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1. Cunning and Theatrics
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I called Eliza’s mother, whom I had never met, about a year and a half after Eliza and I had parted. I don’t know what I expected from that call, except that it fell into the general scheme of “tidying up one’s affairs,” one of the tasks I had assigned myself before moving from New Jersey to Massachusetts. It was almost noon, and I wasn’t dressed yet. I was gravely ill. No one, I think, among my modest circle of acquaintances—except of course for Eliza, and later, Don Rath—quite realized the extent to which my condition had deteriorated, nor did they understand that my exodus from Norman State University in Clifton, New Jersey, where I had been teaching in the psychology department, was, for me, a final and mercilessly passed sentence.


I had managed pretty well, through cunning and theatrics, to conceal my illness. After a series of frightening episodes, including a concussive headlong fall off what I had perceived as a very shallow step, a brief period of semi-blindness, and a bout of memory loss, I was eventually diagnosed with a brain tumor. It was benign, but growing, and it was positioned in what was then determined to be an inoperable location. Benign is a funny word, because eventually it would kill me. Truly frightening was the morning I woke up, opened my eyes, and saw all the world as wobbly and dim. Fortunately, this effect passed in a few weeks, but the “insult,” as my ophthalmologist called it, had done quite a bit of damage to my vision. Quarter-inch-thick spectacles were prescribed for me, but they were really little more than a prop. I wore the glasses because I thought they made me look distinguished and bookish, but they didn’t help a whole lot. My vision was deemed “uncorrectable.” I could read pretty well if I held the page fairly close to my face, and I could do most things without assistance. I was functional, but paranoid and feeling immensely vulnerable. That vulnerability pretty much ruled my existence. Fearful that something would happen to reveal my situation, I had become a virtual prisoner in my office at NSU, venturing out only to teach my classes, visit the lavatory, and make my way to and from the parking lot. I still had a few private patients, but they would come to see me in my office after my teaching hours, so that worked out fine.


You will wonder about the parking lot: it’s true that I continued to drive. The fact that I did not have a fatal accident—or murder someone else—is an amazing one. And one that only increases my belief that there must be someone—something—guiding our fates. Each weekday morning and evening I would fold myself into my aging Cadillac with both trepidation and resignation, knowing full well that the worst might easily occur and fearing only that my life might be spared over that of some innocent who had blundered into my darkened path. I knew the route more than by heart; the only stop I ever made was at a small gas station near my apartment where the proprietor, Benny, treated me like royalty. (He was also the one who kept my automotive relic in top repair.) I was able to distinguish traffic lights and police car lights, and I traveled only in the daytime, to increase my chances of survival. In the winter, I had to abandon my afternoon schedule of classes, which I could hardly afford to do: they would have kept me out after dark.


At any rate, there I was in my office prison that sweet-smelling May morning, when I decided to call Eliza’s home. I knew the chances of Eliza being at her mother’s house were slim, but I felt the need to contact, if not Eliza herself, something in her world. The phone rang three times, then a pleasant-sounding woman picked up.


“Hello, Mrs. Harder, this is Jack MacLeod from Norman State, an old friend of your daughter’s. I wonder if you remember my name?”


There was a short pause, then the woman’s voice became instantly warm and kind. “Dr. MacLeod, of course I remember you. How are you?” (What, exactly, I wondered, for the millionth time, had Eliza told her mother about me?)


“Fine, thank you. I hope you’re well too. I know it’s been some time since I’ve spoken to Eliza, but I wonder if f you could tell me how to get in touch with her?”


This time the pause was longer, and, for the first time, I became afraid. Deep in my own miseries for so long, it had not occurred to me that anything bad could have happened to my Lizzie—for that is what I sometimes called her. Fear shot through my already throbbing head like a fiery arrow, and I thought, dear God, not that: that I could not bear. All those long months, a smiling image of Lizzie in her funny multicolored beret had illuminated my way. To think that she might have come to some harm filled me not only with pain and sorrow, but with the crippling guilt of the suddenly self-identified egotist. I realized I had been endlessly selfish, had thought only of myself all along. I was so relieved when Mrs. Harder finally spoke, I nearly dropped the phone.


“Well, I can tell you how to get in touch with her, Dr. MacLeod,” she said, “but did you know that Eliza’s married now?”


Although I suppose this piece of news was not really what I had wanted to hear, I was terribly relieved. Lizzie lived and thrived. I tried to sound avuncular and cheerful.


“Ah, no, I didn’t know that. I’m so happy for her,” I lied. “When did all of this happen? I’m afraid I’ve been really out of touch for quite a while.”


Mrs. Harder must have bought my uncle act, because she opened right up. She told me that Eliza had married someone she’d known at NSU, a boy a few years her senior (not, then, the boyfriend she’d had when I first met her), and that they were living and working happily in a town a few miles from Mrs. Harder’s own. There were no children “yet,” she added, with a little smile in her voice. I wondered if Lizzie had changed her opinion about having children.


After a few more exchanges, which I suppose allowed her to convince herself of my benevolent intentions, Mrs. Harder offered me Eliza’s phone number, which I pretended to write down. I knew I’d remember it anyway. I have a prodigious memory—a rather famous one, in fact. But more about all that later.


I thanked her, we exchanged a few parting pleasantries, and we said goodbye. I just sat there in my bathrobe, feeling like a complete fool. I turned on the radio. Then I turned off the radio and searched through the little stack of record albums I kept in the bottom drawer of my file cabinet. The one I was looking for was one Lizzie had left with me the last time she’d visited me at this apartment. When I’d first heard it, with my head resting on Lizzie’s lap, I hadn’t liked it much; I’d never heard anything quite like it before. But over time I’d come to love the songs and the eerie voice of the young woman my darling admired so much. I hadn’t played it in a long time. I located the fourth cut, which seemed to me to echo my relationship with Lizzie, then carefully placed it on the turntable of my little stereo. The lyrics told the story of a chance meeting in a bar between the singer and an older man. She seemed to feel a magical connection with him, as well as a terrible premonition of chaos to come, but she was drawn to him, nevertheless.


I still found the song seductively disturbing, but I wasn’t sure why. I wanted to talk to Eliza more than ever after I heard it. I was tempted to call her. Why not? I asked myself: what harm could come of it? In my heart of hearts, I could not name the harm, but I was quite sure there was one. Nevertheless, as George Eliot once wrote, “The fear of poison is feeble against the sense of thirst.” I dialed.


A young man answered. He had a slight New York accent. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I must have the wrong number. I beg your pardon.”


“That’s okay,” he said.


I never tried to call her again.





2. I’m No Angel
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When I realized I had died (it happened in January, 1974), I expected to be privy to a great deal of knowledge, expected to have the mysteries of the universe open up to me like water lilies in the sunlight, but, alas, that isn’t what happened at all. Probably we give much too much attention to our physical bodies. I was alive, and then I was dead. I was the guru of nothing but my own life. That’s saying a lot, though, really, as it included remembering everywhere I’d ever been, everything I’d ever experienced, everyone I’d ever known. Remembering everything feels like this: imagine a photograph of about fifty beautiful sky-blue rowboats floating on a sunny day in a pretty harbor. That’s from one angle. From another angle, you can see the warships floating right next door. Everything depends on where you focus.


I couldn’t feel my body anymore. It was just gone. No heaviness, no pain, no hunger or thirst or heat or cold. I was no longer lonely (that may be what is meant by “heaven”). And my entire, absolutely entire, life as John Tilford MacLeod unfolded before me, from the moment of my birth. I’ve tried to remember life before birth in my mother’s womb, but there’s simply nothing there—I suppose one mustn’t be greedy. I found it was as easy to call up a day from my life as a one-year-old as it was to recall Eliza’s face in Thompson Park when we fed the swans, or Don Rath’s funny little laughing cough, or the doctors in St. Sebastian’s as they stood chatting around my father’s death bed, unaware that their words were being recorded on some celestial tape loop for future reference by the deceased son of the nearly deceased. Once in a while I catch sight of my sons, and they seem to be in their thirties. But I could be wrong; my perceptions have altered radically, and, as I’ve told you, I still haven’t learned to understand them too well in terms of earthly time.


I now remember things I didn’t even know had happened to me, and I’ve been re-viewing (as I call it) all of it ever since I died. I don’t actually know how long ago I did lose my life, since I can no longer follow the events of living humans with any chronological accuracy, but I suspect it was about fifteen years ago. By the way, I don’t think I really “lost” my life; I just experienced a radical shift of some kind. I also suspect that those theories about the flow of time being an illusion, with the past, present, and future existing simultaneously, are probably true. I’d always loved what Lewis Carroll’s Queen said in Through the Looking Glass: “It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backwards.”


By the way, I’m no angel. I never was, of course, but I’m certainly not one now. No wings, no halo, no access to Jimmy Stewart. I don’t know what I am. A soul, I suppose. How I can communicate with you this way is not something I understand. All I know is, it’s not a hoax. I know what true means. I’m not going to disguise anybody or make things up. It’s hard enough just to recount everything without doing anything like that. I’ll probably skip around a bit though, since time is such a mystery to me now. I find the big picture more interesting than the details. Bear with me.





3. A Cheap Plastic Clock
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I frequently see myself sitting in my office musing about Eliza Harder, or my Lizzie, as I liked to call her. A scene from the early days after my divorce recurs frequently. I felt those days were hell then, and I was right. Not even the gradually accelerating physical illness that would plague me in the following months and years would come close to causing me the pain that such intense loneliness had occasioned. I wasn’t just missing my marriage; I was deeply missing my boys. It was devastating. I played with the idea of suicide daily, but never got very far. I think, predictable self-worshipper that I was, I was mostly just afraid that if I killed myself I would miss something. But this day, I was excited: Lizzie was going to visit me.


There I was, ensconced in what could truly be called a bachelor pad in a semi modern complex called Maplewood, about seven miles from NSU. I’d taken the first place I could afford. My world was shrinking, in every possible way. The new apartment was smaller than anywhere I’d ever lived. I tried to adjust. I tried to fit my body, such as it was, into its new environment. This effort was complicated by the fact that I had headaches often. To compensate, I would run a comforting hand across the crown of my head, slowly ruffling what I thought of as my remaining feathers; heredity plus months of sickness and anxiety had depopulated my roundish pate of all but a fringe of babyish down. The very feel of my skull, its smooth, reliable hardness, soothed me. It was ironic, this comfort, for all my troubles were deep inside that skull, flowering microscopically like some gorgeous but lethal underwater plant. Soon, I knew, there would be no more room for such flowering: something would have to give.


I looked around my weirdly designed “efficiency” living-dining room and was pleased in spite of myself. Ceiling to floor, along all six walls, and even extending into the area called the breakfast nook that had been much heralded by the real estate agent, my books lined the space like a beautifully crafted battle-shield that might protect me somehow from the forces without. I had splurged and commissioned specially designed shelves for them.


Their spines made a familiar, glossy mosaic. There were no paperbacks, except for a few on the little corner table—mostly gifts or items from the library. I was an inveterate book snob. Once I had been wealthy enough (and snobbish enough) to purchase only hardcover books, and once I had believed that even if I could not manage to live forever and enjoy them myself, that I might pass them along to my sons, and they to their sons and daughters, and so on: books like mind-edible candy jewels—gorgeous, useful jewels with juicy centers to be read and memorized and rearranged on their shelves like pieces of a perfectly crafted, ever-changing pattern.


Memorized. I’d memorized many of them—not just sections, not just favored passages, but entire books, and while I knew this was not a common practice, to me it was simply a deeper, even more pleasurable, reading experience. It was part of the way I read, in fact, the way another man might underline phrases or copy out words, lines, or paragraphs. I would often lose myself in the delight of recitation for hours, lying on my back on the sofa, my lips barely moving, my mind playing back whole chapters as swiftly as I wished, or as slowly.


There was no time for that now, however. I had only allowed myself half an hour for rest and contemplation; had I begun to recite a book, even a short one, like The Old Man and the Sea, the evening would quickly be gone. And also, although the idea did not terrify me as it once had, there was the certainty that someday soon I’d forget something—maybe everything. The more or less constant headaches reminded me that my celebrated brain was no longer entirely on my side. I had no idea how the disaster would happen. Before it did happen, though, I wanted to give over at the very least a whole day to recitation, and to plan with the greatest care which book or books would constitute this ultimate, sure, and holy performance. After that, I would not try it again. It would be like retiring from baseball immediately after hitting a grand slam in the final, victorious game of the World Series.


I continued to examine the room, trying to ignore a burgeoning headache. In one corner, and using up most of the available space, was my old piano, the one I’d had since childhood. I’d been forced to leave the new one, the budget-busting Bösendorfer, with my wife, who could not play. The old piano, my beloved Baldwin, had my brother Duncan’s baby teeth marks on one of its legs. I could barely make them out anymore, but my fingers still knew just where to find them, and when I touched the tiny, notched indentations, I imagined I could smell Duncan’s sweet, baby-moist, silky hair and feel his velvety, warm skin as I lifted him away from the piano.


The rest of the furnishings were new, ugly, rented; I passed my eyes over them as if they weren’t there. I looked at the cheap plastic clock: fifteen minutes to Lizzie. The pain in my head was becoming hard to ignore. I reached into the desk drawer, drew out a bottle of Percodan, and swallowed a half-dose, dry. I would have to shave and change my shirt at least. I wanted to shower, but there was no time—or, possibly there was time, but if Lizzie should come early, if she should knock timidly and no one answered, she might just go away. I couldn’t risk it. My loneliness bore down on me like a bag of heavy gravel. Besides its terrible weight, I could feel its filth seeping through the burlap and covering me everywhere. A shower. I would take the chance.


I got up slowly and turned off the desk lamp. Without turning on any lights in the tiny bedroom, I laid out clean clothes, arranging them on the bed in the order in which I’d put them on: a thin, beige, cashmere “Perry Como” sweater on the bottom, then a pale blue button-down shirt, then an undershirt on top. I chose new socks and shorts and decided the chino pants I was already wearing would have to do. I wished I had some jeans like Lizzie’s, then I laughed at myself. Jeans for the young, the whole, the with-it. Not for me.


Then, in the warm dark of the bathroom, I took off my clothes. I ran my hands over my chest, which, like my skull, still pleased me. I found myself gingerly touching my body more and more of late, suddenly valuing it, finding it a blessing. I paid no attention to my skinny arms and legs. Where, I wondered, not for the first time, did all those swimming muscles go? “Gone to academia, one by one,” I sang to the tune of a popular protest song, giggling. The headache was letting up, leaving the slightly drunken feeling I’d come to recognize, if not fully welcome. At least I’d remembered to break the tablet in half; Lizzie probably wouldn’t notice any change in my behavior. I decided, in honor of my galloping anxiety, to take an incredibly fast shower, extremely hot. After that, I dressed as quickly as I could without making myself dizzy. Then I sat down on the bed and prayed.


I prayed for the pair of swans in Thompson Park: that they’d stay and make a home there; that their unquestioning fidelity to each other would reward them with peace, good health, and many offspring; that no one would offer them junk food that would make them ill; that no one would taunt them and risk their righteous slashing; and that someday, very soon, I would take Eliza there to meet them. She would like the swans, and, what’s more, she would know what I had prayed for without my having to tell her.


Repeating “soon,” I went back to my desk and checked the clock. Five past the hour. Maybe the clock was fast, or she’d had car trouble, gotten lost, or simply decided against coming at the last minute. But all of that was unlikely. Eliza seemed shy, but her will was unbreakable. She’d said she was coming, and she would come, I was sure of it. Any minute now she’d arrive, or else she’d call to say what had detained her. She knew I would worry. She wouldn’t leave me hanging.


I thought about her last semester in my psychology class. To my initial amazement, this shadow from the back of the room had stood up for her point of view time and time again, courageously and unflinchingly. Sometimes, playing devil’s advocate, I would instigate extra discussions, just to see her in action. Her classmates would become exasperated with her at times, but if she thought she was right, she would not budge; she would calmly state and restate her position until the others would grudgingly grant her if not their concurrence, at least a portion of their respect. This mysteriously quiet girl: who would have thought it of her? I never interrupted her once she gained some verbal momentum. I allowed her, as I thought of it, to do my work for me, to teach for me (she was unquestionably my brightest student in many years), and to amuse and deeply interest me as well. There was something of the young John MacLeod in her, and I was drawn to it gratefully.


When she wasn’t debating some finely tuned point, however, Eliza was invisible in the classroom, as motionless as the tall-windowed classroom’s afternoon light, a little long-haired figure in the back row, seated deliberately behind some broad-shouldered hulk, or next to one of the classroom’s thick, four-sided columns, so she could lean against it and make herself even harder to see from the front of the room. I knew it was only because she liked me so much that she bothered to speak at all: that flattered me. I imagined it meant she knew how much she could help me, though she didn’t know the nature of the help, or why I needed it so desperately. Eliza didn’t have much use for school, or school as she knew it. I always wished I’d met her when I was younger and richer, when I could have plucked her out of this state penitentiary of a learning institution and helped her to attend some saner, more classical, and just generally sounder university. But here she was, luckily for me, and she seemed to really take to my field, to be truly interested in my lectures.


The pain in my head wasn’t pain anymore, but it had taken over. It was like a stocking cap of thin, highly elasticized material pressed all around my skull. I imagined there were tiny lights in it, flashing on and off like starry pinpricks on a map of the night-roads of America. This made me laugh, and the sound of the laugh frightened me: it was a child’s laugh. Suddenly I was on the street corner in Boxwood, New York again, and seven years old. I tossed handfuls of dirt into the twilit air to see the bats rush at the particles, as if they were insects, food. The strength of their instinct amazed me, how they never doubted the evidence of their senses, how they experienced what they needed to see. When the streetlights finally went on in my memory of Boxwood, I remembered to look once more at the clock.


Twelve after, and no Lizzie. The stocking cap of pain somehow kept my head from exploding, although that might have given me some relief. I remembered a time, not too long ago at all, when allowing myself strong emotions had been as natural as breathing; now I was advised to avoid them, and I’d learned that that advice was wise. I hardly noticed feeling sad—I’d become inured to sadness—but I imagined Lizzie slowly slipping away, and myself unable to stop her, unable to summon up the passion such a motion would demand. Was it worth it, or would it be better to plunge into so-called “normal” reactions, and give my dear Lizzie a taste of what my feeling for her was truly made of? I didn’t know the answer, doubted if I even had the strength anymore to find it out. But one thing I did know: that if Eliza slipped away, I would not try to replace her. Even had there been a great deal more time left to me, the chances of again meeting someone so miraculously intuitive to my situation, so respectful and yet so sweetly mocking of my ways, were incredibly slim.


I decided to make some tea, to pass the time. In my new little kitchenette, everything was arranged precisely to my tastes and needs, a pleasure I had never before experienced. All mine. My first weeks in this place had been sad and monotonous, but I had to admit there were some compensations. I went first to the cupboard and selected two tall glass mugs with heavy bottoms—beer mugs, I suppose, but, in my view, the only perfect receptacles for tea. From the refrigerator I took, carefully, with two hands, the heavy plastic bottle of spring water, and poured some into a saucepan, setting that on the stove. I’d found that trying to direct a stream from the jug into the kettle’s small opening was a waste of time and effort, and anyway, the water boiled so much more quickly, with so many large and satisfying bubbles, in the pan. I waited a few moments until the water started to heat up, then held my hand over the surface, delighting in the warmth and moisture. Then I went again to the cabinet and took down my tin of tea, the darkest, smokiest Chinese tea I’d been able to find in town. Costly, but I couldn’t give up everything. And I took out the sugar bowl, which I had to refill, using up the last of the bag. I wrote “sugar” in large letters on the notepad attached to the refrigerator. Then I sat down, squeezing into one of the two chairs around the tiny table with its peach and grey boomerang patterned Formica. I was breathing heavily, afraid to look at the clock. Automatically, I began to take my pulse, then stopped, disgusted with myself. Who cared if it was racing? And why had I set out two mugs? She obviously wasn’t coming.


Taking a very deep breath, a breath so deep it seemed to make the insides of my lungs stick together for a second, I forced myself to calm down. I closed my eyes and breathed that way for a minute or two, until, as I’d trained myself to do, I had directed a warming, relaxing flow of blood into my extremities and to the top of my head and the soles of my feet. When I’d first begun to practice this technique, I would experience a fleeting sensation of sexual arousal as I directed the blood to course throughout each part of my body, but no more. I told myself this was a sure sign of how I had refined the technique, yet I suspected and feared the real reason. Once again, at least, the technique was working. I managed to clear my mind, for the most part, of Eliza, the swans, and the headache. Then I allowed those images to seep back in again, but cleared, I hoped and imagined, of their worrisome edges. I opened my eyes, and then realized the pan on the stove was boiling raucously. Turning off the gas, and in one deliberately graceful, despairing movement, I placed one of the mugs gently back into the cabinet. No, she wasn’t coming: I was sure of it, and I was right.





4. Cybèle, Luther, and an Evening Surprise
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My wife Frances and I, when we first began to pull in two salaries, had managed to purchase a little getaway cabin in New Hampshire. I had loved it unreservedly from the moment I first saw it and had more or less successfully (often by lying about available funds for renovations) stymied Frances in her efforts to turn this uncut gem into a piece of costume flummery. She therefore quickly lost interest in the place (“Who on earth could one invite there?”), and I went to the cabin as often as I could get away, which was not, of course, often enough.


One time, I’d managed a few days at the cabin to work on a paper I had to present the following weekend in Anaheim, California, at a meeting of the animal rights organization to which I had devoted as much time as I could manage. Shortly after arriving at the cabin that morning, I’d caught sight of a gorgeous little fox nosing around the falling-down shed out back.


I watched her (I decided it was a she-fox, though I had no way of knowing) for some time and became bewitched by her. I decided to make her my friend, but I had no idea how to do so—nor, in retrospect, had I any idea what I was doing, or whether it was a good idea at all. What might a fox like to eat, I wondered. Meat, of course, but I didn’t have any in the cooler; there was an egg-salad sandwich—maybe that would do? Eggs: “the fox in the hen house”? I had already decided to call her Cybèle, after a character in a movie who had once enchanted me. The idea of naming her and befriending her made me ridiculously happy, as did the dust-laden smell of the cabin, the early morning sunlight on the cobwebs in the window corners, and the way my feet felt cushioned and warm in my new canvas boots.


I unwrapped the sandwich, laid it on a shiny red plate I found in the cupboard, and then, as an afterthought, removed the top slice of bread and placed it to one side. An open-faced sandwich for my little open-faced Cybèle. Maybe the smell of the eggs would reach her faster that way. I couldn’t wait to see her again. Deciding not to put the food too near the cabin this first time, I placed the plate out beyond the car and driveway, making sure I’d be able to see it from the window before I set it down.


I could hear the telephone ringing as I returned to the cabin. I thought it might have been a mistake to give in to Frances and have a phone installed up here, but when she cited the actual possibilities of illness, death, or other emergencies, what could I say? I went inside slowly, removed the pile of clean flannel shirts I’d dumped on top of the phone, picked up the receiver, and said, dully, “Frances.”


Her voice oozed sarcasm. “However did you know?”


“What’s up?


“Well, actually, darling, your service called about five times last night and once this morning about some patient and they want you to call them right away.”


“Why the hell didn’t you tell me last night, Frances? Which patient?”


“I don’t know. I forget. It was a boy’s name. Fred or Ed or something. I was too tired last night. I’m not your secretary, you know.”


I dialed the service immediately. As I listened to the familiar voice of the woman on the other end, I looked out the window and noticed the red plate on the lawn. Licked completely clean. Of course, it was possible some other animal had come along and beaten Cybèle to the goodies, but I didn’t think so. I’d missed her, but at least now I knew she liked egg salad. And bread. I smiled. Then I dialed the number the answering service woman had given me, the number of Luther Edwards.


He picked up on the first ring, his voice timid and tired.


“Luther. It’s John MacLeod. I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you last night. I just got your message. I’m up here in the woods in New Hampshire, and they had a little trouble reaching me. How’re you doing?”


There was a long pause. “All right, Doctor.”


“What happened last night, Luther? Do you want to talk about it? I’ve got all the time in the world.”


Pause again. “I guess I’m all right now, Doctor, really. I don’t feel like talking. I’m all right.”


“What are you doing today, Luther?”


“Not much. Going to the library. Going to the park. Not much. I’m okay, though, really; don’t worry about me. I’m sorry I bothered you. I just got a little panicky last night. I had a bad dream. I had a dream about some Indians—not the wild-west kind, I mean Indians from India—and there was one of those funeral pyres and when I got up close to it you were on it, Doctor, you were on it, all wrapped in, you know, ‘swaddling clothes’ like in the bible story, and I don’t think you were dead yet, but you were going to burn and burn, you were going to burn for my sins, and there was all this beautiful singing and swaying going on in the crowd and a gorgeous young woman whose voice soared out over all the rest and I think she was singing to me, to me, Doctor, but I couldn’t stop to go to her because you were burning …” His voice trailed off.


By this time, I’d made myself a comfortable seat on the floor, padded by the stack of shirts. I listened and talked to Luther for almost an hour, until the boy had calmed down, promised he’d eat a good lunch, and said he’d call me in the morning. Then I spoke to his mother for a minute or two, to be sure she would watch him carefully. I thought the immediate crisis was over, but I wanted to be certain: to lose Luther now to a major setback would be a sad thing indeed—the boy had come so far. I liked Luther—he was more than just a patient to me—and I didn’t regret having given him the precious phone number. Now when the phone rang it would either be Frances, Luther, or a wrong number. Of course, Frances might give the number out at any time, or let one of the boys call, but she’d probably forgotten about me already this morning.


It didn’t matter. A shaft of sunlight was hitting me in the stomach as I lay there, and it felt wonderful. And Cybèle had had her breakfast. All was not exactly right with the world, but I’d seen worse days.


After spending the rest of the morning cleaning up the cabin’s interior, driving into town for supplies (including some canned dog food for Cybèle), I began to feel the creeping fatigue that had been building in me for months. I’d set up the cot like a couch, with some pillows leaning up against the log wall, and there I settled, to think with my cup of coffee, watch the modest fire I’d started in the fireplace, and glance once in a while out the window for the little grey-red fox. I wrapped a wooly blanket around my shoulders; it was not particularly cold, but I felt comforted by it, more secure. I started thinking about Luther’s strange dream. I’d felt it to be fairly transparent at first hearing, but I’d reserved my full opinion, knowing from experience that nothing was really all that transparent in Luther’s case. The funeral pyre part was a bit worrisome, but I didn’t spend too much time analyzing it just then.


Luther had been my patient for five years now, and we’d made tremendous progress together. When we started, the boy had been twelve, skinnier than a blade of beach-grass, and smarter than anyone knew. He was acting out violently at home and at school, and his parents thought they might have to place him in an institution, but in a very short time, through intense talk therapy, we were able to get almost past his deep anger. He was still unstable in some ways, and needed to do a lot more work, but gradually I had been able to win his trust and draw him out, and his new-found communicativeness brought to light all sorts of psychological complications with which Luther and I would do battle. I was convinced he would someday be whole, and looked forward to that day with great interest, since Luther’s intellectual powers were, in my opinion, quite remarkable.


My opinion in such matters was based not only on my extensive research on gifted children, but on personal experience: I had been a so-called gifted child myself. In fact, both my younger brother Duncan and I were discovered to have unusually high IQ’s, and were exposed, through our parents’ gracious and knowledgeable attentions (they were both college professors: Mother in American history, Father in the physical sciences), to academic and artistic influences that helped us develop our abilities to what were considered astonishing degrees.


Duncan had fared rather better than I. As the second child, he was naturally more relaxed, and he was privy as well to the experience my parents had had while raising me, their first-born “genius,” for five years. Duncan did extremely well in everything, but not well enough to be singled out quite the same way as was his older brother. I think, to a broad degree, this “just well enough” routine was deliberate on his part, and I always revered him for that: indeed, it convinced me that Duncan was, in all the ways that really counted, far brighter than I.


When my IQ was first recorded, at the age of six, it was brought to the attention of some people in my parents’ university who were initiating life-studies of gifted youngsters. I believe that when approached with this project by a bevy of psychiatric researchers, my parents did not fully realize the extent to which they were offering up their offspring as a guinea pig for life. They were told that I would be tested periodically and followed in various ways to track my development. It did not sound to them like a cruel idea; and the experimenters themselves, while certainly aware of the possible deleterious effects their studies might have on the chosen children, most probably thought that they had the problem well in hand. I did not realize myself, until early in my teens, how much I hated them, but I never let anyone know. I cooperated and cooperated; I seemed a willing victim. I suppose I could have walked out on it all at any time, but I didn’t. I was a kid. What did I know?


By the age of seven I had mastered the piano and was composing almost daily; everyone thought I was well on my way to a concert career. I gradually lost interest. For the next several years I did practically nothing but read, and it was during that time I discovered my strange ability to memorize literary material. It had to be something I liked a great deal: with other kinds of text, I was not a quick study, and I never showed any signs of having what’s commonly called a photographic or eidetic memory. Many scholars don’t even believe those types of memory really exist, but I think it’s a matter of semantics; people quarrel over definitions sometimes as if there were hard and fast explanations of the mysteries of the mind. That approach leaves out so much. I’d learned from having my own brain studied that having a good imagination has a lot to do with having a good memory, and I did enjoy imagining things. While my “reading years” were in progress, my father wisely decided I should be forced to rest my eyes and exercise my body now and then, so he took me to a pool at his YMCA. After a few weeks there, I decided to become an Olympic swimmer.


I stopped reading. I did not have to do much schoolwork, since I was so far ahead of everyone already, so I devoted myself to my new obsession. I turned from a skinny little wimp into a finely muscled specimen of young manhood, and eventually was successful enough to reach the Olympic trials and qualify. I decided not to go. I knew I could not be a swimmer all my life, and I missed my studies, so I went back to school.


At that point, I decided to become a doctor, but I had not chosen a specialty. For so many years, the “psycho-studiers,” as I called them, had interviewed me and reviewed my every movement at regular intervals. At first, when I was just a child, this following wasn’t really bothersome—it was all for science, and, odd as it sounds, it seemed to be my destiny. But ultimately the team of researchers began to anger me intensely. They wanted to know about my eating habits, my dreams, my ambitions, my sexual inclinations. I told them, quite truthfully, whatever they wanted to know, but I was building a terrible case against the medical profession. I decided to forgo an MD and become a “simple” psychologist. I would specialize in childhood and young adult problems. I knew I could do well at that. Something at last felt permanently right. My brain was famous, but I was not. Not every gifted child invents a pollutant-free fuel, paints a masterpiece, or finds the cure for cancer. Some of us just live out our lives.


And that is the course I pursued. When I realized I would complete my studies too soon (no matter how brilliant, no “shrink” can qualify to practice at age sixteen, and rightly so), I picked up a couple of other graduate degrees to pass the time: a master’s in English and a doctorate in education. And I began to write.


It was obvious I could not write fiction. I had some small success with poetry, but I was not driven to it, and therefore knew I did not have what it takes to be a poet of any high caliber. Nevertheless, I floundered happily for quite some time amidst the pages that issued copiously from my little portable Olympia. I never threw any of that stuff away either; in fact, I later foisted some of it on poor Eliza, who had more literary talent in her fingernails than I could ever hope to display. She took it, bless her, as a gesture of love (which is what it was) and did not stoop to critique it.


[image: Image]


That reminds me: Eliza did not show up that terrible night, but what I did not realize was that she was not due to arrive until the next evening. I’d gotten the date wrong—perhaps from mere impatience, perhaps from the Percodan—but I certainly suffered for my error.


I waited for her that night until 10:30 or so, when I finally fell into a fitful sleep on the sofa. My dreams were dreadful dreams of abandonment and physical pain (in one of them I was deposited on an ice floe, naked and freezing, by a gang of oafish sailors), and when I woke, although I did not recall immediately why I was in the living room instead of in my bed, I was grateful to be alive and awake in a world I could at least control to some small degree. My first thought was to call Eliza, but I could not do it. There were too many reasons to simply let things take their course.


I dressed and shuffled to my car to make my mole-like way to the school, fumbled and bumbled my way through my classes (I was attaining new heights as the lovable, absentminded professor: an odd-edged humor had taken hold of my lectures, and my students seemed to appreciate it), paid attention to two troubled young persons who had come to me for psychological/academic advice, and moled my way home again in the Caddy. I was looking forward to a hot bath, a pizza (delivered), and an early bedtime. I had not allowed myself since waking to think of Eliza, and I was feeling the better for it. By nine o’clock I was snugly tucked in bed, a full dose of “Dr. P.” (like Dr. J. of basketball fame, the drug could stuff my pain right through the hoop of infinity, leaving me a breathlessly grateful fan) settling itself into the half-pizza I’d devoured, which was resting comfortably in my stomach. I had a tape of Brahms on the machine, satin sheets on the bed, and an old, holey set of red flannel long johns swathing me in joy. I knew it was absurd to feel such happiness from warmth and comfort and freedom from pain, but I did. I felt almost elated. It was Dr. P. talking of course, but I did not care.


When the doorbell rang, I had been dozing, and at first I wasn’t sure that what I’d heard had not been some peculiar sound effect from the stereo. Then it rang again. And again a few seconds later.


It took me, in my groggy state, what seemed like a year to find my robe and reach the doorway. I had not stopped to find my glasses, and so when I opened the door, I was uncertain for a moment whether it was really Eliza or just a woman who looked somewhat like her. Whoever she was, she took my hand and spoke.


“Jack! Are you all right?” she said. “I kept ringing the bell because I could see a light on and I knew you were in there and I thought … ” She didn’t finish the sentence. She dragged me inside and sat me on the sofa. She pulled her coat off and sat down beside me. It was so cold outside that her long hair crackled with electricity and stuck to her cheeks as if blown there.


It was my Lizzie. I could not believe my luck. I could think of nothing to do but reach out for her head, pull it towards me, and kiss her, once, hard, on the mouth. She kissed back softly, sweetly, like, I thought, Snow White would have done. The kiss stopped her little monologue about how worried she was getting when I didn’t answer the door. I laughed.


“I thought so,” I said, happily.


“What?” she asked.


“I thought I’d kissed you before,” I told her.


She laughed then. “But you haven’t,” she said.


I kept on laughing; I was so foolishly happy I couldn’t stop. “Then let me do it again,” I said. And I did.


We sat there holding each other for a minute or two, then I took her out to the kitchen to make her some tea.


“Eliza, my dear, what are you doing here?”


She looked at me as if I were a madman. “What do you mean? You invited me, I told you I was coming, and here I am.” There was a thin strand of hurt in her voice.


“Oh God,” I told her, “I’m so glad to see you, Eliza, you have no idea. But the reason I’m all discombobulated like this is because it was last night that I was expecting you, not tonight. And when you didn’t come—”


“No, no, you’re wrong!” she said, jumping up from the table. “I’m sure you said Thursday, I’m sure of it. It’s the last thing I’d make a mistake about!”


Then it hit me. She was right. Not only had I mistaken the day, but I’d accused her of doing the same. I’d suffered all the night before for no reason. And now that I allowed myself to feel the residual pain of what I had fancied to be her silent, deliberate rejection of me, I was nearly felled by the magnitude of it. I flopped into the kitchen chair opposite to hers.


I pulled her back into her seat and took her hands. “Eliza,” I said, “I’m such an idiot! You’ re right of course. I waited for you all last night, I thought you’d decided not to come, and I—”


“I would never do that; I wouldn’t. I couldn’t wait to get here.”


I got up and dragged her, laughing, into a little waltz around the table. I hugged her close. She felt like a soft, flexible doll in my arms and her sweater had that amazing wooly smell that only happens in winter. “How do you like my outfit?” I said.


She took a step back and examined me: red long johns under a tattered white terrycloth robe. She pronounced me “noble and kingly.” I hugged her to me again and felt dizzy. Then I put her back in her chair and proceeded with my tea making. We took our mugs to the other room.


It was a wonderful evening. We talked more than we’d ever talked before, and we laughed and laughed, Eliza seeming to take a true delight in my silly jokes and puns. I dragged out a bunch of family pictures from the piano bench: pictures of me in my swimming-champ days, pictures of Duncan, pictures of my various graduations, and then a picture that caught us both by surprise.


“It’s your wedding,” she said.


“Oh. I didn’t realize those were in there.”


“Your wife is beautiful. What’s her name?”


“Frances.”


“Frances. Nice.”


“How do I look?”


“Very handsome,” she said. “Very.”


She put all the pictures back inside the bench, closed it, and sat down on it. “Do you have children?” she asked me. I’d forgotten there was so much she didn’t know.


When Eliza and I had started seeing each other outside of school, which was only very recently, I’d told her only that I’d just gotten divorced. She didn’t ask me anything more. And I’d told her I was ill, but not the full extent of the problem. I think she guessed but was too discreet to press me for details.


“Two sons,” I said, “Ages eleven and thirteen. Harry and Mark.”


“Not little boys then,” she said.


“No,” I answered, “I’ll tell you all about them someday. I miss them.”


[image: Image]


And that was the night that Eliza and I first made love. Or that is how I think of it, because the truth is that, for all our trying, the act was never consummated—not technically. That humiliating fact was the one thing I could never come to terms with while I lived, though I knew—I knew with certainty and gratitude—that Eliza and I did indeed make love that night and many others. I do not think we loved each other as “normal” lovers do anyway—how could we, amidst our peculiar circumstances—so perhaps my physical failure was a fitting accessory to our complicated passion. I tried to think of Abelard and Heloise and other exalted duos, but usually I failed to extract much comfort from that exercise. Eliza did not mind as much as I did; she said she minded for me, but it did not make any difference to the way she felt, and I believed her. I believed her because I loved her and because I knew her very inexperience worked in my favor: although she was not a virgin when I met her, she had not yet been trained by life to crave reliable physical love. I told myself she was like someone who had only been smoking for a little while: it would be easier for her to forgo the habit. Naturally I felt some guilt, but my need for her was great, and I suppose I never entirely lost the hope that a miracle would restore my physical powers. I was solaced only by the fact that I knew that after I was gone (or, I had to admit to myself, quite possibly even while I lived) Eliza would easily find a lover who would fulfill her as I was unable to do.
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