The bubble had stretched over him Trojan-size, making a big prick out of him—that was funny: a medic as a big prick; a big, animated schlong coming at you in what might be your last few seconds . . . in the end, the bubble was so tight he thought he’d suffocate, but then he was saved: the last time into the field, the last maneuver accomplished, helicopter hovering for an immediate, absolute, final evacuation—that helicopter, like a big asterisk that could eventually footnote the whole friggin’ war: This all made no sense. Though it might have, if you believed in colossal, malevolent jokes. Years later, the time had still not come to lean back and have a good laugh. He had once been fleet. Fortunate. He had lived, and certain other people—Daley’s kid brother among them—had not. Then began the revenge of the ordinary world, and of inanimate objects: the corner of a table nicking his thigh where he’d once been grazed by a bullet; falling on ice, the simple contents of his grocery bag raining down on his head—the ignominy of being pounded by bananas and grapes, instead of artillery fire. During the war, he had escaped friendly fire, though Fiona’s helpful criticism might be seen, now, as a new, benign form of that.
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