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	CHAPTER
	




ONE

She let me lie down beside her. But she didn’t want me to touch her, and she didn’t want to talk. I suppose we’d talked enough by then.

She looked up at the ceiling, and blinked. The shades on the bedroom window were open, and it was early in the day. The morning nurse was gone, and it would be hours until the evening nurse arrived.

“How long will it take?” she asked.

I fumbled out of my clothes before getting into bed. For an instant I considered remaining dressed.

“Not long. A few minutes.”

“Please, Charles,” she said, glancing at me, then away. By then I think even her fear had been taken from her. She was calm, and asking for calm.

Her eyes were gray, her hair black where it had grown in again. Despite the hollows of her temples, and the spikes of her cheekbones, it was still her face.

She’d drawn up the bedclothes to her chin—a plain blue quilt, white flannel sheets—as if it were cold outside. Even then she wouldn’t reveal her body, and I had not seen it uncovered for weeks. As I eased in beside her the plastic crackled beneath us, and I felt the cold point of her hip against mine.


I tried to put my arms around her. I tried to hold her close, and whisper. But she shook her head.

So I lay on my side and faced her, and took her hand, and held it against my chest. I tried to stroke her hair, also, short and brittle and dry, but she shook her head again. I brought her hand up to my cheek, and held it there, which she allowed. The room was full of fresh air, but underneath the sheets there was the faint smell of urine, as her kidneys continued on, in ignorance. That was the line she had drawn. When I can’t get up to the bathroom, she’d said, that’s when.

I don’t know if I can, I’d replied.

Then her last flash of intensity, turning toward me, sitting up—please help me, Charles. Don’t make me do this alone.

Her hand lay easily in mine. It revealed nothing at all, and I held it—neither warm nor cold. Her breathing was steady, and she blinked up at the ceiling. I could smell the apple juice on her breath. If she lay thinking, if she lay gathering herself, I couldn’t see it. For the first few minutes, each time I forgot myself, and started to whisper something, she shook her head. And so I did my best, as I had promised her I would. But I was weak anyway, far weaker than she. I shook and trembled, and she lay as still as a sunbather.

On they went—the minutes, the long steady breaths, and we lay there together, and she let me hold her hand against my cheek. I began to wonder whether it had been enough. She continued, minute after minute, breath after breath. I held her hand and waited, my heart pounding, though I tried to empty myself as she did—I tried to follow her, if only for a little while. But I began to sweat beneath the heavy quilt. Soon there were rivulets on my chest and belly, and her hand grew damp in mine. I closed my eyes for a long time. I held her hand as though it could save me, and then I felt it loosen.


Her breathing changed and the gasping began. I had dreaded that gasping for so long, and there it was at last—a steady hiss of inhalation, and then a long, mirror-clouding sigh, and then another, the spaces between growing longer, and then a cluster of breaths, and the beginnings of gray, as my fingers slid to the slow pulse in her wrist.

Six breaths, then four, then none. Her heart continued on, and her face began to change. A light blue, at first, in the lips, but then spreading, like water spilled on a table, darkening to the color of slate. Her heart was strong, but then it too began to go, and I knew exactly what was happening beneath my fingers, the skips and shudders, the pauses and returns, and then, as more minutes passed, nothing at all.

The yellow soap shone on the dish, the grains of dust lit up on the blue tiles below it. I heard the sound of a tractor in the cornfield behind our house. From the corner of my eye I could see my body standing in the mirrors over the bathroom sink—not young, with gray hair on its chest and thickening at the waist— not young, but healthy nonetheless. I tried to clear my head, I leaned my face briefly against the glass door of the shower stall, and then I opened it, and stepped inside, and turned on the water.

All the details that awaited me, the telephone calls, the paperwork, the crunch of tires on the gravel, the prepared explanations—I was in the next room, I came and found her—and finally the bundle carried out, light as a girl—I let all of that dissolve in the steam, as it clouded the door, and encased me.

Only a few days earlier, when she was still able to sit in a chair by the window, she’d told me that she loved me. Her words had caught me by surprise, and as I stood in the shower I tried to cling to them. I hadn’t replied, but I’d put my hands on her shoulders from behind, then bent and kissed her cheek. She was trembling, but soon she stopped and looked out through the window and made a casual comment about the dry state of our trees. It was a warm day, and the industrial sprinklers in the fields were on again. At times, I’d look out at them—the sunlight, the wide curtains of water and the millions of sheaves of green corn—and wonder how it had come for her there, through all of that.

The water fell.

We were on a trip to the Pacific Northwest. We were staying at an inn, high in the forest, a few months after our marriage. The hike was a loop through old-growth trees to an overlook. Round trip took about two hours, and the path was wide and easy, with mossy stones at the sides and split-log bridges over the streams.

It was spring, the off-season. I remember the enormous wooden lobby overlooking the snowcapped peaks in the distance, with its chandeliers of antlers and its crossed skis and snowshoes on the walls and the standing stuffed hides of grizzlies shot seventy or eighty years earlier. Leather furniture, cool in the height of summer. A large fireplace made of stones from a river. A hunting retreat, sold for a hotel when the heirs were gone.

The rest of the patrons seemed old to me then. Mostly retired couples, as I remember. The place was nearly empty.

We set off after breakfast. The hotel sat at the edge of a meadow on top of a hill, and the path descended across the grass into the trees below. The trees closest to the hotel had been logged, and so were close and thick above us, but a half mile into the forest we were in old-growth timber. The change was abrupt and clear, like stepping from a hallway into a large room—the spruce, in their immensity, rising hundreds of feet above us, the long spaces between them full of shades and stillness and cool heavy air. The path wound along across the needles and decaying logs as soft as paper, where mushrooms of all kinds grew— off white, deep yellow. There were patches of snow. We were alone on the path, and the forest absorbed our footsteps entirely.

It was just a snapshot, but I remembered it with such clarity—Rachel, ahead of me, walking lightly across the forest floor through columns of sunlight from the high canopy, as I hurried to catch her. Just that—her figure, twenty or thirty yards ahead, among the trees and the empty spaces between them, as I followed. There were so many other moments I might have remembered from that time, but that was the one that never washed away—Rachel, pushing on, without waiting, which was very like her. She was young, and she was not afraid, and we did not know each other quite so well, and we had the first of our many years to fill together.

“Please, Charles,” she’d said. That was all.
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TWO

Our home is an old two-story clapboard farmhouse twenty miles outside of town. We bought it many years ago, straining our budget at the time. Despite the bad plumbing and the wires, which took years to replace, and the constant work on the grounds, we both loved it, and it’s odd to think that a material thing, a house, would resonate as it did through our lives. It was something we could not have afforded elsewhere, and though there were many times when Rachel wished the town was larger, and the fields were smaller, and that we had family nearby, the house at least was something we could agree upon.

It’s white, with a dark shake roof, and green trim, and flower boxes at the windows, and it sits on eight private acres at the end of a narrow lane. There are trees around it—pines and willows and oaks—and sheets of green grass, and a small stream, and a few winding paths I put in. A wide porch at the back opens to several hundred open acres of cornfields, and though the land around us eventually filled up with equally expensive homes, even now, no other house is visible from the property. I don’t think there’s ever been a time, driving in, pressing the automatic button in my car to close the gate behind me, when I didn’t feel blessed to have it. It was exactly what my mother always dreamed of, and never had, and never let my father forget. It made me feel like a man of substance, that all my efforts had been for something in the end. And yet it was only a house.

But in the days and weeks that followed Rachel’s death, with nothing to do but live there, to wait for the bell of the microwave—ping, you must eat—the house became something else; peaceful and sustaining on the one hand, shadowy and unearthly on the other. It was late spring, with the first of the cicadas beginning to shriek in the trees, and the earliest fireflies opening and closing over the wide lawn stretching out to the white gravel driveway, which shone for long minutes as darkness fell.

When people die, there is work that must be done. There are phone calls to make and to receive, and documents to sign, and there are closets to be emptied and bags to be packed, as if one is moving away. That, at least, I understood. I gathered up her dresses, her shoes and slippers, her coats, her jackets, her underwear, her nightgowns and mittens and jeans, her ice skates and cross-country skis, her bicycle, her lipstick, her gauze and plastic sheeting, her syringes, and every prescription in her name. I did it over one long day, and divided it all in piles on the porch— Goodwill to one side, trash to the other. When I was done only her studio was left.

But then the funeral had been held, the guests had come and gone, the casseroles trickled off, the cards were fewer, and the attention of even our closest friends started to turn away. I was alone with my dog, an elderly Labrador retriever I’ve had since he was six weeks old, who used to run with me and Eric through the fields beside our house when he was young. And though many people were kind to me during that period, he was my single true source of comfort, steady and gentle in the background, heaving himself up onto the bed beside me in the guest room where I slept. In the afternoons, when it rained, he would rise at the first clap of thunder and ease himself under the bed. I’d get on my knees, and stroke him, because even then, or perhaps especially then, his fear never failed to touch me.

I went to work. I fed us both. I couldn’t read. A few times I tried to exercise on the treadmill in the garage. I went for drives in the countryside. I’d roll the windows down, and let the manure-laden air of the farmland pour in against me for an hour or two, past miles of soybeans and corn and sleek cattle, with tractors in the fields, and during that time I felt like a stranger in a waking dream, as if each day had become an elegy to a world I would never see again. Sometimes there were trains to stop for—boxcars and grain carriers, battered and dignified and identical, their brown iron wheels spinning slowly enough to see. They were going from granary to granary, I suppose, and it was animal feed, mostly, for the stockyards, but they seemed like something more, something stately and wise and redeeming. Then the gates would lift, and I’d drive on.

Eric had left the morning after the funeral. I’d driven him to the airport. We said little to one another, but I’d embraced him before we got into the car, and for a moment, as we drove, I’d reached over and gripped his hand.

“I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me she’d gotten so much worse,” he said, turning to me, his face thin and pale, his green eyes shining. “You said she was going to make it until summer.”

I watched the line on the road before me.

“I’m sorry, Eric,” I said. “It was very sudden. I didn’t expect it to happen when it did.”


“I wanted to be there,” he said. “You knew that. You knew how important it was to me. I told you a hundred times.”

“Please, Eric,” I said.

“I never got to say good-bye to her,” he continued. “I always thought I would be with her at the end. I was thinking about it all the time.”

A moment passed.

“How can you just sit there and not say anything?”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“She called me. She left a message on my answering machine the night before she died. She must have known how bad she was. You should have told me to come home.”

He was crying in earnest then, wrenching sobs, for the first time. During the service, and afterward, he had contained himself, but now, with the last of his childhood passing through the windows on either side of the road, he let himself go, which he had never done before in my presence. I reached out again, and put my free arm across his shoulders, and pulled him close to me. Finally, he gave in, and leaned against me like a child.










	CHAPTER
	




THREE

When I was just starting out as a cardiologist, I used to wear a bow tie, round gold-rimmed glasses, and a starched white coat, and I let my childhood accent flower in my voice again, and as I led my little cluster of residents and students on rounds I must have looked both ridiculous and affected. I felt a thrill, a flush of pride, standing there outside the door on rounds, claiming the power behind it, and there is no denying that I took pleasure in grilling the medical students and residents before we all entered the room. Tell me, Mr. Jones, what are the laboratory findings that one would expect in hyperthyroidism? Is that what this patient has? And what might you find on physical examination? Dr. Smith, what are the cardiac effects of hyperthyroidism? And the treatment? Is it the same as the treatment for other kinds of heart failure? And so on.

Mr. Jones, the medical student, and Dr. Smith, the intern, might fumble with their papers, or hesitate and stammer, or they might speak up boldly, with confidence, and either way I would stand there and watch them and make sure they understood that my judgment was upon them, as if to say—these are important questions, and we are important men and women, and no part of that rheumy-eyed supplicant behind the door, not his eyes, his ears, his throat, his skin, not his chest, not his belly, his arms, his legs, not even his gray withered haunches, will go unexamined or overlooked.

In my bow-tie years, the stammerers and fumblers both wearied and annoyed me. It was only much later, when I’d long since lost the bow tie and the fountain pen, and only the round gold-rimmed glasses remained, that I began to sympathize with them. Increasingly, when I cut them off and made them start again, blushing and flustered and shuffling their notes, or asked them questions I knew they could not answer, and impressed upon them again that the stakes were real, and this was not a game, I felt myself the lesser for it. Perhaps that sympathy, in the end, was what experience had brought me. And those who stood up straight, and reeled off all the answers, those to whom I would grant my highest recommendations—even as my pen checked the boxes, even as I took them aside, as I did on occasion, and urged them to consider a career in cardiology— even as I did all of the things that were expected of me, in my heart they began to annoy me more and more. They exhausted me, with their tedious narrow energy, so young and strong and full of the pretense of confidence. I knew that I was looking at my former self, that I’d been no better, but the game wearied me by then. All that posturing—the fumblers were more honest by half. But that world has never been a place for honesty, and fumbling got you nowhere. The confident ones would do well, and move on, like me, and they would go to conferences, and present their research, and stud their offices with plaques, and the engine would move forward just as it had done for a hundred years, and then it would wash over them, and it would be their turn to look back at those lining up without reflection in their path.

•  •  •


My appointment with the chairman of cardiology was at five o’clock on a Friday afternoon, the only opening in his schedule that week. I made the appointment on Monday morning. I wasn’t entirely certain, then, what I would say to the man, or what I expected from him in return.

But during that week, as I stood on rounds, and tried to listen, and tried to guide them as I always had, as the world of the hospital flowed around me—the laughter of nurses in the break room, the lines at the coffee stands, the dozen or so nods I made each day to acquaintances in the hall, and all the many patients to see, filing in and out through the clinic doors with their worries, with their breathlessness and palpitations and their swollen ankles that felt like clay—as all of that passed, I realized that it was the knowledge of the meeting that kept me going. All week I felt its presence, and as it drew nearer I somehow grew lighter. The meeting felt like a secret, like a small dark stone in my pocket, cool to the touch, mysteriously reassuring.

The chairman of the department had been recruited from an elite institution only a few months before, and he was my junior by half a decade. New blood, the dean had said, will be good for us. A year or two earlier it would have been a bitter blow, but by then I cared only a little.

“Charles,” he said, standing from his desk in welcome. He looked the part, with his smooth black hair, his pressed white coat and immaculate blue tie. His office had a fine view of the town. I didn’t know him well, and had not invited him to the funeral.

I asked if he’d finished for the day. He said that he had. He sat down behind his desk again, and gestured to one of the over-stuffed chairs in front of him. I sat as well. There was a penny of a coffee stain on the cuff of his coat, a single sign of imperfection, and I stared at it.

“Thanks for fitting me in,” I began.

“Of course.”

It struck me that I was looking at a slightly more successful, slightly younger version of myself. His walls were full of honors—framed diplomas and certifications and prizes, which sooner or later would be taken down and replaced with someone else’s. In another time, I thought, they might have been flags, or the heads of animals.

There was a folder on his desk. It had my name on it, bold and black, and I realized he’d been reviewing my file.

“Were you reading my CV?”

He smiled, quickly.

“I always do that before I meet with faculty,” he replied. “It helps me keep track of what everyone is doing.”

I nodded.

“Yours is very impressive,” he continued. “You’ve given a lot to this department.”

He shifted in his chair. A moment passed.

“So, Charles,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

I didn’t know how to answer him.

He had started to watch me closely. Past him, through the window, I could see the spire of the nearby church over the rooftops. Leafy streets, handsome brick buildings, the haze of green fields in the distance.

“Are you all right, Charles?” he asked.

“No,” I replied, finally. “I don’t think I am.”

“I see,” he said, looking down at his hands for a moment, then up at me again.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said. “I want you to know that.”

I didn’t reply.


“My father died recently,” he continued. “I thought I was prepared for it. But it was much harder than I thought.”

He took off his glasses, rubbed the bridge of his nose, then put them back on.

“Losing a parent is hard,” he said. “But he lived a full life. He was eighty-four.”

I remained silent, but he carried on nonetheless.

“I know that you kept your wife at home and took care of her yourself.”

“Who told you that?”

“One of your clinic nurses.”

“I had help. We had hospice care.”

He shook his head, dismissively.

“I don’t think I could have done that.”

I shrugged, and looked away.

“Tell me why you wanted to meet with me, Charles,” he said, gently. “Do you need some help? Do you need to take some time off?”

“I thought working would help me,” I said. “The structure. It’s always helped me before.”

He nodded, slowly, as if considering.

“Well,” he said, “sometimes that’s true. But sometimes it’s not. Have you reached that point?”

“Yes,” I said, finally, admitting it at last. “Yes, I think I have.”

I could see his mind working—call schedules, lectures to be given and clinics to be staffed, consultations to be done.

“Well,” he said. “Then we’ll need to get you some time off. How much do you need?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “A few months, I think.”

“You don’t have to decide right now. We can see how it goes.”


“Thank you,” I said, and suddenly realized that I was blinking back tears. “Without pay is fine. I’m sorry I’ve put you in this position.”

My words must have pained him, because he grimaced and looked down.

“Please don’t apologize,” he said. “You’ve nothing to apologize for.” After a while, he added, “You’ll get through this, Charles. And there will always be a place for you here as long as I’m chairman. I want you to know that.”

It was his decency that did it. Had he been otherwise, had he been faceless, bureaucratic and indifferent, I’m certain that I could have kept my composure. But his kindness undid me. I tried as hard as I could, and for a brief moment the effort alone sustained me. Don’t give in, I told myself, because then your weakness will be there forever. But it was an irresistible wave nonetheless, followed by the cold recognition that this was what I had been waiting for all along, that this, of all things, was the stone I had been carrying in my pocket for the last five days. And something else came to me as well: I thought of Eric, in the car beside me.

I broke down, right then, in the chairman’s office. For the first time in my adult life I wept publicly, and I’ve never been able to think back on those minutes without a sense of deep and bitter humiliation. Had I spoken, I might have said that my life was in ruins, that I had failed those closest to me, and that my hopes had come to nothing. But I didn’t speak, and I was thankful for that. I felt as if my only strength—my restraint, my discipline and determination—had snapped with a single sharp report beneath me. And why it happened there, in that office, with that man, instead of with Eric, I could not understand. It was the place, after all, where I’d done the best in my life. It was the place where I’d never had doubts.


Later—how much later I could not exactly say—I was standing. His face was pale and troubled, and he was offering to drive me home. But the worst of it had passed by then, and I was shaky and cool and felt as if I had been swept clean. The recriminations I would later unleash on myself had not yet begun.

“Are you sure you can drive?” he repeated.

“Yes,” I said. I did not apologize again. He watched me like the doctor he was, and I must have looked all right, because he let me leave. But to my astonishment, as I turned toward the door, he took a step forward, and gave me a quick, awkward embrace. It shocked me, to feel his arms around my shoulders, and to smell his aftershave, which lingered as he stepped away.

I cleaned myself up in the bathroom down the hall. I washed my face, and dried it with paper towels. I gripped the sink in my hands for a while, looking down at the silver button of the drain, and then I straightened, and combed my hair with my fingers in the mirror, and when I left I looked almost as if nothing had happened.

I walked down the carpeted hall, and out of the offices, into the main hospital. People passed me: residents in scrubs, nurses, a cluster of giggling high school girls, with handwritten name tags—Charlotte and Crystal and Wendy—on what I assumed was an after-school field trip. I walked past them to the elevator bank, and pressed the button, standing in my white coat with my name and title embroidered in blue beneath the pocket, and my plastic hospital ID dangling from its clip beside it, and the black coils of my stethoscope draped around my neck.

The elevator doors opened, and a handful of medical students, in short white coats, stepped out together. The elevator behind them was empty.

“Hi, Dr. Anderson,” a young woman said, smiling cheerfully at me—a medical student I’d supervised the year before, whose name escaped me. She had that Scandinavian hair common in the Midwest, so light and fine it was nearly translucent. A chubby, friendly girl, with a wide, open face, who intended, if I remembered correctly, to do a residency in family medicine. An average student at best.

“Hello, Mary,” I said, with the briefest flick of my eyes to her name tag.

She smiled again, and passed me, and as I stepped into the elevator I heard her talking to the other students around her.

“He was my cardiology attending,” she said, in a proprietary way.

It was a casual comment, but alone in the elevator, descending toward the parking garage, her words nearly undid me again. I couldn’t find my car, and for a while I wandered through the rows, until finally I held my keys up in the air, pressed the button, and let it blink and chirp and lead me to it.

As I sat in the car, I thought of my file lying naked on the chairman’s desk, written down in black and white—all the papers I’d published, the conferences I’d attended, the committees on which I’d served. The truth was that nothing I’d done had changed the practice of cardiology in any way. Yet the man was correct; it was an impressive CV. It spoke to decades of blind, relentless work. It spoke to a thousand sleepless nights.
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FOUR

I’d met Rachel three weeks after I’d left home for my residency in Chicago. It was the annual hospital fund-raiser, a black-tie affair. The estate was a few miles north, by the water.

The owner of the estate was a spry old woman with piercing blue eyes and a silver wave of hair. She invited the interns and residents because she liked young men in tuxedoes in her house, or out on the flagstones of her veranda overlooking the lights of Lake Michigan, where ships passed, and foghorns could sometimes be heard, and she liked young women in evening gowns beside them. I knew this because she told me so, as I stood with a glass of wine in the corner. She had been circling the room, and spotted me.

“I’m Mary Spruance,” she said, advancing with her hand outstretched. “And you are . . . ?”

“Chuck Anderson,” I replied.

“Dr. Anderson?”

“I just started my internship.”

“Congratulations,” she said, with enthusiasm. “What are you going to specialize in?”

“Cardiology, I hope.”

“A cardiologist! Well, good for you. Where are you from?”

I said that I was from Atlanta, Georgia.


“Atlanta!” she said, as if the city evoked wonderful things in her mind. “I’ve never been there. Of course now I’m too old to travel. It tires me out.”

I said that she didn’t look too old to me. I thanked her for the party, and I told her that her house was beautiful.

“So,” she said, looking me over with approval, taking a sip of wine. “Dr. Anderson, did you bring a date?”

I said that I hadn’t.

“Why not?”

I reddened. I said something about being new in town and not knowing anyone.

She thought for a moment, studying me carefully.

“Then why don’t you come with me,” she said, taking my arm. “This is why I really give these parties, you know,” she added, in a conspiratorial whisper. “I like young people. I’m tired of all these rich old farts. Even though I’m an old fart myself, I can remember when I wasn’t. That was much more fun, believe me.”

When we reached the middle of the room, she stopped.

“You wait here,” she said. “Don’t move a muscle.”

She laughed, and though it was early in the evening I realized that she was a little drunk.

Rachel had gray eyes and short black hair, tapered at the back, and brushed forward across her forehead toward her cheek. She seemed both dismayed and amused as she allowed herself to be led over to me, but she looked exactly as she must have intended nonetheless, a figure from the twenties, tall and languorous in her long blue dress, with a slender neck, and a glass of wine in her hand.

“Chuck, this is Rachel Adams, my art teacher,” Mrs. Spruance said firmly. “Rachel is a classically trained artist. She paints the most wonderful portraits. Rachel, this is Dr. Charles Anderson, the cardiologist.”

She gave me a wink.

“Rachel, that’s a lovely dress,” she continued. “Where did you get it?”

There were tiny black beads woven into the fabric. The beads caught the light, and the effect was shimmery—at first, the dress looked like ordinary blue cloth.

“At a thrift store.”

“I had one exactly like it years ago. How much did you pay for it?”

“Twenty dollars, I think.”

“Ha!” Mrs. Spruance said. “Good for you.”

Then she patted me on the arm.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I have to go cheer up that poor man over there.” She pointed to a severe elderly figure standing alone with his drink, staring moodily out through the windows toward the water.

“He’s so rich I have to invite him. He always comes, and he always does exactly what he’s doing now. Doesn’t he look absolutely miserable?”

She laughed, then turned to face us.

“You two get to know each other,” she said. “It’s a lovely night, don’t you think?”

“I’m sorry,” I began, when she was gone. “She just grabbed me. You can go back to your friends if you want.”

“We have to talk a little,” Rachel replied. “Otherwise she’ll be offended.”

She made a show of waving at a group of old ladies across the room who were studying us keenly. They laughed, and waved back, but then one of the group said something to the others, and they all elaborately looked away.

“They’re my students,” she said, shaking her head. “She invited the whole class. First they made me wear my flapper outfit and now they’re giving me a hard time.”

“So you are her art teacher.”

“She doesn’t take it seriously. She’s just there to have fun with her friends.”

“And are you really a classically trained artist?”

She rolled her eyes.

“I went to art school. That’s all she meant. Are you really a cardiologist?”

“No,” I said. “I’m just an intern.”

It might have been awkward. But over the next few minutes of our conversation I felt as if my rented tuxedo was speaking for me—my tuxedo, and a few glasses of wine. I had nothing to guide me, and did not yet understand how radiant real money can be, how it can infuse everything around it with a sense of promise and significance.

Place settings were assigned for dinner. She sat with her students, and I was with a group of residents, most of whom had partners. I hardly knew them, and throughout the pleasantries, the introductions and the various courses, the flurry of speeches before dessert, I was aware of her sitting a few tables away. I watched her profile out of the corner of my eye, and once she looked over and gave me a quick ironic smile before turning her head.

But later, after dinner, I lost her in the crowd, and thought she might have gone home. I’d only spoken to her for a few minutes, but I felt an acute sense of loss nonetheless, as I wandered out onto the veranda with a glass of whiskey. I leaned on the heavy stone railing overlooking the water, feeling the cool air against my face, sipping my drink and watching the lights. I didn’t want to go back to my studio apartment in the city, with its street full of sirens, and I felt very far from home. I thought of my father and mother, standing together on the driveway as I drove off in the car they had given me.

“There you are,” she said, appearing out of the dark. “I was looking for you.”

“I thought you’d gone,” I replied, unable to hide my delight.

“No,” she said. “I usually hate parties like this. But I’m having a good time tonight. My students are fun. They sent me out here to find you.”

She lit a cigarette, and I sipped my drink. For the first time there was a strained silence, and then I asked her about her family, her parents and all the rest, and where she was from.

“I grew up here,” she said. “My father teaches art history at the university. They’re in Europe right now on sabbatical.”

“Are you going to go visit them?”

“I’ve been before,” she replied. “But I have a few commissions right now and they take a lot of time.”

“Commissions for what?”

“For portraits,” she said. “That’s what I really do. I just teach the watercolor class on the side.”

She paused.

“What about you?” she asked. “Is your father a cardiologist?”

For a moment I was tempted to lie to her, and invent grander circumstances for myself. But I didn’t. Instead I told the truth.

“No,” I said. “He’s a pharmacist, but he’s been out of work for a while. My mother’s a schoolteacher. To be honest this sort of thing”—I gestured to the house behind us—“makes me a little uncomfortable.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed,” she said. “You fit in fine.”

“I do?”

“Yes,” she said. “You do.”

“Well,” I replied, thrilled by her words. “So do you.”

“I know,” she said calmly. “That’s why Mrs. Spruance introduced us. But I only came tonight because of my class and because I’m hoping she’ll ask me to paint her husband’s portrait someday. Plus it was an excuse to dress up and I was bored.”

“Isn’t her husband dead?”

“Lots of my subjects are dead. I use photographs.”

“What do you do if they were unattractive?”

She laughed.

“That can be awkward,” she said, “but the first rule of portraiture is kindness.”

Later, we walked down the steps and out onto the lawn leading to the water’s edge. She took off her heels, and held them in her hand. I’d had another glass of whiskey by then. The lights of the house cast our shadows out onto the grass, and her necklace— tiny triangles of linked stained glass, green and blue and dull orange, framed in pewter—sparkled as she turned her head.

“The grass feels good,” she said.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” I said. “This place. It doesn’t seem real.”

She thought for a moment, looking at the house behind us, shining like an ocean liner in the dark, with a quarter mile of private beach stretching in either direction.

“For people like us, it isn’t. It’s out of reach. Mrs. Spruance is a nice woman, but I only get to come because of the watercolor class and because my father is a professor at the university. You get to come because she likes young doctors and she likes giving money to hospitals. We’re the decoration.”

“Nothing seems real tonight,” I said, looking at her.

She smiled.

“I’m just an art teacher,” she said. “Don’t be fooled.”

“Maybe you’ll be a famous artist someday.”

“I’m a woman,” she said, with a hint of bitterness. “And portraits are always out of style.”

“You could paint something else.”

“I could,” she said. “But I like portraits. They matter to people. They mean more than other kinds of paintings.”

We reached the dock.

“Okay, then, it’s your turn,” she said, as we stepped out onto the wooden planks. “What do you want?”

“It’s nothing complicated. I want a better life than my parents had, I guess. And I want to make a contribution.”

“To what?”

“To cardiology if I can. A lot of specialties don’t do very much. But cardiologists actually make a difference.”

“So you’re ambitious.”

“Yes,” I said. “I guess I am. Maybe it sounds silly.”

At the end of the dock, where I might have kissed her, she stopped suddenly and looked at her watch.

“Oh, no,” she said. “It’s late. I have to leave.” My heart sank, but then she turned to me.

“You’re easy to talk to, you know,” she continued. “I like you. You don’t sound silly. You sound honest and you have a real job. It’s refreshing. Plus you’re not bad-looking and you’re not too old. That’s always a plus.”

With that, she reached for her purse, withdrew a card, and handed it to me.


“Here’s my number,” she said. “Call me if you’d like to.”

I held it up in the dim light. Rachel Adams, it read. Artist. Portraits and Private Classes.

“Are you sure you have to go?”

“I really do,” she said. “I’m sorry. I have to take my class home. None of them can drive at night.”

She hesitated, her eyes on my face, and she must have seen how disappointed I was, because she stepped up and kissed me lightly on the cheek.

“Good night,” she said, simply. “It was nice to meet you. I hope I’ll see you again.”

I watched her walk away down the dock. As she stepped out on the grass, she turned, and gave me a friendly wave, her pale arm leaping out of the dark, and then she disappeared into the heavy shadows cast by the veranda on the lawn. But a few moments later I saw her again, slim and elegant on the well-lit stairs leading up to the veranda, and I realized that she’d put her heels back on.

For her, that night can’t have meant very much at the time. It was only another party, after all, and I was only another young man. But I think I realized right then that I had a chance to become someone else.
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FIVE

I’d seen the announcement in the local paper. The lecture attracted me, and I must have been doing better that night, and I hadn’t drunk too much wine, because I shaved, and dressed, and got into my car, and drove the thirty minutes to the university campus just past the hospital. The first of the summer classes were in session, the students were out in the warm evening, and the air was full of honeysuckle from the flower beds along the old brick building where the lecture was held. I’d been to lectures there before, and I knew that many in the audience would be my age or older. The college kids had better things to do on a Saturday night.

The hall in the basement was half full. I took my place high up by the projectionist’s booth, and looked down at the podium below me, hoping for a few minutes’ respite. The talks were held weekly, on a wide variety of subjects.

The speaker stood waiting. He was in his early forties, trimly muscled, lean as a long-distance runner, with well-cut salt-and-pepper hair, a black T-shirt, loose tan cargo pants, and an erect, military air. He wore rubber sandals with burnt orange straps. He looked tanned, sternly athletic, and impatient, as if he had work to do.

He tapped the microphone a few times to make sure it was on.


“Let’s turn down the lights,” he said, after a minute or two, “and get started. First slide, please.”

The projectionist, an elderly gray-haired woman who I knew volunteered her time, turned down the overhead lights from inside her booth, and lit up the podium where the man stood. An image appeared behind him on the screen—an emerald green valley, deep between snow-covered mountains. A village stood in the center of the valley; mud homes, an orchard, with trees rising above the brown walls. Around the village, a ring of delicately terraced fields.

“My name is Scott Coles,” the man began. “I’m going to talk to you tonight about an earthquake.

“This village was over three hundred years old,” he said, pointing to the screen. “It hardly changed at all during that time. The people there have much more in common with the ancient past than they do with the present.”

He paused.

“Next slide, please.”

There was a click from the projectionist’s booth behind me.

It was a photograph of a damaged Japanese city. Sheets of broken glass, whole structures moved off their foundations, tangles of black wire coiling everywhere, though many of the office blocks seemed intact. The photograph must have been taken shortly after a rain, because there were puddles on the black asphalt streets, which were strangely empty, and the glass sparkled and shone.

“This is what a big earthquake will do to modern steel buildings,” he said. “Next slide.”

It was the mountain valley again. The fields remained, but the village itself was gone. The whole of it was a low pile of earth and stones, like a burial mound. Only the trees in the orchard were undamaged, though the walls around them lay in pieces at their feet. No human figures were visible.


“This is what a big earthquake will do to a mountain village made of mud-brick and stones,” he said, pausing for effect.

“It happened early in the morning,” he said, “when everyone was asleep. More than one hundred and fifty people were buried here. Only a handful escaped, and most of them were injured. They tried to dig out the survivors. But they had no tools. It was cold. They used their hands. By the time help arrived, pretty much everyone trapped in the rubble was dead. Imagine what that must have been like.”

He paused again.

“There were hundreds of villages like this,” he said. “And now they’re all tombs. Tens of thousands of people are gone. We don’t even know their names. Whole extended families were wiped out.”

He began to pace, his voice grew louder, and even from the back of the lecture hall I could see the cords of his neck standing out, yet I was sure he’d given this lecture many times, working his way across the country, stopping at college towns and rotary clubs and libraries, while the audience sighed and wrote handfuls of modest checks when he was done. Watching him, I wondered what it was, exactly, that filled him with such outrage and intensity. It was a tragedy, certainly, even an unimaginable one, yet another cataclysm neglected by the papers of the West, but the world is full of such events: tidal waves, earthquakes, and the fires of illness, sweeping back and forth across continents like the light of the sun.

The content of the lecture was, I thought, predictable. The earthquake had come and gone many months ago, but thousands of survivors remained, high in the mountain country, with nowhere to go and little to eat, with winter approaching, and these were deaths that could be prevented. The paths were blocked; the roads were shaken away down the hillsides, and there were not enough helicopters. Camps were needed, resources, awareness, money most of all. The world’s attention was elsewhere.

After a while, as I watched him from my perch high up in the back, the content of his words began to fade away for me. I knew what he was saying and what he’d say. I knew what slides he would eventually show—a blackened baby pulled like a plum from a hole, an outstretched grasping hand protruding from the earth. I knew all of that, and yet the man himself, clipped and incantatory, on and on—he compelled me nonetheless. I watched him, as he paced a few steps one way, then the other, delivering his sermon, and I envied him his certainty and his righteous anger that washed up over the rows of seats against my face like the heat of a campfire. How nice it would be to have such conviction, I thought, like a revivalist, a man with passionate knowledge, as opposed to knowledge alone.

It was a short talk, and he concluded, as I knew he would, with an appeal for donations. Perhaps forty minutes had passed before the flutter of applause, and his sip of water from the glass on the podium, and his request for questions.

A hand went up. Something about other relief organizations.

He shook his head.

“Most of them are hopeless,” he said. “They’ve put in some large camps near the cities, where it’s easy for them, but the problem is that people can’t get out of the mountains. They have to walk. We need smaller temporary camps in the high country to help them along, where they can rest, get food and medical attention, then continue. That’s what we’re trying to do right now.”

Another hand, no doubt a student. Did they need volunteers to help out? In the summer?

He smiled, took another sip of water. His hair, black and gray, sparkled under the lights.


“No,” he said. “We don’t do disaster tourism. I’m sure you mean well, but unless you have a particular skill we can’t use you. We can’t assume the responsibility.”

The young man persisted. What kind of skill?

“We need doctors and nurses,” he said. “We also need contractors. Carpenters. People who know how to build things. People who really come to work, not just travel. This is serious business. Lives depend on it.”

His tone was self-righteous, superior, and I knew that he was borrowing the significance of the event. I could see it because I’d done the same thing more times than I could count, as Dr. Anderson, the rigorous one, pausing on rounds in the doorways of the sick, turning to the medical students and residents beneath me.

At the end of the talk, just after the collection plate had gone through the rows and he was packing up to go, I found myself descending the stairs toward him. I wasn’t alone; an old woman was praising him effusively for his efforts, her voice thin and quavering, and he glanced at her abstractly, as if he’d heard her words a thousand times before and had little use for them. A few others handed him last-minute checks. He smiled and pocketed them without looking at the amounts. The room was nearly empty by then. I hesitated, a few feet back, waiting, but then he saw me, and before I could retreat he spoke.

“Did you have a question?” he asked.

“I enjoyed your talk,” I said. “But I didn’t bring my checkbook.”

“We have a Web site where you can contribute.”

“I’m a physician, actually,” I said, which caught his attention.

“Are you interested in volunteering?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “Maybe.”


“We could probably use you,” he said. “Let me give you my card. Please contact me anytime.”

He pulled it from his shirt pocket, and handed it to me.

“How did you get into this work?” I asked, taking the card. It was thick cream, embossed with gold letters, like something a banker might offer, or a lawyer.

“That’s a long story,” he said.

“When are you going back?”

“Not any time soon,” he said. “It’s where I belong. But I’m much more useful here. Someone needs to raise the money. That’s what keeps us going.”

I was about to reply when the projectionist, who had descended from her booth, touched him lightly on the shoulder.

“I don’t usually do this,” she said, shyly. She was a small, thin woman in her late seventies, and I’d seen her before, from a distance, at other lectures. Standing beside her, I realized that she had a fine tremor in her left hand. It leapt out at me like a flag: she had early Parkinson’s disease. I knew it at a glance, and I was sure that no one around us, least of all Scott Coles, had any inkling of this fact. I’ve had that experience many times over the years, the sense of secret knowledge that my profession has given me, and yet, as she opened her checkbook, I found her affliction unexpectedly moving. She hunched over the podium, and wrote a spidery sum carefully on the line, the final check of the evening.

He thanked her sincerely, and smiled, and then she turned away and filed out with the others. I waited as he picked up his bag.

“Where are you going now?” I asked.

“I was going to get something to eat,” he said.

“Let me buy you dinner,” I said, impulsively, though I’d already eaten. “I’d like to hear more about what you’re doing.”


He gave me a quick, assessing look.

“All right,” he said, after a moment. “If you’re serious I’d be happy to talk about it. But I can’t stay long. I need to get an early start tomorrow.”

“I understand,” I replied.

“I didn’t catch your name,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m Scott.”
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SIX

It was the most expensive restaurant in town, along the main street, an easy walk from the lecture hall. It was the kind of place visiting parents took their newly grown children, and the negotiations of adult roles began. Sons and daughters, boyfriends and girlfriends and introductions. We’d taken Eric there a lifetime ago, for his high school graduation, and toasted him.

We stood outside in the warm evening.

“This is fine,” Scott Coles said, glancing at his watch. It was a little after eight. Though the restaurant was only half full, it took nearly fifteen minutes to be seated, and five more before the waiter appeared.

As I ordered a salad, I expected him to choose something similarly modest. But without hesitation he ordered the fillet medium rare, a full bottle of merlot, and an appetizer.

“You’re not eating dinner?” he asked.

“I ate earlier,” I admitted.

He let his gaze drift out across the dining room, with its white tablecloths and blue china plates, and the glitter of silverware. Low conversations washed around us. A young blonde waitress walked past, her dark slacks clinging to her body, her white dress shirt tight against her breasts, and he watched her for a long moment before turning away. I wondered if he slept with the college girls he met along the way, easing them into bed with his stories of saving the world.

“Well,” he said, as we waited for the meal. “What would you like to know?”

“How many camps you have, I suppose. The kind of help you need. How you got started.”

“I thought I covered most of that in my talk,” he said. “We have two camps at the moment, but they’re in the lowlands, and they’re already staffed. We’re starting a third in a few months up in the mountains. That’s where they’re most needed, but logistically it’s much more difficult. Everything has to be flown in. It’s incredibly expensive. There are tensions along the border, also. Whenever they flare up everything stops for weeks, and no one moves. It’s almost impossible to get things done sometimes. It took me months to get the army to agree to a new camp. I had to meet with a high-ranking general at least a dozen times, and even then he insisted on a liaison officer to oversee things. We have to pay for him, too, of course, even though he’ll do nothing useful. We have to pay for everything. That’s why I’m always on the road.”

He closed his eyes for an instant, as if overcome by weariness. Just then the waiter appeared with the bottle of wine and the appetizer—tiny chicken kebobs, roasted in garlic. He set the dish on the table between us, poured each of us a glass of the expensive merlot, and asked us if there was anything else we needed.

Scott Coles shook his head, waved him off without speaking, and took a sip.

“Not bad,” he said, twirling the wine around in the glass in a practiced way. He took another sip, and I looked at him. He put a skewer between his teeth, and pulled a piece of chicken into his mouth. The muscles of his jaw stood out in his cheeks as he chewed.

“Right now we have openings for a few volunteers to get things started. Later we’ll bring more people in. We haven’t done this before, so we’re learning as we go.”

“Is it really that different from the other camps?”

He nodded, impatiently.

“It’s completely different. Like I said, this one is in the high country. It’s in the middle of nowhere. It’s a way station. The whole purpose is to give them a few days of food and rest so they’ll be able to continue. No one will stay for long. We’ll need to keep the numbers low so we can feed them. We can’t afford a bottleneck up there.”
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