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We think by feeling. What is there to know?

—THEODORE ROETHKE, FROM “THE WAKING”



PART I



Get that God-forsaken creature off the net,” Frank Widdicombe called from the baseline. The tennis ball he had just tossed into the air plummeted to the green hard court, then bounced unattended as he stepped forward with a frown. He fixed upon a black-capped chickadee that sat, preening, atop the net; it looked as though it thought that slack rail of white plastic a private beach, and the court a stretch of sea on the shore of which it could take its avian leisure as it pleased. The nerve, the nerve!

Just beyond this shameless display of animal privilege, at the other end of the court, stood Bradford Dearborne, his sunned, sweaty face tense with concern. He waved his arms, hoping the winged innocent would scoot away before exciting the full brunt of Frank’s wrath. Yet while we may open on this little drama as though on the brink of some meaningful, murderous turn in a tragic play, it was not the first time that Bradford had waved his arms in such a way—to no avail—only to find that the wrath in question, as much as he had feared it, amounted, in the end, to nothing very noteworthy.

The bird cocked its head to and fro. It hopped along the line of its new perch. It whistled a simple, three-note song, one that sounded to Frank like “Hey, sweetie!” All in all, he found that a bit too impudent for a bird intent on delaying his tennis victory.

“Shoo!” cried Bradford. “Shoo!”

“Son of a bitch,” said Frank. Bradford moved to chase the bird off, but his opponent proved swifter: Frank charged ahead, his racquet raised above him like the battle-axe of some Viking berserker; the bird, suddenly hip to the barbarian siege taking place, darted over to the doubles alley with what its attacker took to be an air of outrage. Outraged in turn, Frank chopped the top of the net with his racquet repeatedly, glaring. “Get lost, freeloader!”

“Christ, Frank,” said Bradford. “It’s only a cute little thing.” He watched the chickadee caper down the sidelines. Having popped a Klonopin that morning to quell his anxiety over playing tennis with Frank—whose flawless strokes and footwork still crackled with the white-hot fire of the private tennis club where Bradford’s father had taken lessons with the man years before—he felt a certain drowsy sympathy for this bird and crouched down on his haunches in the closest thing to an expression of solidarity he could manage. In the end, it was this loving interspecies gesture that drove the chickadee to fly from the court once and for all, the dark of it slicing through the air and into the nearby woods.

“Good work, champ,” said Frank. “You killed him with kindness. Now—we ready?” He took a new ball from his pocket and bounced it, walking back to the baseline. “Forty-love.” He noted Bradford’s defensive position, vaguely appreciative that, even in retirement, he could still intimidate a young adversary. “Match point.”

Bradford followed the drift of the ball tossed skyward, Frank’s hand frozen in the motion of its release; at the ball’s suspended peak, Frank’s body, coiled and crouched like a loaded spring, launched into action—propelled from the ground, he torqued his trunk, snapped his wrist, and grunted loudly, seeming not to give a thought to any of this as he served an ace in one fluid, merciless motion.

“Yes!” Frank cried, pumping his fist and bounding up to the net. Bradford strolled forward to shake his hand. “Good game,” said Frank. “Maybe tomorrow we can work on those lazy feet of yours.”

“They’re my Achilles’ heel,” said Bradford.

Frank stretched his arms above his head, gripping his racquet at both ends. Darkness gathered at the armpits and chest of his shirt; rivulets of sweat ran from his greying temples. “Well, you should be happy you have legs at all, Bradford,” he said. “I remember this one time, courtside, I was going on and on, griping about how god-awful I had played in the first round of a club tournament, and this friend of mine, Mark, who was temporarily in a wheelchair at the time—your dad knows him; Irish guy; did you know that people in wheelchairs play tennis? It’s true, they have their own league—just smiled as I stood there talking about myself, and when I was done, he looked me up and down and said, ‘Well, at least you can use your legs, you whiny fucking cunt.’ Can you believe that?”

Bradford rooted around in his tennis bag. “I’d be curious to see wheelchair tennis.”

“It’s interesting,” said Frank. “You roll around. The ball can bounce twice. But listen—there’s a lesson here, Bradford. Mark was trying to tell me that even when this and that isn’t going well, you have to take joy in the . . . fucking . . . little things. Little things, you know, like legs. The basics—food, shelter, legs. You’re alive, Bradford! That you can feel anything at all is a fucking miracle!”

“I suppose so,” said Bradford. “Unless, well.” He paused, thinking to himself, “Is there no word for the opposite of a miracle?”

“Anyway, can you guess what happened then?”

Bradford said he could not. Perhaps he could have, but he felt that by guessing he might somehow implicate himself in the what that had happened then, which was sure to have been something altogether offensive.

“I looked at him and said, ‘You know what, you asshole? You’re right,’ and then I started skipping and jumping off the court, hooting and hollering like a Looney Tune.”

Frank laughed heartily and scratched his prim little mustache. Seeing that Bradford’s mouth hung open in horror, he said, “Oh, come on. He practically asked me to. We had that funny kind of relationship. You know, talking shit. He cursed me out with a vengeance after that—words I’d never even heard before. We’re still in touch. And he got me back later by introducing me to Carol.”

“Well, that’s funny,” said Bradford. He finally managed to fish the translucent orange cylinder of a prescription bottle out of his bag. He shook one tablet into his palm and swallowed it with a swig of water. Now, with the mention of Carol Widdicombe, his thoughts turned to her able assistant, Michelle. “Do you think everyone’s up and about by now?”

“I try not to think about things like that,” said Frank. He crouched down on the concrete and kicked his legs out behind him, getting into push-up position. “Only fools think, Bradford. Wise men reflect.” He lowered himself to the ground and, holding himself there, added, “And at this point, if I’m not a fucking wise man, I don’t know who is!”

Bradford chuckled at this, feeling it to be in better taste, at least, than the mark anecdote. He then began the short walk back to the house, his legs—though he was glad to have them—sore and shaky from defeat.



Although the invigorating aroma of coffee greeted Bradford as he passed through the hall, it was with trembling hands that our would-be Casanova entered the breakfast nook of Willowbrook, the brick-red house with white trim recently purchased by Mrs. Carol Widdicombe of San Francisco. Bradford had showered, his face was shaved clean, and he was dressed in an elegant ensemble from his preferred purveyor of preppy threads, Chamberlain & Sons. His compulsive thirst for beverages with invigorating aromas presently took a backseat to the all-consuming dread he felt at having to ask his father for a large sum of money later that day. His father the coffee mogul, the coffee king, with all his money earned selling the very brew Bradford was about to sit down and sip. While the Klonopin worked to calm his mind like maids making the beds in a recently trashed hotel room, dread refused to budge, settling in among the mess of tennis humiliations, requests for cash, and—oh, yes!—thoughts of Michelle Briggs, object of his as-yet unrequited, heavily medicated affection.

Frank came storming by just then. He punched Bradford in the arm and shouted, “I’ve still got it, Dearborne! I’ve still got it!”

“That you do,” said Bradford.

“Fuck if I’m not a wise old man.” He skipped up the stairs to go shower.

Bradford sidled up to the sideboard in search of a snack to calm himself. A Danish Bodum of frothing black coffee stood next to a large ring of pastry topped with slivered almonds and stuffed with apricots, and some summer figs arranged on blue-and-white plates. Mrs. Widdicombe herself sat across the room, perched on the edge of an Edwardian Louis Quinze–style chair that had been reupholstered in hot-pink moiré. Her slender, disheveled son, Christopher, home for the summer after a year studying abroad in Italy (a period during which he had apparently shunned Old World tourism in favor of documenting that country’s fragrant garbage crisis in watercolors, and had suffered some kind of heartbreak at the hands of a “withered Albanian bellhop—ah, my Kreshnik!”), curled up on an antique sofa, meeting the lovely landscape outside the window with a heavy-lidded stare; he noticed Bradford and raised his eyebrows in silent greeting. “Heya,” said Bradford, and then he smiled at Michelle, who, in her capacity as the Widdicombes’ personal assistant, was far too busy scribbling her instructions for the day into an agenda to notice him. A hired hand stood on a stepladder trying to position an abstract painting created by Carol’s dear friend Gracie Sloane.

Carol was addressing all those present, a flurry of talk.

“It’s still crooked—look at the sconces, dear, and just tilt it slightly. Christopher needs to be dropped off at the library by noon. Christopher, I assume you’ll be home for dinner—we’re having salmon. Good morning, Bradford—you look nice. Speaking of which, stop by the auto shop and see what’s taking them so long with the car—it was only a small accident. Nobody died, for heaven’s sake.”

“A part of me died,” said Christopher. He covered his face with his hands. “My sense of enchantment died. What little left of it there was!”

“Disenchantment builds character,” Carol snapped.

“You want me to do that? Go to the auto shop?” said Bradford, serving himself two pieces of pastry.

“No, no, Michelle can take care of it, you’re just here to relax, Bradford, and to write your movie thing—that’s perfect, you can go now—thank God that’s taken care of; Gracie arrives tonight, and I had forgotten completely to hang up her wonderfully creative painting. Don’t you just love gifts? Although I quite like it hanging there now, with that owl perched on that . . . totem pole, or whatever that’s supposed to be. Enjoy a krangle, Bradford—Michelle made it. It’s delicious. That is what you call it, right?”

Michelle waggled her pen. “Kringle. It’s a Danish specialty.”

“Well, great,” said Carol. She paused to take a long breath through her nose. Bradford took advantage of the lull in conversation to look at Michelle as she made competent notes in her little book. Could she be writing: 2 p.m: Fall in love with fascinating houseguest? She kept her blond and wavy hair in a simple, shoulder-length style that he liked. Presently she tucked a strand of it behind her ear, the lobe of which was tightly attached rather than free-hanging and, to Bradford, all the more alluring for its compact efficiency. She wore a summery orange dress and a necklace of gleaming, oversized amber beads. Oh, to be that heavy rope of beads, hanging sloth-like from her neck! He was a burdensome sloth, she a swan, yet somehow they would find love. The fact that he was working on a frightening screenplay went some way, he felt, toward persuading her to pay attention to him. Yes, he would one day soon touch the pale skin that seemed to radiate with a halo that might either be something sacred or a pharmaceutical side effect.

He realized that she had been speaking to him.

“Are you still with us, Bradford?”

“Oh,” he said. “Sorry—having a little daydream.”

“How perfectly daydreamy.” Michelle smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “You look super put-together, as usual. What’s the occasion?”

“Money,” said Bradford, thinking of his father. “And it won’t come easy.” He bit into a piece of kringle. “This is delicious. Really good.”

“Thank you. A friend in Denmark gave me the recipe.”

Bradford chewed and stared at her. As he turned the shadowy fragment “a friend in Denmark” this way and that in his head, he felt his jaw stiffen with jealousy.

Carol, who had evidently recovered from the strain of her earlier directorial monologue, turned to him as though recalling an urgent matter and said, “How was Frank today?”

“Good, good.” Bradford shifted in his seat, reckoning with a wave of nausea. His tongue weighed heavy as he spoke, and his mouth watered. “I mean, he wouldn’t let me get a single point in. He approached the net a lot.” He decided not to tell them about the chickadee incident, as Carol loved birds. “He’s still got it, as he says.”

“I think she means his mood, Bradford,” said Michelle.

“His ‘state of mind,’ ” added Christopher, making air quotes. He spoke these words as though to have a mind at all constituted an ironic state of affairs.

“Oh, right,” said Bradford. He swayed; his queasiness, he feared, was growing more conspicuous to the rest of them by the second. “Right. He’s still got that, too.”

“Yes, his mood,” said Carol. She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You know, he’s been very upset since his trip got canceled. God knows we would have been happy to get him out of our hair for a while.”

“Mm, right,” said Bradford. “France.”

Carol frowned. “Yes, that’s it. France. Only, that’s not it, if you catch my drift.” She paused to adjust the position of a John Singer Sargent book sitting on a side table—the rippled dust jacket showed a dark-haired darling tucked into a floral teacup of a chair, her gauzy dress giftwrapped at the waist by a long, pale pink bow—and then, sighing, she added, “Frank is depressed.”

Michelle scoffed. Her hands flew to her hips, and the bronze bangles around her wrists clinked together softly. “What? Not Frank. He can’t be. He’s too fit to be depressed. All that exercise! It seems, well, chemically impossible. All those endorphins, Carol.”

Carol shook her head. “But he is,” she said. “I’m sure of it.”

Christopher turned away from his pained windowpane reverie, adding, “Well, I can’t say I blame him. This country, this empire, this era—it’s hopeless.” He sank deeper into his corner of the couch with a pout. “And what’s worse: this island! The very thought of it . . . oh, now I’m depressed. This island—this island, Mother! Why? It’s beautiful, yes, but—oh, God. It’s like living in a Thomas Kinkade painting!” The question of the island—why?—was rhetorical. Christopher threw an arm over his forehead as though dying of a fever; he began to mutter to himself in Italian.

“Is that how they teach you to talk about your mother country at RISD?” said Carol. Christopher merely snorted and cried, “I hate all countries, Mother!”

“Well, okay,” said Bradford, trying, in his drugged muddle, to reason out the mood of the elder Widdicombe. “Maybe he’s a bit bummed out about his vaycay. They go every year, don’t they? He wanted to see his friends and everything, drink wine in the country . . . you know, in the country and everything . . . that’s understandable. I would be sad, too. So sad . . .” For a second, he wondered if he was, in fact, sad. He couldn’t tell, although he was beginning to feel a bit dizzy.

“No, Bradford,” said Carol. “No.” His answer had failed to acknowledge what she felt to be the true gravity of the situation. She looked around the room, afraid her husband might pop up unannounced. “Not just sad, Bradford—Frank doesn’t know it yet, but he’s clinically depressed.” She was speaking in a hush now, and she was twisting her wedding band. “I did some research, and he shows all of the signs.”

“What signs?” said Michelle.

“Psychomotor agitation.” Carol pronounced these words in triumphant staccato, as though revealing a great discovery to a panel of scientific colleagues. “And he wakes up too early. He’s unpredictable and sad, and it’s affecting all of us.”

Before Bradford or Michelle could protest further, they heard Frank himself descending the stairs. He was whistling a merry, three-note tune somewhat similar to the call of that chickadee.

“I’m not fooled by a little cheerful whistling,” Carol whispered, leaning back into her chair. “Not one bit.”

Frank’s birdsong stopped short as, stepping into the nook, he stubbed his toe against the leg of a tasseled ottoman. “Motherfucker!” he shouted. “God damn it. Ow! I’m tired of these fancy footrests—lying around all over the place! Christ!”

“Frank!” cried Carol. “Please, we have guests. And maybe that will teach you to walk around without house shoes or even slippers, like some feral animal.”

Frank limped into the room, his owlish, salt-and-pepper eyebrows pulled together in anger. He surveyed the present company. “Guests? Michelle works for us. Hardly a day goes by she doesn’t hear me say fuck a hundred times. Bradford did his fair share of swearing on the tennis courts this morning as I was serving his ass to him on a silver salver, and Widdicombe fils over there, he can’t even hear me ’cause he’s staring out the window and dreaming of some old dwarf in Italy.”

Christopher whipped around to glare at his father. “I’d like to hear you say that to Kreshnik’s face!”

“You won’t be bringing that old Albanian around here,” said Mr. Widdicombe. “You’re going to marry a nice American boy.”

“God, I hate Americans!” said Christopher. “I’m going to join a terrorist cell.”

“I think that’s just your thirst for adventure speaking,” said Mrs. Widdicombe. “Why don’t you marry someone with EU citizenship?”

“I’ll start my own terrorism cell,” said Christopher. “With my own kind of terrorism.”

“Well, fuck, I’m all for entrepreneurship,” said Frank, leaning over to kiss his wife on the cheek. “That’s the most American idea of all!” Carol gave him an impatient look as he retreated to the breakfast spread. She had hoped that her husband’s problem with foul language would disappear over time, retreating along with his hairline, but it seemed to have reemerged with a vengeance the last couple of weeks. What’s more, he had started dressing down—he wore, now, a raggedy red tee-shirt and a pair of ripped jeans from the cuffs of which poked his short, bare feet. Yes, she had always loved his smooth, toylike feet, but even still, she had hoped that the influence of the young and dashing Bradford, who made up for his carefree loafing with his charm and wardrobe, might rub off on him. (“Isn’t that Bradford a snappy dresser?” she sometimes hinted. “I remember when you used to dress that way.”) Yet last week they had convinced him to wear a dinner jacket and tie for a night out at the Osprey Lounge in Seattle, and he had resembled nothing so much as a convict gussied up for an important court date. The Honorable Judge Mrs. Widdicombe had, ultimately, deemed his inability to “look right” in a suit further evidence of his failure to repent for the crime of a mounting—and very serious—midlife depression, a fate for which she held him entirely responsible. He simply refused to cheer up, she thought, when it was well within his power to do so. That reminded her: “Frank, have you finished reading the book I gave you?”

“Book?” said Frank, taking his coffee standing up, curling and uncurling his toes against an intricately patterned crimson rug from Isfahan. To his family he seemed to be a man more and more on the go these days, unable to sit still, often distracted. Carol made a mental note to do some internet research into adult attention deficit disorder; she secretly relished the possibility of a compound diagnosis. “Oh, Gracie’s book. I skimmed through it. Something about the child-self and snapping yourself with a rubber band until you feel happy.”

Carol groaned as though physically wounded, clutching at Michelle’s knee with her bony hand. “You must not’ve read very closely,” she said. “Because it is much more profound than that. Oh, well. I just thought it might be nice if you did, so that you could tell Gracie how much you liked it.”

“I don’t have to read it to do that,” said Frank. “And what makes you think I would like it in the first place?” The work in question was called The Golden Road and had been authored by their latest incoming houseguest, that wild-haired maven of New Age self-help, Gracie Sloane. Carol had met her years earlier at a seminar held in San Francisco about recognizing and dismantling negative thought patterns. A “remedial creativity specialist with twenty years of experience,” she appeared on the back cover of the book (the front cover being dominated by a brass-toned landscape painting with a road winding through what could only be described as amber waves of grain) wearing a look of lynx-eyed concern for the reader, her fiery locks tousled and mad, as though the effort of becoming enlightened in the particular pop-psychological fashion of the time had left her disheveled, almost postcoital. She looked as though she had not only been improved by creative, positive thinking, but ravished by it.

The book did include a repetitious, hypnotic chapter about something Gracie Sloane called “void-states,” titled “When I’m in the Void.” The line that Frank remembered best from this read:

When I’m in the void, I feel clarity of purpose.

He had found unnerving the suggestion that a clear sense of purpose eluded those outside the void—it seemed very counterintuitive—and had dealt with the subsequent gnaw of anxiety by getting out of bed to weep before the television in the middle of the night, watching a long on-screen tennis rally through a blurry scrim of tears. By morning he decided he must keep such meltdown-provoking literature as far from his person as possible and had thrown The Golden Road in the garbage.

“Clearly, Mr. Widdicombe is in one of his difficult moods today,” said Carol, turning to Michelle and then to Bradford, to all appearances expecting them to do something about it.

“What’s difficult is for me to catch a break around here,” said Frank.

“Oh, cheer up, Frank,” said Carol. “We’re surrounded by wonderful people and beautiful things.”

“Pardon me a moment,” said Bradford, who had fallen silent in observation of the crude, Rite of Spring–like dance being performed in his stomach by two Klonopin, two pieces of kringle, some coffee, and a handful of figs. Overcome with nausea, he exited the nook with a polite smile and a nod. He could then be heard lurching irregularly, bumping into things as he attempted to hurry down the hall.

“What’s his problem?” said Christopher.

“Drugs,” said Frank with a grunt. He sat down and flapped open a copy of The Bainbridge Review, the local island newspaper. The paper bent in the middle of the page, and he spent a moment wrestling with it noisily. The others watched him, anticipating a violent fit of profanity. When he managed to fold the thin piece of newsprint to his liking, he punctuated this achievement with a victorious nasal blast of air. One long hair, which stuck out from his left nostril, quivered as he did so; it caught the eye of Michelle, who, both fascinated by the Widdicombes and slightly bored, began to consider how and when she might extract it. She reminded herself to do something about it later and then excused herself, eager to check in on Bradford.

She found him leaning against a china cabinet in the hall, his head lolling.

“Brad!” she said, seizing his arm. “Are you all right?”

Bradford looked into her eyes, which he found to be a radiant, otherworldly blue, and said, “Your eyes!”

“What about them?” Michelle looked around for a mirror. Then Bradford, at once troubled by stomach pain and unable to contain his passion any longer, said, “Listen—how would you like to go over to Lynwood Theater tonight and see a movie with me?”

Michelle, flattered and not a little bit giddy at the prospect—she had suffered one pleasant distraction from her mystifying role as house-helper after another since Bradford had arrived a week ago; there he would be, sauntering in from a tennis match, white shorts showing off the athletic curve of his hamstring; and then there he would be again, nearly bumping into her as he rounded a corner, hurriedly apologizing and lifting one side of his mouth in helpless, crooked flirtation—made a show of reviewing her schedule, so as not to appear too eager. It was just this firm, practical streak, she knew, that endeared her to most everyone in the house. Truth be told, it endeared her to herself. How admirably grounded she was. “Hmm, you know, I do have a lot going on today. Carol is starting a major decorating overhaul, and stressing out about Gracie showing up in the middle of it—”

“Oh, dear.”

“—but there is that documentary that just came out, about that town in Japan where they kill and eat all the dolphins. I’ve been wanting to see that. If we catch an evening show—”

“Oh, God.” Bradford held his hand up to Michelle and swayed. His face paled. “I’m sorry, can you . . . oh, I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Come here,” said Michelle. She grabbed his arm, put her hand on the small of his back, and rushed him into the nearest bathroom.

“Easy,” said Bradford. He steadied himself against the sink. The tiled granite floor gleamed under light shafts cutting through the shuttered windows. He knelt before the Japanese toilet, saw the reflection of his own handsome face waver in the water of the bowl, and said, quickly, “My tie—Michelle, hold back my tie.”

Michelle reached around and, grabbing the strip of polka-dotted navy silk in question, lifted it up behind his neck. The position struck her as strange and punitive, bullying even, and for a moment she grappled with the surprising temptation to pull the tie back even harder and choke him. She remembered her mother once saying to her, “When you meet a man who every now and then you feel like killing for no reason—well, honey, that’s when you’ll know you’re in love.”

“Shouldn’t you loosen it?” Michelle asked Bradford.

“I just bought it,” said Bradford, who then proceeded to be sick.

Michelle turned away. “Poor thing,” she said, rubbing her free hand over his back. “It wasn’t the kringle, was it? God, I hope it’s only you that gets sick. No offense.”

Bradford enjoyed the feeling of Michelle’s hand on his back. He lingered there perhaps a few moments longer than strictly necessary, spitting into the toilet a few times, then moved over to the sink, rinsing out his mouth with water and mouthwash. “It wasn’t that,” he concluded. “That was delicious, really. I’m just nervous about my father later. We don’t quite see eye-to-eye, you know. So it’s all just . . . psychosomatic? Psycho-so-matic, Michelle.”

He splashed water on his face. Then, after patting himself dry with a fluffy towel, he noticed her amused attentiveness, her folded arms. Perhaps she thought this entire episode had been some strange and elaborate courtship ritual he had trotted out for her sake. “But you still want to see the dolphin movie, right?” she said.

“Oh, yes,” he said, straightening his tie with a grin. “Most dolphinately.”



Back in the nook, Frank had started pulling down his upper lip in such a way as to seize individual mustache hairs with his teeth. Having done so, he would pluck them out one at a time, wincing, and then spit them quietly from the side of his mouth as he scanned the newspaper. He had neglected to trim his mustache since the day he was supposed to have boarded a flight to Paris two weeks earlier, and somehow this habit helped alleviate the sense of injustice he felt at the cancellation of his annual trip to France, which, he would be the first to admit, was having a disproportionate effect on his will to live.

“Did you see this?” he said, slapping the paper with the back of his hand. “A local farmer reports—I kid you not—that one of his chickens laid an egg that had another egg inside of it. A fucking egg within an egg. There’s even a diagram here.” Then, after a short burst of laughter, he shook his head and added, in an almost hysterical warble, “What does that even mean?” He gave the newspaper a violent shake, as though by doing so he might force an answer from it. “Well, I guess that’s just what passes for news in this town. Never mind war, famine, politics—my goddamn chicken laid an egg in an egg! Alert the press, call the—”

“Oh! Frank!” interrupted Carol, leaning on the edge of her chair, seized by what appeared to be a fit of inspiration. “Chickens! Wouldn’t that be great?”

Frank lowered his paper. “Wouldn’t what be great?”

“You know,” said Carol, her hands flying to the sides of her temples as though a mystical vision now possessed her. She spoke quickly, her eyes closed: “A few chickens running around in the backyard, pecking at things and clucking away like little darlings. We could even eat their eggs.” Carol envisioned their new island home as a rustic country retreat. She had “set an intention” to keep the house open to visitors all summer and hoped to cultivate an atmosphere of unencumbered pastoral innocence on the property. “A sense of community,” she liked to say. “Yes, yes—that’s what we need. That’s what we should be creating.” Chickens and vegetable gardens fit into this vision nicely (as did a visit from Leanne Pendergast, whom she hoped would, after feasting her eyes on Carol’s coup de décor, be inspired to photograph her home for Inside Places, her favorite interiors magazine), but clinical depression, pharmaceutical nausea, and adult attention deficit disorder did not. People were not supposed to show signs of urban or even suburban psychological disorders at the country estate. Carol hoped, in fact, that the introduction of certain elements like hens clucking around the grounds and wild strawberry plants growing along the edge of the patio, would, for the most part, negate the more troubling aspects of the human psyche—most of all her husband’s.

“Chickens,” she concluded.

“Chickens,” muttered Frank. Though the man challenged his wife on many fronts, he knew better than to attempt to interfere with the creation of her own henpecked corner of Pacific Northwestern paradise. He understood all too well that no matter what he said, he would come home one day soon to find a flock of hens mincing around their backyard, clucking away like little darlings.

“Just make sure you get a rooster, too,” he said. “I hear they’re wild about each other.”

Christopher, who had been sitting in gloomy silence, wondering when he might sneak off somewhere to smoke a cigarette—a habit he had picked up abroad, unbeknownst to his parents—cleared his throat, sat up straight, and held an index finger aloft.

“Chickens are filthy creatures,” he said. Frank and Carol exchanged looks, both of them noting a familiar tone in their son’s voice—a tone that alerted them to yet another strong and developed opinion on a subject of unexpected expertise. When, they both wondered, had he found the time to research and draw conclusions about chickens? But it had always been this way with Christopher. As a young boy, he had been morbidly obsessed with disease, coercing playmates to spend the day dying with him (of scarlet fever, of tuberculosis, of leprosy—how he had loved to play “leper colony”!), begging his father to make “Quarantine” signs for him as he rattled off symptoms, timetables, and possible treatments. They had looked upon this virtuosity with hopefulness, imagining that he might eventually go into medicine, only to have their dreams of doctor parentage dashed when an adolescent curiosity about the word homogenized on the side of a jug of a milk prompted him to spend an entire year struggling, with the help of many library books, to understand the relatively simple process of homogenization “on an intimate level” (and, lest they hold out any hope for a strictly scientific aptitude, he put this particular interest to bed by producing a series of abstract, white-on-white watercolors “about milk, memory, and knowledge”). Countless other laser-fine obsessions had followed as his teenage years unfolded, his bedroom filling with the evidence of God-knew-what new idée fixe: intricately marked-up maps of foreign cities like Mexico City and Prague, printouts about waste management in Iceland, criminological surveys of urban Brazil. In high school he had baffled the entire teaching staff and administration by neglecting all other subjects in favor of highly specialized readings in high school administration; at one conference with the Widdicombes, a concerned teacher complained that while Christopher appeared to know enough about the way schools worked to manage the entire operation, he showed no actual interest in his own grades. Neither it seemed did the Rhode Island School of Design, which enthusiastically accepted him on the basis of a series of watercolors “inspired by the seven members of the San Francisco Unified School District’s Board of Education.” And so, while he still occasionally mystified his parents, they had also grown used to being mystified by him—even delighted by it—and had more or less come to accept that their only son would one day be remembered as a homosexual watercolorist who happened to know everything about the history of airports. Now, on the subject of chickens, he added, “They’ll eat anything—including one another’s own excrement.”

“Thank you for sharing,” said Frank, nodding to his son.

“Oh, what do you know about chickens?” protested Carol.

Christopher looked at her, stunned. “Everything.”

“I mean really know,” she said.

“I do know I couldn’t stand to even be near one,” said Christopher. “They’re vile, just vile. Their dirty feathers, their filthy talons—yuck! I feel sick simply thinking about them.”

“Well, all right then, Einstein,” said Carol. “You’re entitled to your opinion, but if you ask me, chickens are gentle, and intelligent, and affordable. Chickens wouldn’t harm a fly.”

“They’re also complete sex maniacs,” said Christopher.

“Language, please, Christopher,” said Carol.

“But it’s true,” he said. “On some farms there are, like, ten to twenty females for every male.”

“That’s called polygamous,” said Frank. “Like the Mormons. And it’s wrong.”

Christopher shrugged. “Right or wrong, I’ll bet the roosters like it,” he said.

Frank allowed himself a laugh.

“Well,” said Carol, exasperated, “I hardly think it’s fair to judge chickens by our own inexorable moral standards. I just think it would be fun to have them around. This family, I’ve decided, needs start having more fun. Isn’t that what life’s all about?”

Christopher sighed. “I hate talking about fun,” he said. “And I hate the very idea of fun. Talking about fun, and the idea of fun, are no fun at all.”

“From what I’ve come to understand,” continued Carol, “we’ve all been put on this planet to have as much fun as possible.”

“Sounds like you’ve been reading too much Gracie Sloane,” said Christopher. “Where is she, anyway?”

“She’s in the void,” said Frank. “Having fun there, too, I’ll bet.”

“Very funny, Frank,” said Carol. “She’ll be here tonight. She’s flying in from Boston.”

A far-off look came into Christopher’s eyes. “I wonder what terminal her flight left from.”

“I don’t know about that,” said Carol. “But we should all be very nice to her, because she’s in town to work on her new book and has an important speaking engagement, too. Apparently, there’s a big sort of New Age expo coming to town.”

“I love expositions,” said Christopher.

Frank gripped his newspaper, looking alarmed. Before he could flee the room, his wife, as he had feared, said, “We should all go! You know, you could all learn a thing or two from Gracie. She’s very enlightened.”

This dangerous idea, “enlightenment,” loomed, threatening, like the ghost of an unpleasant event shared by the family, something nobody wanted to think about or discuss. Judging from the effect this utterance had, enlightenment might have been a family member who had died too young and whose memory was still too painful to talk about; the male Widdicombes began to stir, to rise from their antique seats in a round, murmuring pleasantries about how they had better go get ready for the day, as though the day were a kind of military attack for which they needed to prepare. And was that so far off the mark? After all, time’s numberless army stood at the all-too-pregnable gates of their lives ready to maraud, to burn down the ramshackle structures of order they had erected to protect themselves from its onslaught. Only movement, mental and physical, could fortify these fragile outposts of routine: Christopher headed for his room, saying, “I bet she flew United. I bet it was Terminal B . . .” Frank said, “What is wrong with that boy?” and then walked off grumbling something about chickens in the void. It was at this moment that Michelle returned to the breakfast nook to collect her agenda. She found Carol relaxing, for a moment only, against the hot-pink moiré of her treasured chair.

“Do you see what I mean?” Carol shook her head at Michelle. “Frank is most definitely depressed!”

Michelle nodded, penciling her movie date with Bradford into her little book. “You might be right. Maybe Gracie can help?”

“That’s part of the plan, dear,” said Carol, her voice a near-whisper. She took a theatrical sip of coffee from her china demitasse. “But you know what they say . . .”

“ ‘Life is suffering?’ ” said Michelle.

Carol clutched the arm of her chair. “For heaven’s sake, Michelle, no,” she said. “Who would say such a thing?”

“I think Buddhists.”

“How morbid,” said Carol. “No, no. They say, ‘It takes a village,’ or something nice like that.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Michelle. She snapped shut her agenda and smiled. “That does sound a little better.”



Frank sat in his office behind a wide, uncluttered oak desk, squeezing a blue rubber stress ball. His coiled forearm muscles pulsed as he did so, sinewy and cord-like from decades of vigorous sport.

“Motherfucker,” he muttered, swiveling in an expensive ergonomic chair. Outside his window, the crescent of Douglas firs that secluded their luxurious home swayed in the summer breeze; the water of the bay sparkled with light. Frank extracted a few mustache hairs with his teeth, letting the play of sunshine on that watery body soothe him into a state of deep reflection.

Semiretirement had been a fucking nightmare so far, he thought. It had not suited him at all: he had always been a body in motion that tended to stay in motion, an achiever achieving if not to the highest degree then at least to an upper-middle one. For decades he had devoted his efforts to sweaty self-improvement, guiding multiple generations of San Francisco glitterati toward socially strategic tennis competency. Such a surfeit of good old-fashioned fighting energy had he that in Christopher’s eerie toddler years, he had juggled not only work at the club, enthused fatherhood, and a stretch of husbandly duty marked by both buoyant libido and domestic attentiveness, but the earning of an advanced degree in sports psychology. Even with all of that, he had remained almost disturbingly (to Carol) energized and impetuous. Like his blessed Pops Widdicombe before him, Frank hummed with such an irrepressible vigor as to make any idleness not only cause for alarm, but more or less impossible—sickness, for instance, was almost unheard of in a Widdicombe, and when the occasional bug did come around to fell some male of that warrior clan, the fighter inevitably saw his forced convalescence not as an opportunity to rest, but to review and update his ten-year, five-year, and one-year plans. Part and parcel of their able-bodied appeal, this burning life force was also a family curse: a Widdicombe stopped to rest only in death, as Frank’s father had—and his father’s father before that—when visited by a massive heart attack in his still quite lively eighties.

And now he, Frank Widdicombe, was expected to potter around their mansion like a mellow old patriarch, to be cheerful, interested in chickens and “fun.” To make matters worse, he was beginning to think his wife had invited Gracie Sloane to their house in the hope that she would call upon her punishing New Age worldview to hang a wreath on this hell of inactivity—to persuade him to “chill out” (how often he had heard that ridiculous demand!), to deck the halls of this forced holiday with whatever boughs of childish nonsense she came bearing.

Well, Frank Widdicombe had already had an annual heart-attack-preventing holiday in place, and it had been canceled for the first time in a long time. He looked back at the screen of his laptop and read over the email he was composing to his old buddy Channing Goodman:

Dear Mr. Goodman, Faggot-at-Large,

I’m writing to wish your she-cow of a niece and her idiot husband all the best on their nuptials. Why, why? Why did you have to offer up the Auvergne house for the honeymoon? Couldn’t they have honeymooned in a cow pasture somewhere, among their own kind? We should all be getting pleasantly buzzed thousands of miles away from our families right now. Speaking of which, I’m copying your partner on this email. In light of this unprecedented act of assassination between intimates, I hereby hope that every state in the Union outlaws gay marriage for all of time. Hope you’re having a nice time on the Cape.

He stopped, and, having blown off a little steam, saved the email as a draft. He and Channing Goodman had known one another since their Stanford days; they enjoyed a kind of free and easygoing conversational trade that allowed Frank to call his old friend a faggot on occasion and for his old friend to call him, in return, a “bedroom community breeder.” All in good fun. However, Frank had long since learned, after reading a biography of Abraham Lincoln, that the wisest men of courage and leadership slept on any letter composed in extreme emotion, often finding it to lack a certain stoic, presidential quality the morning after.

They had been making the trip every year for nearly a decade: a small group of college friends (majors in psychology mostly, many of them gone on to take various positions in that prestigious, head-shrinking field), they would come together to spend several weeks at Channing and his partner’s country home in Auvergne, France. There, the men of psychology drank cognac produced in the department of Charente, fine wines from all over the damn place, and herbaceous green liqueurs mixed up by industrious monastics in French mountain ranges. They drank and complained about their wives (and their “life partners,” their “lovers,” their “husbands”), about their children, about how so-called success had failed to bring them the unshakable happiness they had longed for as students of the mind, body, and spirit. Since many of them were publishing in order not to perish (academic papers, popular articles, books; Frank, for his part, had put out a relatively well-regarded pop psychological volume on leadership and self-actualization called Zoning Out), they discussed and debated at great length whatever aspects of the human experience happened to be consuming their interest at the time.

They laughed and sometimes drank too much, said cruel-kind things to one another, and indulged themselves in necessary mental and emotional breakdowns. Some of these ended in physical altercations. It was just how they relaxed. In Mr. Widdicombe’s case, he had, one evening in the year 2006, guzzled red wine until, drunk enough to finally find expression for his grief, he had wandered out of the house and into the night, shouting obscenities over the loss of his father and his “stupid, fucking stupid heart attack!” After he had punched the trunk of an oak and allowed tears to stream down his face for an hour, he had passed out in a nearby field, the stars in the sky above him a nauseating merry-go-round. He had come to around sunrise, exhausted, curled into a ball against the hard ground, his mouth filled with a sour taste, his knuckles covered in dried blood, his teeth—could he have seen them at the time—stained a faint crimson. With his tongue he had felt a gap where one of his incisors had been the night before. A sheep that had strayed from its tribe was standing two yards away, staring at him. Frank had laughed to see it, and the sheep had, in response, turned and strutted away, presumably to find its friends and tell a tale at the man’s expense.

In any case, Frank had come to see this annual trip as necessary to his mental well-being. It cheered him up. Oh, he had seen plenty of therapists; not one of their programs of so-called mental health could achieve the full release of drinking too much with his friends at least once a year, of allowing his deepest insecurities to dissipate in a slurred, Dionysian outpouring before a panel of grizzled peers.

This year Channing had agreed to lend his home for the purpose of his niece’s honeymoon. The freshly minted couple wanted to spend their summer living among the shrubbed hills and crabby country people, sitting on picnic blankets and devouring soft French cheeses, cooing softly and delighting in one another’s charming tics and neuroses. All of the men of psychology had been warned about this unceremonious takeover well in advance, and while Frank had expressed good-natured disappointment at the time (“May your niece sit on poison oak in a mustard field. Love, Frank”), he had never expected it to trouble his spirit so thoroughly. Now that he had been denied the pleasure of prolonged retreat and found himself at the center of an estate bound for strange, utopia-seeking summer visitors, he felt increasingly agitated by every responsibility to his family. They only served to further emphasize the fact that Frank was not in Auvergne like he ought to be. And while he was hard-pressed to think of an alternative that would be as stress-relieving as this canceled trip, which required a minimum of planning and execution on his part, he had been left with the overwhelming compulsion to refresh his senses, to get away from his family lest he wind up tying them all to beautiful chairs and setting fire to Willowbrook.
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