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			Praise for Lawnmower Lady

			“Life, death, religion, and the best and worst of humanity clash in Forbes’ darkly comic novel…Forbes has crafted an insightful, witty, and grimly humorous tale of life, death, and the great beyond. The narrative is well plotted and evenly paced, and the characters, from rigidly religious folk to hopeless romantics and jilted lovers, are thoughtfully complex…readers see a vision of humanity in all its brutality and beauty. An irreverent, funny, heartwarming, and heartbreaking novel.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“The Lawnmower Lady is the rare page-turning novel full of suspense, intrigue, and romantic desire that also succeeds as a literary work of art—masterfully crafted and resonant with insight. Forbes writes with the authority of a well-informed and gifted critical thinker with astute observations to offer. With her complex, nuanced characters she illuminates the human condition and its brilliant, messy struggles; captures the quirks and charms of rural Vermont town life; celebrates the transcendent power of music; and acknowledges the tensions inherent in faith traditions without ever pontificating. Her elegant prose, steeped in vivid sensory detail and effective analogy, is a joy in itself, but it is her wisdom that shines brightest. I fell in love with her characters who delight, frustrate, and surprise, and wanted to linger a long while in their quite beautiful, mucky world. What an authentic, life-affirming, and hope-restoring gift!”

			—Marjorie Nelson Matthews, author of The Red Wheelbarrow

			“Chilling, hilarious, irreverent, and fun, Forbes’ bighearted novel defies classification. Love story, thriller, satire, and mystery combine to make this piece of rural New England life a universal and fun exploration of death and life everlasting.”

			—Marguerite Graham, retired educator

			

			“The Lawnmower Lady had me from the opening scene. This hard-to-put-down story follows the spirit of Fay, known in her small town as the lawnmower lady, as she observes the reactions of her friends, acquaintances, and family to her death and the life she lived. We are taken along on this wonderful ride, with all of its twists and turns, as fellow flies on the wall. Highly recommended.”

			—Peter Collier, retired clinical social worker and musician
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			For Ruth, with love.

			And to answer your question: I used to hope so, 
but now I’m not sure.

		

	
		

		
			Chapter 1

			For years after I died, I thought the uselessness of my existence might kill me a second time. If I noticed a bolt coming loose on the tractor, or a broken board on a fence, I couldn’t pick up a tool to fix it. I could only hang there like lint, watching, as the bolt fell off and the machine broke, or the piglets found the hole in the fence and trampled the garden.

			As deaths go, mine had been as good as I could have wished. A massive stroke dropped me mid-stride, moments after I emptied a bucket of outdated milk and bruised produce into the trough for my pigs. I died on the spot, on the floor of the shed, with my last breath inhaling the scent of manure and my ears tuned to the grunting of mealtime contentment. Fortunately, I was out of sight of any humans who might have felt obliged to call an ambulance. I could slip away quietly, unbothered by debates about the state of my brain function and the definition of death.

			The timing of the event, in late November of 1999, suited me very well. Besides being spared one last unnecessary winter, I had made a grateful escape from the arrival of the new millennium, an era that to my eye promised more disaster than otherwise.

			Until Dryden found me, I was not sure that I was dead. Perhaps I had merely fainted. Perhaps it was a dream that I could see my body lying in the dirt, with my pigs on the other side of the fence jostling for position at the trough.

			Then I was jolted by a shot of adrenaline. A thought flashed: Fay! What happened!

			Our dog Scollay bolted across the barn toward my body, with Dryden close behind. Her thoughts tumbled in confusion, No, please, let her be alive, let her be OK... 

			She knelt beside my body and peered at my face. Scollay circled us, whining.

			

			“Pulse, wait, see if she has a pulse...”

			She yanked off her gloves and felt my wrist. Her fingers fumbled among the tendons.

			“Fay, please... Maybe my hands are numb. Calm down, Dryden. Think. Try the throat...”

			Her hand shifted to my throat, searching for the carotid. Her fingers found neither breath nor pulse. Only stillness. Her adrenaline subsided, and in its place came a numb recognition that the coolness she felt on her fingertips was not her own chilled skin, but mine, cooling with death.

			For a long time, she didn’t move. She pulled off my wool cap and sat next to my body, stroking my hair, vaguely watching the pigs. Now and then she moved her hand from my head to stroke Scollay, who was pressed against her side.

			 I, meanwhile, was buzzing from the shock. I wasn’t sure how a dead person could feel a buzz but that was how it seemed. As if I’d grabbed an electric fence wire, thinking the juice was off, and found myself knocked backwards by the full five thousand volts.

			Being dead didn’t shock me. I was prepared to be dead. I’d been airing out the guest room for years, ever since I turned seventy-five, figuring death might turn up any time. What shocked me was that I was still here, in my own pig shed, watching my niece stroke what used to be my hair, and not only that; I could also feel her doing it.

			The sensations weren’t coming through my scalp, though. My scalp was meat, inert and nerveless. What I felt instead, as distinctly as if the sensations were my own, was the texture of my hair, the wiry bristle of it, sliding across the skin of Dryden’s fingertips.

			What next? Was this a temporary state, a moment of transition? Or was I here to stay?

			Already I was outside any theory I’d ever had about my death. For the sake of open-mindedness, I had considered the possibility that one or another of the institutional dogmas was right, that I might spend an eternity of torment in the company of the unrepentant or be reincarnated as a city park pigeon, but the future I had thought most likely was oblivion. I had expected that one day my pupils would fix and dilate and that would be the end of me. Curtain closed, game over and what comes next is not for me to know. It never occurred to me that my heart would stop, my brainwaves go flat, but here I’d still be, right where I’d always been, not a memory or opinion the less, only the power of action gone.

			I wanted to protest. I never asked for this. The world is too full of human chatter as it is. It doesn’t need me hanging around, like the interminable dinner guest. I was anticipating peace and quiet when I died. I was ready to be done with the human calamity. What had I done wrong, that my part in it was to be prolonged?

			If I did imagine an afterlife, I imagined it only for my body. If I wished for anything, I wished that my flesh might not be rendered toxic with embalming fluid or squandered into the atmosphere by a crematorium in one final punctuating belch of greenhouse gas, but instead might be fed to the ravens and coyotes and eventually be shat back onto the soil to bloom as a trout lily somewhere deep in the woods.

			I’d said as much to Dryden, sometimes when we were butchering a hog, more often when I’d been to a funeral. Funerals had been an increasingly frequent event in my life and they left me irritable. I’d come home sputtering, “If I could have my way, I’d have someone drag me out in the woods and leave me for the scavengers. It’s a damned waste, pumping us full of poison and locking us up in a casket. I don’t want to be toxic waste! I want to be food!”

			“Coyote lunch, huh?” she said one time, and I instantly felt better. 

			“I know, I’m asking the impossible. What if everyone wanted that? There aren’t enough coyotes left on earth to eat us all.”

			She smiled more. “If everyone wanted it, some company would see a market and make a business of it. High-end fertilizer.”

			“Right,” I said. “Freeze-dried and packed in five-pound bags. Perfect for the ornamental shrubbery.”

			“Humus sapiens,” she said.

			At moments like that I thought my heart would burst, from love and worry. She had come to me so late in my life. Lovers may be harried by time’s winged chariot, but how much more so is a woman who first feels mother love at grandmother-age? With every twinge that shot through my joints, I felt the approach of the day when I was too feeble to look out for her. With each new talent and quirk she revealed, I was reminded of the span of her life I would not see.

			As far as money went, she’d be fine without me. I came from the New England tradition that planned for death the way people used to plan for winter, putting by firewood and potatoes, and I was passing on the same comfortable cushion I’d received from my forebears. Part of the money would go to Noah for his lifetime, but Dryden would have the rest, and also the farm, which I’d bought at a backwater price in 1956, long before interstate highways and high-speed chairlifts transformed cold rocky hillsides into “view potential.”

			Some other worries were not so easily managed and the biggest of them was Dryden’s mother. I first met Anita at a gathering of my extended family, probably someone’s birthday. Even then, in her twenties, she was a powerful presence, a tall blonde with elegant facial bones and a confident handshake. With Charlie following her in a happy daze, she had circled the room introducing herself, finding charming things to say to one after another of my sedate, bookish relatives. Wherever she went, the conversation got louder and livelier and the effect lingered a bit after she moved on.

			She seemingly intended to marry Charlie and I wondered how my brother had attracted such a dynamo. He was neither handsome nor enterprising and she didn’t need his money, such as it was. Her own father and uncles had made a fortune in packaging and cosmetics.

			In time, I realized that Charlie had something she could neither buy nor build for herself. He had blue blood. One of our grandmothers was descended from a signer of the Declaration of Independence. Our ancestors had fought in the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812. They had been governors in the colonies. Anita didn’t care that our eminence was ancient history and we now lived modest and unremarkable lives. She may even have thought it would be pleasant, to come home to someone who didn’t strive.

			As a parent, she was a conundrum. She had been tireless in her devotion to Spenser and Sidney, her two blood sons, but then, having made the choice to adopt a daughter, she could not bring herself to like the child. Almost from the first moment, her interaction with Dryden had been a battle of wills.

			I still remembered a Thanksgiving weekend at their house in Arizona, one of the rare occasions when I visited them after they left the East Coast. The weather was incongruous to me but normal for the desert, brilliant hot sunshine. Dryden was thirteen. Her brothers had come home for the weekend, one from college, one from law school. For dinner that Saturday, Anita had invited three other couples from their social circle, people whose opinion counted.

			The adults were gathered in the living room for cocktails. Anita and the people who mattered were having martinis. Charlie and I had glasses of wine. It was very good wine. Anita did not allow anything that wasn’t good into her house. The living room decor was regional, from whitewashed adobe walls and Spanish colonial furniture down to the last detail of iron candelabras and mantel ornaments. My two nephews were handsome, blond and polite, as were the daughters of the guests. Apart from my own faded but serviceable dress, purchased decades earlier from L.L. Bean, the tailoring in the room was expensive and sophisticated.

			Then in walked Dryden, wearing blue jeans and a casual cotton shirt, bright cardinal red. Anyone else in our family would have looked dreadful in that red. Our northern pinkness of skin would have blushed to ruddy alcoholic splotches; our blond or sandy hair would have dulled to anemia. Dryden, with her black hair and warm brown skin, looked splendid. 

			At the sight of her, Anita recoiled, but she took a moment to wind up her conversation before gliding across the room to where Dryden was standing with Charlie and me.

			“Dryden, those clothes are inappropriate,” she said quietly. “They’re garish and slovenly. Go and change.”

			Charlie, who loved Dryden in equal measure to Anita’s dislike, was gazing at her in awe. He offered a tentative protest. “But she looks love—”

			“She looks cheap,” Anita said. 

			A couple of the guests had paused from conversation to glance our way. Anita made a smiling shrug, as if to say, “Teenagers, what can you do?” before speaking to Dryden again.

			“The way you dress tells people who you are. I don’t want our guests thinking you’re someone we hired to play the marimba.”

			Her voice was edged with scorn but she kept it low, avoiding a scene.

			“At least Dryden can play something worth hearing,” I said. “Unlike the rest of us.”

			Anita chose to ignore my remark. She turned away to rejoin her guests and soon the room was loud with talk about places not yet spoiled by holiday crowds. From Charlie, I caught a look of gratitude. Though he and I were opposites in many ways, we both felt a disproportionate fondness for Dryden, the child not of our own blood. 

			Dryden, meanwhile, had shown no reaction, either to Anita’s remarks or to mine. She simply shrugged and went to change her clothes. Already, at thirteen, she had acquired a demeanor of calm inscrutability that I found unnerving. It belonged to someone decades older, someone whose fading energy and brittle bones compelled them to pull inward. 

			When she reappeared a few minutes later, she was wearing one of Anita’s tailored beige business suits, which looked ridiculous on her, but could not be faulted as garish or cheap. She had guessed, correctly, that she would not be scolded for taking the suit. As long as Anita could pretend that her daughter was now behaving properly, she would not want another awkward moment. A flicker of irritation crossed her face as she registered the sarcasm implicit in Dryden’s attire, but she did not pause from conversation.

			At the time, I thought Dryden was as indifferent to my defense as she was to her mother’s criticism. Then, a year later, during a December storm of sleet and freezing rain, my evening reading was interrupted by a knock on the door. I opened it and found Dryden standing in the slush on my doorstep. Her hair was dripping; her sneakers were sodden. She was carrying a daypack and her saxophone case, nothing else. 

			“I want to live with you,” she said.

			Even at that age, she said what she meant.

			Are you crazy? I thought. I’m a grouch. Generally speaking, I don’t like people. If you and I see too much of each other, I might stop liking you, too.

			“Come in,” I said. “Get warm.”

			To buy time, I asked how she got here.

			“By bus, mostly. I’ve been saving up money. I got as far as Pennsylvania and then I hitchhiked. It was easy, except the last guy kept singing ABBA songs and he was way out of tune. But then he drove an extra hour to bring me to Gilham. He was worried some creep would pick me up.”

			“Were you worried about that?”

			“Not really. It’s like Mom says, I look like a plow horse. What are the odds I’d meet someone so desperate he’d act creepy with me?”

			

			How did one answer such a remark? 

			“I’m afraid you’re a good nine hundred pounds short of a plow horse,” I said.

			Her face lit with a grin. “You use tractors anyway, I bet. So can I stay?”

			This time I didn’t pause. “I’ll talk to Charlie,” I said. “I’ll see if I can work it out.”

			Two minutes of conversation and the idea of having her there had taken root like a bittersweet vine, weaving itself through every crevice in my psyche. I wanted to know her better.

			Later, when I’d had time to reflect, I thought I must be the crazy one. For decades, I’d been happy living alone. Even in the first flush of my love for Noah, when we drove through any weather to share a bed, I’d been glad to have a place away from him. Yet when Dryden repeated her request to stay, it didn’t occur to me to say no. My gut said yes, while reason was still fumbling to find its bifocals. It seemed a mere detail that I’d have to persuade her parents.

			Charlie was reluctant to let her go, but it was Anita’s view that counted. After taking a few hours to think it over, she called back to say she would ship Dryden’s clothes to my farm, because the alternative was probably a military academy.

			That night I woke up sweating. What had I done? 

			What if Dryden drove a car off the road? Got pregnant? Got hooked on drugs? Fell in love with a weasel? Or a drip? Or never fell in love at all?

			What had possessed me to take this on? I didn’t know the first thing about being a parent. All well and good, to want to look out for Dryden, but I had no skills. Dryden wasn’t a lawnmower to be tinkered with until I learned how all the parts worked. I was as ignorant as a teenaged mother, but without the resilience in my joints.

			But Noah had skills, I thought. He knew how to handle kids, I thought.

			Except that I had not consulted Noah yet. He was in Virginia, taking advantage of the school vacation to visit his sister. I had thought of calling him, but didn’t do it. I told myself I didn’t want to trouble him. The truth was, I didn’t want to give him the chance to tell me I was crazy, or, as his more delicate style would have put it, “should consider all the ramifications.” 

			Just before daybreak, I finally fell into a restless sleep. When I woke, the sun was up and shining on an inch of new snow. I quickly dressed and went to check if Dryden was awake. Finding her door open and her bed empty, I felt cold. Had she changed her mind and gone?

			I hurried downstairs to the kitchen. It was empty.

			Never before had the stillness of my house felt hollow, but then it did. I could hear the tiny clicking from the wall clock. My late sleep had let the woodstove die down to a few embers and the sunlight coming through the window was a pale winter trickle.

			I looked for a note, but there wasn’t one. Then I thought, where’s the dog?

			At that moment, the door opened and Dryden came bouncing in, shedding blobs of snow and mud from her sneakers. My old collie trotted in after her, scattering grit from his fur.

			I thought of the towel hanging on the porch, for wiping the dog’s feet, and the tray for muddy boots beside the door. As the adult, I knew I should instruct her in their use, but my throat was so full of relief, I couldn’t speak. In any case, Dryden was already talking, with an exuberance I’d rarely seen in her.

			“Did you know that pigs are smarter than dogs?” she said. “I’ve been throwing snowballs, and this guy will go after them, over and over, and never figure out why they disappear, but the pigs figured it out right away. They followed the first one and after that they just looked at me, like I must be really dumb to think they were that dumb. But you’re more fun, aren’t you!”

			She put her face close to the dog and let him nose her, trading drip for drip. 

			“Could be he’s dumb like a fox,” I said. “Could be he’s figured out that if he earns his keep by being amusing, he won’t have to earn it by getting eaten. Same with horses. Better to carry a load than be made into stew.”

			“Huh, I wonder...”

			She flopped onto the floor, as if to ponder the question from a dog’s perspective. He curled against her and she stroked him, oblivious to the muddy snowmelt her jeans were soaking up. 

			“Maybe it’s about dignity,” she said. “Maybe pigs would rather die and get eaten than make fools of themselves. Maybe horses and dogs don’t mind being servants, but pigs refuse to grovel, so they look right at us and say, ‘no way’ and get shot.”

			“They’re eager enough when I bring the slop bucket. They don’t say ‘no way’ then.”

			“That’s in their own interest. You’re waiting on them.”

			I laughed. “They leave a darned good tip, in the end. Want to come help me wait on them?”

			As she scrambled to her feet and headed for the door, I stopped her and pointed at the boot tray. She looked at her shoes, then at the smears of mud on the floor.

			“Oops. Sorry,” she said.

			It had been almost too easy, I thought, as I watched Dryden sitting in the dirt beside my dead body. She had slid into my life as if she had grown there. She fell in love; with the pigs, the dog, the cabbages and corn, the dirt, the oily chunks of metal in the repair shop, and her own sweating muscles, and like most people whose love finds a happy return, she was impervious to minor irritations. 

			Even when she went to the university, she did not really leave. She lived with a hermit-like detachment in a rented room during the week and came back to the farm every weekend, quick to tend animals, take apart lawnmowers, muck up her boots. Her close ties were my ties, to Noah, and to Otis, the neighbor with whom I shared farming tasks and equipment. Her high school friends, the socially awkward handful of brass players who labored through marches and fight songs at ball games, had all moved away from Gilham as soon as they could. 

			Now, too late, I worried. Her muscles were fit, her hands were skilled, but her emotions, it seemed to me, were barely tried. Although she and her saxophone teacher had been drifting along for years, using their lessons as cover for coupling, I was baffled by the persistence of her interest in him. Once a small-time club musician, now a store clerk, Jonathan was a self-described Taoist who mistook inertia for serenity and outgassed a dispiriting cloud of boredom and disappointment. Fortunately, he showed no inclination to leave his marriage. 

			She’s too young, I thought. Too young to have settled into such a meager habit. Too young not to want something more.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			I felt wracked by a shiver and briefly hoped I wasn’t dead after all. I could see my body, though, and it had not moved. The spasm of chill was in Dryden. 

			Coyotes, she thought. “Fay wanted me to give her body to the coyotes.”

			Her gaze wandered to the pigs, their jaws smacking as they chewed, and I felt her recoil.

			“Did she really want…?”

			Her muscles tensed, resisting details. She looked away, toward the pale daylight at the open end of the shed.  

			“Fay always said she did. She liked wild critters.”

			Avoiding the pigs, Dryden’s eyes stayed on the patch of wooded hillside just visible beyond my fields.

			“Can’t let people find her, though. They’d bring her back and put her in a casket. She’d hate that.”

			Her mind started running through fragments of maps—dirt roads, trails, untraveled forest.

			“I’d better get moving. Daylight’s short...”

			Was she really going to take me into the woods?

			I tried to protest, no, I didn’t mean it, not for real! It was a dream, a tale from the book of Fay, the philosophy of life you reveal late in the evening after good wine. You can’t actually do it. People will misunderstand. 

			She couldn’t hear me. Her mind was on all those funerals when I came home grousing, “I’m too old for such a fuss. Just leave me for the scavengers.”

			She put my cap back on and gently lowered my head to the ground. When she stood, her legs prickled and she walked to free the circulation. Then she bent, put an arm around my shoulders, and lifted me into a sitting position. My head flopped sideways like a newborn’s. Scollay whined and licked my face, but I couldn’t feel it.

			

			Dryden slid her other arm under my knees and gave a heave. Halfway up, a leg slithered loose. She staggered forward and my body landed on the ground with a thump. She was a big strong woman, but not strong enough. 

			She frowned, contemplating the obstacle. Could somebody help me? Noah...? 

			Along with the thought came an image of Noah in my kitchen, pouring cups of tea. He moved with birdlike bursts of energy, eager to provide small pleasures for people. Then, with a shock, I saw myself, too, in profile, the sharp ridge of my nose, the bristling white hair, the deep wrinkles around my smile as I took a cup from his hand.

			This was outrageous! It was bad enough to be a miasma hovering in Dryden’s vicinity, hearing her present thoughts. Now I was snooping into her memory, too. Just how far would it go, this business of being dead? 

			Dryden tried to picture Noah hoisting my body like a bag of grain and put the idea aside. He’d be miserable and he probably wouldn’t be much help.

			Her mind raced through other options. No snow for a sled yet, though it was supposed to storm that night. A four-wheeler would be too noisy. But she needed wheels somehow.

			Her next words were spoken out loud. “I’ve got an idea, Fay. I hope you don’t mind.”

			She jogged to the house and rummaged in a spare-room closet where she found a sleeping bag dating from my own youth, stiff green canvas with plaid wool lining. In the shed, she found tension straps, bungee cords, and a couple of boards. Finally, from the workshop, she collected our dolly. She proceeded to truss me up, wrapped in the sleeping bag, with the boards along my back for rigidity. When I was a manageable bundle, she rolled me onto the dolly and cinched me down with the tension straps.

			Don’t do this, Dryden, I said, over and over, but my words could not get through. She heard only my living words, still echoing in her ear. “I don’t want to be toxic waste! I want to be food!”

			Soon I was loaded onto the back of the truck and covered with a tarp. 

			Coming out of the driveway, she turned north. A moment later, she hit the brake.

			 “Noah…” she murmured. 

			

			She looked at her watch, debating. She hadn’t much daylight to spare. Then she looked at Scollay, who was pressed against her, watching every move as if he feared a betrayal. 

			“Yeah, you’re right,” she said. “Anyway, I’ve got a headlamp.”

			When Noah opened the door to her, his smile instantly gave way to worry. Dryden looked dreadful, so dreadful that I wondered how I had failed to notice. Her eyes were sunk into hollows and her warm tan skin, bloodless, had turned dun-colored. 

			“Dryden, what’s wrong?”

			“It’s Fay...”

			Her throat constricted and she couldn’t form the words. As Noah drew her indoors, she started to tremble.

			When he finally understood her meaning, he put his arms around her and wept and I marveled at the ordinariness of it. If there was reason to cry, he cried, an act of clear emotional logic unthinkable in my family.

			After a while, Dryden eased herself free. 

			“I can’t stay,” she said. “Fay wanted me to take her into the woods.”

			“I know. To feed the varmints.” 

			He tried to smile but couldn’t. 

			“She’s out in the truck. In case you want to see her.”

			Noah hesitated. “I suppose I should. She hates it when people try to avoid reality. It wouldn’t be enough, that I can imagine...”

			A picture snapped into focus, our bed, his hands turning down the covers on his side while my side lay empty, untouched, with my clock on the side table and the book I’d been reading, Beak of the Finch, still bookmarked halfway. 

			His thoughts jerked away and he reached for his coat.

			You don’t have to do this! I shouted. You understand all you need to. 

			“I don’t know,” he murmured and paused from buttoning. “Maybe she wouldn’t mind if I didn’t look...”

			Of course I wouldn’t mind, I shouted. Don’t be cruel to yourself for my sake! 

			He shook his head. “No, I’m rationalizing. She’d be annoyed.”

			He pulled his boots on and went out the door.

			Damn! For a moment I thought I’d gotten through to him. What a ridiculous indignity, this infantile helplessness, people guessing you’d like a diaper change when you’d really like a cracker, guessing you’d like a nap when you’d really like the radio on.

			As Noah approached the truck, I found myself braced, almost nervous. It wasn’t that I had any beauty for death to steal. Almost from infancy, my face had looked as though the obstetrician had hauled too vigorously on the forceps and stretched every feature along the vertical axis—long nose, long jaw, long front teeth, high forehead, thick eyebrows, eyes set deep under a jutting brow, and hair that sprang upward from my scalp like a scrub brush, once dullish blonde, now dullish white. When I was alive, I hadn’t minded the way I looked. How could I dislike my face when Noah liked it? It was a good sound Yankee face, suggestive of the prow of an icebreaker.

			Still, if you want a full appreciation of your cosmetic defects, there’s nothing like seeing yourself dead. Dryden had nestled my head in a pillow and closed my eyes, but that was as much as she could do. My muscles still sagged into slack folds; my mouth still hung open; my complexion had drained to a grayish pallor. By any standard except a hungry scavenger’s, I looked a horror.

			Seeing me, Noah let out a little cry. He stood still, gazing, adjusting himself to the reality. When he reached to stroke my cheek, the skin was dry and cool to the touch, like a snakeskin. My cheek felt nothing.

			He kissed his fingertips and pressed them to my lips, then turned and gave Dryden a hug. 

			“I should go,” Dryden said. “While I still have daylight.”

			Quick, Noah, it’s our last chance! Tell her not to do this! Surely you can imagine the trouble it will be! Tell her it’s a crazy idea. Say I was joking. 

			“It is what she wanted, isn’t it?” he said slowly.

			“It’s what she always said to me.” 

			“Yes, to me, too. But it feels so... peculiar...” 

			“Yeah, I know. But when did peculiar ever bother Fay?”

			They both began to laugh, shakily, and that was the end of it. They had decided.

			Dryden spread the tarp over me, weighted it down, and got into the truck. Noah returned to his stoop. As she drove out of the driveway, she could see him in the mirror, his hand lifted to wave good-bye.

			Even in disaster, inevitability can be calming, and now that my folly was launched, I was open to more temperate reflections. If there was one small thing for which I felt thankful, it was Noah’s serene lack of either interest in, or competence with, inanimate objects.

			 Many people, seeing someone with a heavy load and a dolly, would be prompted to ask if more help was needed. In Noah’s case, it never entered his head to consider how much my body weighed or what was a reasonable load for a human to carry. It was the sort of job that Dryden and I had always handled, without troubling him.

			His mind was tuned to the beauties of abstract reasoning and the nuances of human interaction. His body was delicate and rather clumsy. In the 1800s, he would have been the tubercular poet who eked out a living as a tutor to a clutch of beefy aristocrats. In the present century, he was a high school teacher.

			He taught physics and mathematics, the subjects that most nearly approximated the disembodied life of the mind. Governed by a gently immoveable atheism, he assumed that somewhere in the depths of every human lay the beautiful mathematical logic of physical laws and he treated people accordingly, as if they could be expected to be reasonable. Unlike Dryden, he would find no solace in the exertion of wrestling with my carcass. For him the task would be punishment and I wanted to thank someone, although I didn’t know who, that he’d been spared.

			Dryden drove for more than an hour to an old logging road in a remote area we’d once explored, unintentionally, after taking a wrong turn on the way to look at a log splitter for sale. When the logging road ended in a small clearing, she parked, unloaded the dolly, took a compass heading, and set off through the woods. Scollay followed close at her heels. The ground was still bare but the sky had a leaden look that promised snow.

			Her progress was slow and exhausting. She needed all her strength to muscle the dolly around or over the rocks and fallen trees. She dragged me for most of another hour before looking for a place to leave me. When she spotted an ancient hemlock, gnarly and twisted, she stopped. Her shirt was soaked in sweat and her muscles were shaking. 

			The light was beginning to fade and a few flakes of snow were falling. Scollay circled her, whining. She quickly scratched together a pile of dead leaves and needles to make a nest at the base of the hemlock. Then she rolled me off the dolly, slid me out of the sleeping bag, and laid me in the nest with my head resting in a hollow between two roots.

			Looking at me laid out in coveralls, she shook her head. I looked ready for a funeral parlor, and nothing like food. She thought my clothes should be off, but the thought of removing them made her shrink.

			Don’t bother, I said. The scavengers will take care of me, regardless. It’s getting dark. 

			Suddenly, like someone diving into cold water, she knelt, pulled my boots off and started unfastening my clothes. When I was naked, she stuffed the clothes into the sleeping bag and strapped it onto the dolly. 

			My body was laid out neatly, arms at my sides, and there was nothing more to be done, but still she lingered, wanting to make some gesture. The snow was beginning to fall more thickly. Finally she knelt, took one of my hands in hers and lightly squeezed my chilled palm. Then, instead of returning my arm to lie with military neatness along my side, she curved it to rest casually across my torso.

			“That’s the best I can do, Fay,” she said. “I hope you’re happy, wherever you are.”

			She grabbed the dolly and set off at a jog through the woods. When Scollay realized I wasn’t with her, he ran back, anxiously. She called to him to come but he stayed near me, trying to make us all stay together in one place. He and Dryden stared at each other, testing wills, until finally she came back. 

			Until this moment, she’d simply felt numb, but now, as she bent to loop a bungee cord through his collar, to pull him away from me, tears streamed from her eyes and her body shook with sobs.

			“I’m sorry, fella,” she said.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			On the way home, the new snow was falling so thickly she could barely make out the edges of the pavement. She kept her speed at a steady twenty-five and turned on the radio to counter the mesmerizing effect of the whirling flakes. Beside her, Scollay finally relaxed and went to sleep.

			When she drove into the farm, I felt a shock of strangeness. My place had never been dark, not like this. Winters were too long and cold to be fought with self-denial; it made you mean. Darkness was fine outdoors; but I liked my house warm and bright. 

			With the truck headlights off, there was no light anywhere. The moon and stars were hidden by the cloudbank overhead. All sound was muffled by the falling snow. Dryden shivered and felt in her pocket for the headlamp. 

			She crossed the yard and went into the barn, switching on lights as she went. She dumped feed into the trough for the young pigs, filled their water and went into the chicken coop to collect the eggs. She had hoped the lights and the animals would make the place feel alive again, but they only reminded her I wasn’t there.

			In the house, Scollay rushed from room to room, whining, and then rushed back to where she was, in the kitchen. She knelt and hugged him, letting him lick her face. His whining was the only sound. The rooms beyond the kitchen were dark and the air smelled of emptiness when it should have smelled of food.

			Suddenly, any kind of decision felt like a lot of work. For hours she had been running on adrenaline, occupied by physical tasks. Even dead, I had been there as an awkward object she had to deal with. Now, I wasn’t there and time stretched away into vacancy. She had no task to occupy her except her own dinner, which did not seem important. She tried turning on the radio, but the voice of a newscaster was worse than silence and she switched it off. Even the thought of calling Noah felt more like pain than consolation.

			Although she had not eaten since breakfast, she felt no hunger for food. The appetite she did begin to feel, with growing urgency, was for another human body, anyone’s body, naked skin against hers, warmth surrounding her, weight on top of her, fullness inside her, and above all else, the forgetfulness of sexual arousal. 

			I’d have put my head into a bag, if I could. Did I really have to witness every single thing in her mind?

			Dryden, too, recoiled.

			“I shouldn’t be thinking about that. I shouldn’t want it. It’s too weird...”

			But she did want it, overwhelmingly. The more she tried to push the sexual thoughts away, the more they pressed at her, a positive onslaught of hot swellings.

			She picked up the phone. It was crazy, she knew. The roads were treacherous and Jonathan’s wife would be there. But she couldn’t think about anything else. 

			“I need to see you,” she said, the moment his wife gave him the phone.

			“What do you mean? When?”

			His tone was cold, but she ignored it and rushed onward, pleading with him.

			“Right now. Please, Jonathan. I’ve never asked you for anything, but I really need this. Can’t you meet me at the practice room? You only have to go a few blocks. You have four-wheel-drive. You’ll be fine.”

			“OK, calm down, I’ll come,” he said.

			Perhaps he really cared about her, but I wouldn’t have bet on it. More likely, her unthinking implication that he was helpless had pricked his pride.

			Although she had to drive several miles, Dryden reached the store first and was waiting in the shelter of the door overhang when he arrived. He let her into the building and followed her upstairs to the practice room, where he locked the door and switched on a recording of solo saxophone. 

			“I don’t have much time,” he said. “I told Gloria you were stuck and needed a ride.”

			Dryden’s flinch was too subtle for him to notice. She’d intended to tell him about my death, but now she drew inward. Without saying anything, she began to take off his clothes.

			“I thought you understood how things are,” he said. “With Gloria, I mean.”

			“I do.”

			She unbuckled his belt and opened his zipper.

			“I can’t ever leave her. She’d be devastated.”

			“I know.” 

			She shoved his pants down and took his penis into her mouth, speed dialing him to an erection. When he was hard enough to be operative, she shifted him to lie on the couch and fitted herself onto him. She accomplished this maneuver with such workmanlike briskness, I found myself thinking about Otis, attaching milking machines to a long line of udders, or Dryden herself, clicking together the hydraulic hose couplings on the tractor.

			I wished I could stay there, in the far-off memory of barn chores. The last place I wanted to be was in this room with Dryden, looking down at Jonathan’s bony chest and wispy gray goatee, smelling his stale sweat and a hint of cabbage on his breath from dinner.

			Please, god, let me be somewhere else. I’ve never been much on prayer, but I’m praying now. If I have to look through someone’s eyes, let it be someone else’s eyes. Not Dryden’s. Not right now. Spare me this, I’m begging you.

			And yes, it turns out, sometimes prayers do get answered.

			It was the first time I’d uttered a prayer of that kind, abandoning myself to a desperate wishfulness unhedged by skepticism. It was the last time I would utter a prayer of any kind without first making a careful analysis of what I was asking.

			In my mind, I spoke the words, with fervor. The next thing I knew, I felt the heat of sexual craving turn inside out, like a sock, propelling itself outward. I felt pelvic muscles thrusting upward into the weight on top of them. Jonathan’s beard vanished from my sight and I was plunged into an eyes-closed fantasy of melon breasts and pillowy buttocks, floating like seraphim around a centerpiece of phallic athleticism. 

			No! I bellowed. Jesus Christ! No! No! No! Not this! Get me out of this!

			Jonathan jerked up onto his elbows and his penis popped loose.

			“What the fuck!” he said. “What’s wrong with you? What do you mean, No?”

			For an instant, the whole universe seemed to pause. Dryden gaped, I gaped, Jonathan waited for an explanation. Even the saxophone on the CD player seemed to take a breath.

			“What?” she said.

			“Why did you keep saying ‘No,’ just then? Did something hurt?”

			She shook her head, mystified. “I didn’t say no. I didn’t say anything at all.”

			“But I heard you.”

			He slid out from under her and switched off the CD. “Do you think somebody’s here?”

			“It’s snowing. The store’s closed. Who would be here?”

			“I don’t know. Someone could have seen our cars.”

			Chilled by worry, his penis had drained to half-mast.

			“I parked three blocks away,” she said. “I knew you’d be worried.” 

			She switched the CD back on and he let himself be led back to the couch. His mind got busy with the breasts and buttocks, some scanty undergarments, and two muscular bodyguards, and before long his erection was serviceable again. 

			My mind, meanwhile, was transfixed by the prospect of an indefinite future in the company of Jonathan Drummond. Please, if it should be the will of the inquisitor, might I be granted the liberty to die?

			Jonathan was not much happier than I was. The residue of worry created gaps in his fantasies and allowed distracting thoughts to slip in. He remembered a dental appointment the next day, and then, much worse, the look of skepticism on Gloria’s face as he headed out the door tonight. He felt his arousal start to slacken and opened his eyes to obliterate the image of his wife. Seeing Dryden, he winced. Had he ever thought that strong-boned face was pretty? 

			He clamped his eyes shut again. His mind seized the breasts and the bodyguards in a death grip, piling on inviting postures, bigger organs, rounder bulges, anything to keep at bay the thought of his wife and the dread that his arousal might dribble away.

			If there was ever a thought that would become the deed, it was the thought that one’s arousal might fail. However tightly he clung to other thoughts, he felt his blood seeping backwards, back into his chilling core, until finally his penis slithered out of Dryden and hung limp between her thighs.

			“It doesn’t matter,” she said. Her hand stroked his back. “This is what I needed, more than anything.”

			He barely heard her. He was thinking about his own life, which at this moment looked like a lurching series of failures and retreats, leading with inexorable logic to this, that even his adulterous trysts had become a timid mule-track routine and he couldn’t function outside of it.

			His past was laid out in front of me, in fragments of memory that felt as real as if I had lived them myself. The years of second-rate nightclub gigs that he hoped would lead to a big break but never did. Mornings on the road, waking up next to whatever woman had been willing in the bar the night before. Gloria’s methodical rise into management and prosperity. His own slow slide into resignation, as bookings dropped away and his days were spent tending a cash register or teaching lackadaisical kids who made the same mistake eight times running and didn’t care.

			But Dryden did care, passionately, and from the first moment, she had been a hit of joy. She craved challenge and every word he said to her came back to him transformed into music. When they played together, he could forget reality and lose himself in his old dreams.

			He began to imagine the same connection for their bodies, an ecstatic union altogether different from the women in bars. At their lessons, he found occasions to slide his arm around her, to massage her shoulders and stroke her hair and tell her how pretty she was. She did not seem to notice these gestures, though, and he was puzzled how to take the next step. He could not shrug off a refusal the way he could in a bar. 

			His answer came by chance, one day when she had just raced through a hard stretch of Gershwin. “Your technique is brilliant,” he said and then added, seemingly as an afterthought, “The expressiveness will come when you’ve had more experience with lovers.” 

			The next time they met, she had changed. When he stroked her hair, she leaned into his hand. When he hugged her goodbye, she pressed herself against his pelvis. She was bent on musical expressiveness, and if sex was what it took, then she wanted sex, posthaste.

			Her eagerness caught him off guard; he had expected the wooing to take some time. He had imagined a romantic pursuit akin to the long exhilarating tightrope dance of musical improvisation, not the cymbal crash and bass drum thud of his usual encounters.

			He tried to invent reasons to slow down, pleading lack of time, lack of condoms. Her impatience always had an answer. She’d brought some condoms. They could skip her lesson. Why work on technical skills if the result would be deadened by her virginity? 

			He couldn’t bring himself to confess to his daydreams, but he did, hesitantly, suggest that a little romantic anticipation might heighten the experience and make it more musically relevant.

			She looked at him with skepticism.

			“It’s just humping,” she said. “Pigs can get it done in five minutes, if the sow’s ready.”

			The seduction proceeded, but the event did not live up to his fantasies, which had been woven around maidenly reluctance yielding to manly insistence. He had not imagined them assuaging their appetite in couplings as routine as a fast food hamburger, so that they could have more time for music. But that, apparently, was what Dryden wanted. 

			Did I want to know all this? How much easier it had been to despise Jonathan without reservation. Now to wish him miserable felt too much like wanting to squash some pathetic little bug. I couldn’t bring any enthusiasm to my contempt. He despised himself enough for both of us.

			But Dryden, oh my beloved Dryden, why are you still here? Why, why, why? 

			Jonathan became aware that her hand had stopped stroking his back. He opened his eyes and saw that she was weeping. Oh, brother. Was she about to make a scene? 

			Her arms tightened around him and he stiffened. He had no time for emotional turmoil. Already he was approaching the limit that Gloria would accept as plausible for a ride home.

			“I thought you understood how things are,” he said. “You know I care about you, but I’m not free. Gloria would never recover…”

			Her arms released their hold and he slid off her and stood up. As he put his clothing in order, she lay without moving, watching him.

			When he bent to kiss her goodbye, his lips shaped themselves for affectionate familiarity and at first she responded in kind. Then, quite suddenly, she slid her hand behind his neck and put fifteen years of muscle conditioning on the saxophone into a slow, nakedly sexual, full-tongue penetration. She released him and relaxed back on the couch. Her face looked calm.

			Jonathan’s guardedness changed to relief. She isn’t going to make a scene, he thought. 

			A moment ago, I’d have been glad to strangle him. Now hope bubbled up like laughter and I didn’t care what became of him, good or ill. He was too wrapped up in his own worries to see beyond the obvious, but my leisure was infinite and I could recognize sarcasm when I met it, even in a kiss. Feeling the silent derision with which she had seized and released his mouth, I remembered the moment so many years ago when she had made similar use of her mother’s irreproachably correct beige business suit.

			Here’s hope indeed, I thought. 

			And please, Dryden, keep me with you when he goes. Don’t abandon me to a life inside this spineless, prevaricating sack of neediness. If anyone wonders what hell is really like, I can tell them, this is it, and whatever I’ve done to bring myself here, I repent. 

			The door closed behind him, and now it was I who felt relief. I was still here. Dryden still lay on the couch, before my eyes. Whatever evasion Jonathan was formulating as he drove home to his wife, I did not have to witness it. Thanks be.

			On the way back to the farm, snow was still falling, but it didn’t bother her. The streaks of whiteness flying at her windshield seemed to align themselves like flights of arrows, marking a path through the darkness. The speed of the streaks should have been a warning, but she was not in a mood to heed warnings. Her thoughts were fixed on a single purpose, the call she meant to make when she got home.

			Gloria would answer, she was sure, and the rest would be simple. No, she did not need to speak with Jonathan, just tell him thanks for the music, thanks for the sex, time to move on. 

			God would that feel good!

			She was drunk with pain, oblivious to consequences, but I was sober and filled with dismay. Not that way, Dryden. It’s not worth it. If he lies to his wife, that’s between them. Get on with your own life and forget him.

			How reasonable I could be, now that I had no blood to carry fevered chemicals through my brain. But I couldn’t make my wisdom audible.

			

			Suddenly, our mailbox appeared through the whirl of snow and she put on the brake to turn into the farm. Only then did she realize how fast she was going. Her wheels turned left but everything else kept going straight and the truck went into a sweeping skid, which she corrected and re-corrected, carving desperation S-curves through the snow. When the truck finally stopped, it was still on the road, but had traveled a chastening distance past the driveway.

			She sat shaking in reaction and then she began to laugh. “What a goddamned lucky idiot I am,” she murmured. She backed up, carefully, and drove into the farm. 

			In the kitchen, she added wood to the stove before picking up the phone. As she had anticipated, Gloria answered.

			“Shall I get Jonathan?” she asked. “He’s watching television in the other room.”

			“No, don’t bother. Could you give him a message?”

			“Of course.”

			“Tell him I think he’s right, that I don’t need any more lessons. I’m sure he’ll have no trouble filling my slot.”

			“I’m sure he won’t,” Gloria said drily. “There are plenty of women in the world.”

			Her tone made her message obvious. She knew the truth and the knowledge was not as devastating as Jonathan had always suggested it would be. 

			Dryden sat still, digesting this understanding. To the extent that she had thought about her place in Jonathan’s life, she thought of herself as a safety valve, an occasional secret thrill who wanted nothing more from him and hence was no threat to his marriage. It had not occurred to her that she might be neither a secret nor a thrill, merely one of many meaningless screws that his wife chose to overlook.

			Before she could think what to say, Gloria spoke again.

			“Dryden, there’s something else. I’ve wanted to say this for years, but—”

			She paused and Dryden braced herself for a blast of scorn. 

			“You’re much better than Jonathan,” Gloria said. “As a musician, I mean. You should play with people who will push you harder.”

			“You really think that?” Dryden was dumfounded. “But Jonathan never said...”

			

			“I know he didn’t. And it was wrong of him—” Gloria’s voice stumbled. “He loved playing with you. So he let you mark time...”

			She went on talking but Dryden had stopped listening. She remembered herself, years ago, hesitantly broaching the idea that she should branch out, maybe look for other people to jam with, maybe find a band and start playing some gigs. Jonathan had sighed, with an air of world-weariness.

			“That life sucks the soul out of you,” he said. “It kills off the reason you want to play.”

			“Then why do people do it?”

			“Because they’ve been sold a fairy tale. Believe me, if you want to enjoy playing, don’t go down that road. Just play for yourself and don’t imagine other people want to hear you, or you’ll wreck the music.”

			For a time, the disappointment had been crushing. Obviously, people liked listening to music. If he was warning her not to have hopes, he meant she wasn’t good enough to play for other people. He was her teacher; he was as old as her parents; he said he loved her. If he thought she was not good enough, then she must not be. Taking him at his word, she abandoned the idea of moving beyond their small world of private pleasure.

			Now I really did wish I had hands to do him bodily harm. It was an ancient story that someone aging and jaded should lust after youth and freshness. It was an equally ancient story that someone young and uncertain should lust after experience and skill. I could, almost, forgive Jonathan that he had succumbed to his sexual fascination. But for a teacher to become a drag on his student’s superior talent was not forgivable. For that, he should be flayed to the bone, trussed up and hitched between wild horses, hauled over white-hot shards of steel, smothered in clammy wet cement and sunk to the bottommost circle of hell.

			Except that I would have to be sunk there with him.

			When had I ever said to Dryden, “You play beautifully; maybe you should widen your horizons beyond Jonathan?”

			I had thought it often enough, but I had stayed silent. I had told myself I was leaving her free to make her own choices.

			Leaving her free, hah! The truth was, I didn’t want her to leave. 

			Dryden was shaking her head like a stunned creature. “Why didn’t anybody ever say anything?” she murmured.

			

			When she put down the phone, she realized she was ravenously hungry. She rummaged in the refrigerator and found a container of leftover stew, which she wolfed down cold along with half a quart of apple cider. 

			She thought again about calling Noah, but couldn’t do it, even though it was undoubtedly the decent thing. Her nerves felt battered and to say ten more words to a human being was a task beyond her strength. Instead, she unpacked her saxophone.

			She began casually, noodling among fragments of Cole Porter tunes. As her fingers warmed up, she spun out more and more elaborate improvisations, weaving one tune into another, occasionally making a playful leap into a different style, an Irish jig or a Bach partita, then sliding smoothly back to her home base in jazz.

			I was riveted. I’d heard her play, of course, many hundreds of times, and I knew she was good, but my knowledge had come to me through the medium of my own ears. I had no complaints about my ears. They’d been functional middle-of-the-road equipment, good enough that I could notice an off noise in the tractor engine and identify the more obvious bird calls. Useful as they were, however, they were not the ears of a musician.

			Now I understood the difference. It was like putting on lenses to correct nearsightedness. Every detail snapped into focus, clearly, brilliantly, without effort. The slightest flatness of pitch or thinness of tone was gratingly apparent
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