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SEX WITH CAMEL

LOTS OF THINGS ARE OVERRATED. LIKE SUICIDE.”

The boy laughed at his own cleverness. The grandmother, who was driving in midmorning traffic, seemed distracted.

More emphatically the boy said, “There’s, like, two competing suicide hotlines for ‘teens’ in just Boondock County, USA.”

“Boondock County—where’s that?”

“Are you kidding, Grams? Here.”

“Oh, here. I see—here.”

The grandmother smiled but didn’t laugh. Not that the boy had made a witty remark, but it wasn’t like her not to laugh at the boy’s remarks, however unwitty.

“At school we get e-mail announcements all the time. If you’re lonely and troubled and need someone to talk to. Crisis Counselors are waiting for your call which will be held in the strictest confidence. There’s a new one—Do you feel safe in your home?” The boy laughed.

“Well, do you?”

“Are you kidding, Grams? Statistics say—ninety percent of fatal accidents are in the home.”

They laughed together. This was good.

He liked entertaining—well, anyone. He’d been a clever bright boy almost since he’d learned to talk. Though in cuteness, he’d probably peaked at about age eleven.

Next birthday, he’d be seventeen.

The grandmother who was elegantly dressed as always when she left the house—smart white-silk turban, white cashmere sweater-coat, sharp-creased pale blue linen trousers, good shoes—was driving to the new hospital. The boy had wanted to drive of course but the grandmother had insisted, for she was nearing an age—(she was not yet there, but she believed she was nearing there)—where such basic skills as driving a vehicle might begin to atrophy, if she didn’t practice them daily.

Superannuated. The grandmother didn’t want to be that, she’d said. The boy had been impressed with the word which he’d appropriated as one of his own.

As a young boy, he’d collected words. Zygote, parallax, exsanguination were examples. Now, superannuated.

This morning’s drive was something of an adventure—the new hospital was, according to the Google map which the boy had printed out, 6.7 miles farther from their house than the old hospital.

They’d worn out the old hospital. It was time for the new hospital which had just opened the previous week, on the far side of a rushing six-lane state highway.

“Suicide is, like, some kind of dumb hobby. Ninety percent of suicides are mistakes—the person hadn’t actually intended to kill himself.”

“And why are we talking about this?” The grandmother, who’d been an administrator in a small liberal arts college in a former lifetime, spoke with an air of bemused disbelief. The grandmother cast a sidelong glance at the boy that would have been, if the boy had acknowledged it, withering.

The boy shrugged. He’d only meant to be entertaining, nothing he said had the slightest significance or depth.

“Who brought it up?” the boy asked. “Not me.”

“Well, not me.”

In fact as the grandmother drove the boy had been skimming e-mails and text messages on his smartphone. It was one of the slew of mostly unwanted e-mails from his school that provided a link to the crisis hotline, he’d deleted without a second thought.

“Tell me something funny. I mean, funny.”

“There’s this kid accompanying his grams for something to do on this perfect autumn day when he could be hiking in Peace River Canyon with his friends or alone with his Nike D200.”

“Very funny.”

“‘Dyslexic guy walks into a bra.’”

“A what?”

“A bra.”

The grandmother laughed. “That is funny.”

“‘You’re so ugly, in the sandbox the cat tried to bury you.’”

“No. That’s not funny.”

“C’mon, Grams—there’s, like, a million ‘You’re so ugly’ jokes. That’s one of the least nasty.”

“I don’t like jokes that turn upon people being ugly, or stupid, or”—the grandmother’s voice shifted just perceptibly, so the boy knew she meant to be funny—“Polish.”

The boy wanted to point out to the grandmother that jokes are based upon insults mostly. Where’s she been all her life? The jokes he hears from his friends and tells are pretty crude, taken from the Internet or cable TV.

“‘There’s this guy riding through the desert on a camel. He’d been alone for days so he felt the need for sex. No women anywhere in sight so the guy turns to his camel who has become wary of him, like the camel had had some kind of experience like this before. So the guy tries to position himself to have sex with the camel but the camel runs away. The guy runs to catch up with the camel and the camel lets him on, but just to ride. But soon the guy feels a need for sex again so he tries the same thing again—but the camel runs away. Finally after crossing the desert the guy comes to a road, and on the road is a broken-down car with two gorgeous blond women in it. The guy asks the women if they need help and they tell him if he fixes their car, they’ll do anything he wants. The guy works on the car and gets the motor going and the women thank him saying, ‘Now what can we do for you?’ and the guy says, ‘Could you hold my camel?’”

The grandmother seemed to be contemplating this. But the grandmother did laugh, finally.

“OK, that’s funny. Only just not very.”

“There’s dirtier jokes that are funnier, Grams. But I’d guess you don’t want to hear them.”

There was an edge to the boy’s voice. The grandmother declined to reply.

The grandmother continued to drive, now engulfed in a swirl of traffic at a rotary. The boy knew to remain silent as the grandmother navigated the exit—not the first, not the second, but the third exit.

The boy felt really old sometimes. But that was his secret.

When the grandmother had exited the roundabout properly and was driving at a normal speed again the grandmother said, “At least five people have asked me, over the phone, who is coming with me to the hospital and who will be driving me home. What they don’t want is someone stepping out of their unit after waking from a ‘procedure,’ fainting and falling down. Worse, falling down some stairs.”

“What they don’t want,” the boy said, “is a lawsuit.”

The grandmother chewed at her lower lip, thoughtfully.

“I guess you must be right. I never thought of it that way. I’d thought they gave a damn about me.”

“They can give a damn about you, Grams, and still not want to be sued.”

“CAN YOU READ the directions to me? Please.”

“I did. I have been. Jesus!”

The grandmother was driving slowly along a newly paved road in the direction of a high-rise building that looked to be made of dull-green shimmering glass, in several flaring wings. Beyond this building were smaller and flatter buildings. All were surrounded by parking lots. The boy was trying to match up the Google map with the actual landscape and was having difficulty.

The “new hospital” was a congeries of sleek buildings constructed at the edge of town in a lunar-landscape of parking lots and mostly bulldozed soil. Yet, there were areas planted in fragile new grass, and sprinklers rising and falling in the sunshine.

Though everything was new, the parking lots closest to the hospital were near-filled. And these lots were vast and daunting. Even the boy was feeling daunted.

There was a drop-off place for patients and visitors near the front entrance of the high-rise green-shimmering building and the boy and the grandmother were trying to determine how they could spare the grandmother walking what looked like a mile from the parking lot. Finally the boy said, “Just get out, Grandma. I’ll park the damn car. There’s not gonna be New Jersey traffic cops on private property, asking to see my license.”

It was a measure of the grandmother’s mounting desperation that she agreed to this. The boy slid into the driver’s seat when she got out of the car, and drove into Lot B.

By the time the grandmother had made her way into the fiercely air-conditioned foyer of the sparkling new building, and was glancing about looking for assistance, the boy had parked the Acura and had run back to join her.

The boy was a damned good runner. At times like these especially.

In school sports, the boy was too lazy, or dreamy, or distracted. Couldn’t take seriously what the other guys took seriously. All that crap was like living your life with your face pressed up close against a mirror, you couldn’t see your own face let alone anything surrounding it. Kid stuff didn’t engage him, now he wasn’t a kid.

Everything was shining-new in the new hospital. Glancing up you expected to see welcome balloons bouncing against the ceiling several floors above.

“Hel-lo! Can I be of assistance?”

A smiling young woman in clothes color-coordinated with the soft pinks, greens, blues of the foyer appeared at their elbow. The grandmother said yes thank you. As if she hadn’t memorized the words, the grandmother frowned at a form she was holding saying carefully, “It’s the Ambulatory Surgery Unit we’re looking for.”

The appointment was for 9:30 A.M. It was 9:22 A.M. now.

The smiling young woman informed them that they were in the wrong building—the hospital. The Ambulatory Surgery Unit was in the Medical Arts Pavilion at the far side of the hospital. “You should have parked in the east lot and entered by that entrance.”

“How’d we know that? ‘East lot.’” The boy was feeling belligerent.

“If you’ve come for an appointment, you should have been given directions and a map to the Medical Arts Pavilion.”

“‘Pavilion’? What’s that—like, a carnival or something? A band plays on a ‘pavilion’?”

The smiling young woman looked perplexed. “‘Pavilion’—it’s just what it’s called. Where Medical Arts is.”

Quickly the grandmother intervened. “The Medical Arts Pavilion is in—this direction? Through here?”

The smiling young woman said yes. She was pointing into the interior of the hospital—you could see a bank of elevators, a long wide gleaming corridor, an atrium with potted trees, an “outdoor” café. Workmen were noisily installing something involving electrical wires beyond a sign that smartly read PARDON OUR PROGRESS!

The boy, whose blood had begun beating hard since he’d run in a fast sprint from Lot B, said to the smiling woman, “How’d anybody know that? They told us to come to the hospital.”

Strictly speaking, this was probably not true. When the grandmother had spoken of her appointment at “the new hospital” she’d spoken in a general and therefore careless way, which the boy had taken literally, and now was reluctant to surrender, the way a loyal dog will not surrender something his master has tossed for him to fetch, to the wrong person.

“If you’ve come for a medical procedure, you should have been given information, a sheet of paper with a map,” the young woman said evenly. She was still smiling but her smile had become strained. “But there’s no problem, I’m here to guide you.”

The boy was fuming. Hard to say why. Maybe seeing the grandmother through the young woman’s practiced eyes, a woman in her late sixties too elegantly dressed for the circumstances, determined to play the role of composed, calm.

“Just tell us which direction, we can find our own way,” the boy said, but the grandmother said, “Thanks! That would be really kind of you.”

Together they walked into the interior of the high-rise building, the smiling young woman in the lead.

The boy was smoldering and grinding his back molars.

The boy nudged the grandmother who was clutching her overpriced oversized handbag in a way that annoyed him.

“The grandma routine gets old, fast.”

“The bratty grandkid, faster.”

The boy laughed, harshly. The boy observed in a voice heavy with sarcasm that they must’ve taken a wrong exit to bring them here—“I think we’re in the Marriott.”

The corridor led into another building, the “Pavilion”—which did resemble an upscale hotel. In the center of the foyer was a burbling fountain into which, already, though the Pavilion had been inaugurated just a few days before, wishers had tossed copper pennies. Overhead were mobiles in the shapes of birds with outspread wings, Disney-renditions of austere Calder sculptures.

Both the shiny pennies and the floating birds annoyed the boy. A medical clinic isn’t a fun place.

The smiling young woman prepared to leave them now. “Take the first elevator to the right. On the second floor, turn right. You can’t miss it—‘Ambulatory Surgery.’”

Now, the strange thing. The unexpected. Too often, in the boy’s recent life, there was this—this extra thing.

For the young woman was smiling at them, but in a new way. As if she hadn’t taken in both of them, the grandmother and the boy, until now. The boy felt a shiver of dread.

“You know? I think I remember you. From the old hospital? The two of you? And someone else?” The young woman glanced around as if a missing person might appear. As if one of the strangers passing by in the corridor might turn and smile and identify herself.

Hi. Bet you wondered where I was.

Unfamiliar places could be more dangerous than familiar places, unexpectedly. The boy had been discovering that an unfamiliar place was more easily “haunted” than a familiar place simply because there was less there to distract the memory.

“I don’t think so. I think you must be confusing us with someone else.” With a cool smile the grandmother turned decisively away, as the boy glared at the shining floor in silence.

On the second floor they turned right. Here was, not a medical unit, but a suite. Very lavishly furnished and decorated, seen through floor-to-ceiling glass panels.

The grandmother murmured ambiguously, “There are worse places than the Marriott.”

The boy halted outside the doors to Ambulatory Surgery. It was as if his legs were refusing to function, like comic-robot legs.

The boy was beginning to experience that feeling—it didn’t have any name, and he couldn’t have described it. And after it lifted, he could not really remember it.

The grandmother said, “You can wait out here, Billy Bob. You can explore the grounds. You can hang out in the café. What do kids do?”

Billy Bob was a playful name. A joke-name.

Nothing very bad could ever happen to Billy Bob, seemed to be the promise.

The boy indicated his new smartphone, that fit in the palm of his hand. “Grams, never have to ask what kids do.”

THE BOY DIDN’T ACCOMPANY the grandmother into the suite designated Ambulatory Surgery but the boy remained outside looking in. Through floor-to-ceiling glass panels you could see people in the waiting room who might have been people anywhere, in an airport perhaps, except some of these people were in wheelchairs and some were bald—(bald at a wrong age, and in the wrong sex)—and the boy knew from experience that if he stepped inside the room a certain alteration of the air would unnerve him—he’d begin to feel that strange sad clutching sensation, that was also a sensation like that of sand slipping away beneath your feet, he’d do anything to avoid.

The grandmother was giving her name to the receptionist. The grandmother would be asked Do you have a living will?

The boy was sweating in the air-conditioned air.

The grandmother turned, to point out the boy to the receptionist—there was her designated driver, it was he who would take her home.

The boy waved to the receptionist to signal That’s right. I’ll be here. No worry!

The boy was tall: five feet ten. Tallness gave him confidence at times like these.

For ten minutes or so the boy stood outside the glass panels and made faces at the grandmother who was leafing distractedly through a magazine (the grandmother had brought herself: she knew not to rely on waiting-room reading) and who glanced over at him smiling, or half-smiling—for she was distracted, the boy saw, though pretending not to see or not to register seeing.

Being a grandkid, you can so easily regress. All the ages you ever were are all recalled by the grandparent, in a shimmery love-haze like those blurred faces on TV in which identities have been disguised.

The boy was behaving strangely outside in the corridor as others came and went. Outpatients, and their companions. The boy did not want to go away, neither did the boy want to remain.

You want something to happen, finally. You want something to be decided and the results revealed.

You did not want anything to happen. You did not want any results.

The boy knew of results. The boy knew that some results are irrevocable.

The grandmother’s name must have been called, for the grandmother stood suddenly, looking frightened, which the boy wished he had not seen, but he’d seen, so he would try to forget seeing, which is not so difficult as you’d think. A smiling youngish nurse in pastel smock and pants came to escort the grandmother into the interior of the medical unit walking with her as if steadying her, and they disappeared. And the boy was dry-mouthed, observing. And the boy backed away, and turned away.

Approximately ninety minutes, the grandmother would be in Ambulatory Surgery. All this time, unfolding before the boy like an elaborate card trick.

THE BOY WAS CRAZY for his smartphone which could occupy him for many minutes. On the boy’s smartphone were countless apps—a small galaxy of apps. But the boy had more than the smartphone in his sweating hand, he had also his geometry text weighing down a pocket of his khaki cargo pants. He’d become the sort of wiseass kid who tells adults he likes geometry for its orderliness and sanity.

The boy was wandering on the second floor of the Pavilion. Discovered a stairway, and ascended. Too restless to stay in one place plying the smartphone.

He thought I should have the car keys now. In case something happens, Grandma has to stay in the hospital overnight.

It began that way, usually. Tests, overnight.

Through floor-to-ceiling glass panels on the third floor the boy observed a waiting room furnished exactly as the waiting room in Ambulatory Surgery. Here too were rows of chairs, and a few wheelchairs. Except here, the patients were all young girls.

Slender girls with long straight hair to their shoulders, falling down their backs. Girls with size-zero figures. Beautiful angel-girls, with faces that clutched at him. Hot-looking except they were, on second glance, too skinny—scary-skinny. Though they wore loose-fitting clothes you could tell they were scary-skinny for there were girls like that at his school, not many but a few, and of these some of the most beautiful girls, you learned not to stare at, but you stared. He’d turn away now but a face on the other side of the glass panel so clutched at him, such a face, he was paralyzed. Counting nine girls in the waiting room. And with them—he’d hardly noticed—older women who had to be their mothers. A waiting room exclusively female.

The boy stored up the information to relay to the grandmother on the drive home—“Guess what it was?—Eating Disorders Unit.”

The grandmother would say, “Eating Disorders! I could envy them, that kind of condition.”

The boy would say, reprovingly, “Actually, they die. A lot.”

He knew, he’d read statistics on the subject. And a girl in his class had died—(of a heart attack?)—who’d weighed only seventy-seven pounds at the age of fifteen.

The boy would entertain the grandmother, but maybe not with Eating Disorders.

The boy exited the Pavilion and was struck by hot gusts of wind rushing across the vast parking lots.

The boy hiked around the hospital to check out Lot B, a half-mile away. Just to see that he knew where he’d parked the car. (He did.) The landscape was part primeval, gouged-out earth, mounds of red earth. Hot rushing winds that took away his breath. Hi. Bet you wondered where I was.

Back inside the Medical Arts Pavilion the boy liked feeling invisible among a continuous stream of strangers. At sixteen you’re an invisible age. He sprawled on a vinyl sofa by the burbling fountain. Couldn’t prevent himself from counting the shiny copper pennies in the fountain, that he could see: thirty-two.

If he counted again, possibly he’d get another number. He thought in wonderment Why? Why do people do such fucking stupid useless things? It was envy he felt, not scorn.

The boy checked his smartphone for the fifteenth time that morning. Mostly, he deleted messages. His thumbs had become practiced assassins. His life had become a series of rapid deletions—you deleted them before they deleted you.

Boring! The boy was restless suddenly, jumped up and took an elevator to the fourth floor—Pulmonary, Acute Asthma—took stairs down to the third floor where he leaned over the railing gazing down at the burbling fountain. From this height, you couldn’t see the shiny copper pennies and you would not speculate on what asshole-useless wishes they were.

One of the girls from Eating Disorders was walking slowly in his direction. Except that the girl’s eyes were open and unnaturally wide, she might have been sleepwalking.

She might have been nineteen though she looked fifteen. Crinkly red-brown hair fell halfway down her back. Unlike most of the Eating Disorders girls she wore tight-fitting clothes—black Capri pants, a sweater so tiny her tiny breasts were showcased like Dixie cups. Her wrists were so small, the boy stared seeing how he could loop his crude guy-fingers around them twice. He was staring at the girl so intensely, the girl took notice and laughed at him.

“Am I somebody you think you know? Or—are you somebody I’m supposed to know?”

The girl was just so gorgeous. The boy hoped his mouth wasn’t drooping open like a dog’s.

Anorexic girls had breaths like acid. It was part of all that the girls didn’t know about themselves. The boy knew that, when the girls looked in mirrors, they saw something totally different from what normal people saw, but he couldn’t imagine what they saw.

“Sorry. Am I scaring you?”

The question, from the girl, should have made no sense, but made sense. The girl laughed. Her laughter sounded like small flames darting.

Clumsily the boy said, “I’m looking for the elevators.”

“Not looking very hard, are you? Elevators are over there.”

The boy was telling one of the guys boastfully This girl I met, she’s really cool. She’s a little older than I am. Smart ...

“Are you in ‘Eating Disorders’? There’s almost no guys, I never run into guys.”

The boy laughed. He didn’t know whether to be flattered or insulted.

“Do I look like ‘Eating Disorders’?”

“Well, don’t be so smug, Fred,” the girl said, “you could be, one day.”

“I don’t think so. I like to eat too much.”

“We all like to eat too much. That’s the definition of ‘Eating Disorders,’ stupid.”

She was the most gorgeous girl he’d ever seen in actual life but being called Fred or stupid wasn’t a turn-on for him.

He’d turned away. He had somewhere to get to. The girl caught the look of surprise and hurt in his face and relented.

“Excuse me? Hey.”

The boy turned back, but hesitantly. Body language suggesting he didn’t trust her but maybe, he’d be surprised.

“I’m on fucking meds, see? That’s why I say fucking stupid things I don’t mean, Fred.”

The boy said OK. That was cool.

“Yes, but you don’t mean it. You’re looking like you want to escape. My point is, I didn’t mean it. I don’t mean it.”

The boy said OK. But he had to leave now.

The girl said, in a rising voice, “It isn’t OK, asshole! I’m talking to you.”

“Miranda!”—a woman was approaching the girl, agitated. A mother-looking woman from whom the girl flinched with a look of such juvenile loathing, the boy was shocked.

“What the fuck do you want? Where the fuck did you come from?”

The woman tried to placate the girl but her mistake was to touch the girl’s flailing arm.

“Fuck fuck fuck you. I said—fuck you.”

The boy escaped to the elevators. He heard angry sobbing, and angry whispering, and a sound of struggle, but he did not glance back.

THIS GIRL I met yesterday, she really came on to me. Must’ve been, like, twenty years old. So hot ...

“Fuck you, Fred. This is going nowhere.”

The boy’s aloud voice was cracked, hostile. The boy was feeling loosed as an electron spinning into space—no gravity, no “orbit.”

HE’D SKIPPED BREAKFAST that morning, now he was ravenously hungry.

In the first-floor café he ate. Stuffed his face. Washed all of it down with a giant chemical-Coke. You’d think you couldn’t buy such toxins in a hospital café but you’d be mistaken.

He loosened the belt of his jeans. He was a skinny kid, and skinny kids bloat fast.

Why was there so much bias against suicide? People should do what they fucking want.

The boy checked his smartphone on the average of once every three minutes. He wasn’t addicted, it was just something he did. Other things felt boring, or old. You’d done them already. You’d heard them already. His geometry text he’d lugged to the hospital with the intention of catching up on the assignment but the environment was too distracting for concentrated work. The grandmother had said it was not a good idea for him to miss school for her but then the grandmother had relented saying he should get his assignments from his teachers and try to get some work accomplished waiting for her and the boy had said irritably that that was exactly what he’d planned to do, for Christ’s sake.

At each table in the café there were these trapped people—you had to be trapped if you were here, nobody would be here who’d chosen to be here even in the shining new hospital with bobbing welcome balloons. Even if the café was kind of attractive, not a bad place—the menu not-bad, for a place like this. Each person in the café was a visitor to the hospital or the medical center and each had a probably sad, possibly awful story to tell. (The medical center had a notable Oncology department, for one thing.) The boy who’d been stuffing his face didn’t want to hear a single one of these stories. The boy was sick of his own sad story.

Yet he was listening to two women talking together at a nearby table: one was in civilian clothing and the other was in a blue hospital nightie with a robe over it, hospital-issue socks. There was a needle in the back of the woman’s hand dripping intravenous fluids into her from a pole she hauled around with her, with a jaunty smile. The women looked like sisters—not-young, but not-bad looking—laughing more than would seem normal.

At the old hospital, patients would sneak outside with their IV poles and smoke. It was against hospital rules as it was against common sense but the boy had abetted one of these patients more than once.

One of these times she’d said, “Good news and less-than-good news.”

“Will I be able to tell which is which?”

The patient laughed. Laughter turned into a coughing fit. The plastic IV container quivered. “You’re right. There’s not much difference.”

Later she said: “The good news is, they’re stopping chemo. The bad news is, they’re stopping chemo.”

That had been the old hospital. The boy thought, The hell with the old damn hospital.

THE BOY TOOK the elevator to the second floor, turned right. He was feeling a little panicked now.

It was precisely ninety minutes. He’d had to resist coming early for it was a fact of this life, medical things are never completed early.

This time, the boy pushed open the doors and stepped inside. The boy checked in with the receptionist, gave the grandmother’s name and his own name. The receptionist called back to the medical unit. The boy was told please take a seat for the grandmother wasn’t out of recovery yet but the boy pretended not to hear for the boy did not want to be trapped in a seat, the boy wanted free use of his legs. The boy was too tall and too old to be drifting around the waiting area annoying patients in chairs, some of them in wheelchairs, drifting about the waiting room taking up magazines like Smithsonian, Scientific American, Your Health leafing through them then shoving them back in the magazine racks.

After about twenty minutes, the grandmother appeared in a wheelchair pushed by a nurse.

The boy stared at the grandmother and something began to fade in his head and he began to feel really weird but quickly recovered, pretty much recovered by the time the grandmother was wheeled to him with her hand uplifted—to him.

“Billy Bob: you’re looking kind of sick.”

The grandmother spoke in a jovial way. The grandmother had applied fresh lipstick to her bloodless lips, to suggest she was in a very good mood, looking and feeling damned good after the ultra-“invasive” procedure.

It was just—it was just the sight of the grandmother in a wheelchair was—a kind of a, a shock ...

“Yes, my young friend. You’re looking kind of ghastly.”

The nurse who’d been pushing the grandmother in the wheelchair laughed at the grandmother’s humor. As the nurse helped the grandmother up and out of the chair the grandmother thanked the nurse saying in a voice of notable clarity that she felt “one hundred percent recovered” and did not require any more assistance.

It was medical protocol to wheel patients out of recovery, whether they felt weak or not. It didn’t mean anything, as the boy knew.

The boy was shaky. The boy was trying to think of a jokey response. The grandmother was laughing at him.

“Fooled you, eh? I saw your face.”

“Problem was, I saw your face.”

(This was pretty lame. The boy searched his brain for witty one-liners. All he could think of was you’re so ugly jokes. Like shoving your hand in a pocket desperate for a tissue—nothing there. Have to blow your nose in your hand.)

The grandmother was feeling good, she said. Oh maybe a little light-headed but good. There was no pain—none! Or, if there was, it was like in another room—not immediate. Taking the boy’s hand, so the boy felt her icy fingers, and another time worried he might faint, but didn’t.

Oh Jesus: the grandmother’s fingers were so thin.

The boy escorted the grandmother from Ambulatory Surgery, down to the foyer. The boy would leave the grandmother at the entrance and the boy would run, run—run to Lot B—to get the car to pick her up.

“THE FUNNY THING about anesthesia—you’ve been out, but you don’t remember. When you wake up you aren’t really sure you are not dead, but you guess you aren’t fully alive either.”

The boy sniggered as if this was meant to be a particularly witty insight by the grandmother.

The grandmother was settling into the passenger’s seat. Now, the grandmother conceded, maybe she was feeling a little—tired. Maybe she’d close her eyes on the way home. Maybe at home, she’d have a nap.

The boy was thrilled by the new-model Acura in Bellanova White Pearl, that held the road so beautifully. A quiet engine, like a heart that doesn’t rattle.

He’d helped the grandmother select this vehicle. They’d traded in an older, inferior vehicle.

The boy felt good, driving. The boy felt very good.

“What did the doctor say? Was there an X-ray? Blood work?”

The boy hadn’t planned to ask these questions. Yet the boy heard himself ask these questions.

The grandmother was silent for a moment. The boy chose to ignore this moment.

Then, deftly the grandmother pitched her thin soprano voice in imitation of a singsong male voice, presumably Chinese.

“‘Results not in yet, Mrs. Cosby. Will call tomorrow morning.’”

The boy laughed. The boy felt great relief, laughing.


MASTIFF

EARLIER ON THE TRAIL, THEY’D SEEN IT. THE MASSIVE DOG.

Tugging at its master’s leash so that the young man’s calves bulged with muscle as he held the dog back. Grunting what sounded like Damn Rob-roy! Damn dog in a tone of exasperated affection.

Signs on the trail forbade dogs without leashes. At least, the massive dog was on a leash.

The woman stared at the dog not twelve feet away wheezing and panting. Its head was larger than her own, with a pronounced black muzzle, bulging glassy eyes. Its jaws were powerful, and slack; its lips shone, and the large long tongue rosy-pink as a sexual organ dripped slobber. The dog was pale-brindle-furred, with a deep chest, muscled shoulders and legs, a short taut tail. It might have weighed two hundred pounds. Its panting was damply audible, unsettling. The straggly-bearded young man who gripped the leather leash with both hands, in beige hoodie, multipocketed khaki shorts, hiking boots, squinted at the woman, and at the man behind her, with an expression that might have been apologetic, or defensive; or maybe, the woman thought, the young man was laughing at them, ordinary hikers without a massive monster-dog tugging and straining at their arms.

The woman thought That isn’t a dog. It’s a human being on his hands and knees. That face!

Such surreal thoughts bombarded the woman’s brain waking and sleeping. So long as no one else could know the woman paid little heed.

Fortunately, the massive dog and its master were taking another hiking trail into Wild Cat Canyon. Eagerly the dog lunged forward sniffing at the ground, the young man following with muttered curses. The woman felt relief, the ugly dog hadn’t attacked her! She and her male companion continued on the main trail which was approximately two and a half miles uphill to Wild Cat Canyon Peak.

The man, sensing the woman’s unease at the sight of the dog, made some joke which the woman didn’t quite hear and did not acknowledge. They were walking single file, the woman in the lead. She waited for the man to touch her shoulder as another man might have done to comfort but she knew that he would not, and he did not. The man said, in a tone of slight reproof, that the dog was an English mastiff—“Beautiful dog.”

The woman felt the man’s remark as a rebuke of a kind. Much of what the man said to the woman she understood was in rebuke of her narrow judgment, her timorous ways. Sometimes, the woman amused the man, for these reasons. At other times, the woman annoyed the man and she saw in his gentlemanly face an expression of startled disapproval, veiled contempt. She thought He sees through me. My subterfuge, my ignorance. My desperation.

The woman said, over her shoulder, with a wild little laugh, “Yes! Beautiful.”

The hike that day to Wild Cat Canyon Peak would be a hike uphill, into the sun. Splotched light and shadow on the trail, momentary spells of sun-blindness. The woman was thrilled to be outdoors, and hiking with the man. This man, to whom she’d been introduced with great promise seven weeks, four days before at a dinner party in a mutual friend’s home in the north Berkeley hills.

The hike had been the man’s suggestion. Or, rather, in his oblique way, which might have been (the woman thought) a strategy of shyness, like her own, he’d simply told her that he was going hiking that weekend, and would she like to join him?

In this way, the man had not risked being rejected. The woman had been made to know that if she came with him she was accompanying him.

The woman and the man had gone on walks together, by this time. But a hike of such ambition, to Wild Cat Canyon Peak, seemed to the woman something very different.

She’d said, with her wild little laugh, “Yes! I’d love that.”

IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON. Several hours the man and the woman had been hiking. And now single file down the mountain from Wild Cat Canyon Peak they were making their careful way. The woman was descending first, then the man. For the man was the more experienced hiker and wanted to watch over the woman whom he didn’t trust not to hurt herself. She’d surprised him by insisting upon wearing lightweight women’s running shoes on the trail and not, as he was wearing, hiking boots.

She hadn’t thought to bring water, either. The man carried a twelve-ounce plastic bottle of water for them both.

The man had been amused by the woman. Just possibly, the man had been a little annoyed by the woman.

Yet, he was drawn to the woman. He hoped to like her more than he did—he hoped to adore her. For he’d been so very lonely for too long and had come to bitterly resent the solitude of his life.

At the outset of the hike it had been an unnaturally balmy day in late March. At midday, the temperature might have been as high as sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. Now as the sun sank in the western sky like a broken bloody egg darkness and cold began to lift from the earth. The man had suggested to the woman that she bring along a light canvas jacket in her backpack, he knew how quickly the mountain trail could turn cold in the late afternoon, but the woman had worn just a pullover sweater, jeans, and a sun-visor hat more appropriate for summer. (The woman’s eyes were sensitive to sunlight even with sunglasses. She hated how easily they watered, tears running down her cheeks like an admission of female weakness.) She’d confounded the man by not bringing any backpack at all with the excuse that she hated feeling “burdened.”

Now in the gathering chill the woman was shivering. If she hadn’t clenched her jaws tight, her teeth would have chattered.

The trail had looped upward through pine woods to a spectacular view at Wild Cat Canyon Peak where a stone monument had been erected to the early twentieth-century environmentalist landowner who’d left many thousands of acres of land to the State of California for the park. Then, the trail looped down, in tortuous switchbacks, to the trailhead an hour’s hike away, and the parking lot which would be “gated,” as signs warned, at 6:00 P.M. It was already 4:40 P.M.

At the peak, the man had taken photographs with his new camera while the woman gazed out into the distance, at the spectacular view. At the horizon was a rim of luminous blue—the Pacific Ocean miles away. In the near distance were small lakes, streams. The hills were strangely sculpted, like those bald hills in the paintings of Thomas Hart Benton.

The man had given the woman water to drink. Though she’d said she wasn’t thirsty, he’d insisted. There’s a danger of dehydration when you’ve been exerting yourself, he said. Sternly he spoke, like a parent you could not reasonably oppose.

The man spoke with the confidence of one who is rarely challenged. At times the woman quite liked this air of authority, at other times she resented it. The man seemed always to be regarding the woman with a bemused air like a scientist confronted with a curious specimen. She didn’t want to think—(yet she thought, compulsively)—that he must be comparing her with other women he’d known, and was finding her lacking.

At the peak, absorbed in his photography, the man seemed to have forgotten the woman. How childlike, how self-contained and maddening! The woman had never been so at repose in her self.

For nearly an hour the man would linger at the peak, taking photographs. During this time other hikers came and went. It was no effort for the woman to speak with these hikers briefly while the man seemed oblivious of them. It wasn’t his way, he’d told the woman, to strike up conversations with “random” persons. Why not? she’d asked, and he’d said, with a look that suggested that her question was virtually incomprehensible to him, Why not? Because I’ll never see them again.

With her provocative little laugh the woman said But that’s the best reason for talking to strangers—you will never see them again.

At least the straggly-bearded young man with the massive dog—the English mastiff—hadn’t climbed to the top of Wild Cat Canyon Peak.

But other hikers with dogs made their way there. A succession of dogs, in fact, of all sizes and breeds, fortunately most of them well-behaved and disinclined to bark; several trailing their masters, older dogs, looking chastised, winded. The damp subdued eyes of these older dogs seemed to seek the woman’s own eyes.

“Nice dog! What’s his name?”

Or, she’d ask, with widened eyes, “What breed is he?”

The woman understood that her male companion had taken note of her fear of the mastiff, at the start of the hike. How she’d tensed at the sight of the ugly wheezing beast that had to be the largest dog of its kind she’d ever seen, nearly as large as a Saint Bernard, but totally lacking the benign shaggy aura of the Saint Bernard. How she’d stared at the slobbering jaws and glassy blind-seeming eyes—as if in recognition of something not to be named.

And so at Wild Cat Canyon Peak the woman made it a point to engage dog owners in conversations, in her bright airy friendly way. She’d asked about their dogs, she’d even petted the gentler ones.

As a child of nine or ten she’d been attacked by a fierce-barking German shepherd. She’d done nothing to provoke the attack and could remember only screaming and trying to run as the dog barked furiously at her and snapped at her bare legs. Only the intervention of adults had saved her, she’d thought.

The woman hadn’t told the man much about her life. Not yet. And possibly never. Her principle was Never reveal your weakness.

Especially to strangers, this was essential. Never reveal your weakness.

In a technical manner of speaking the woman and the man were “lovers” but they were not intimate. You might say—(the woman might have said)—that they were strangers, essentially.

The woman liked to say to her friends, to amuse them, that she wanted not to marry but to be married. She wanted a relationship that seemed already mature, if not old and settled, at the start. Newness and rawness did not appeal to her.

“Excuse me? When do you think we might leave?”—hesitantly the woman spoke to the man, not liking to interrupt his concentration.

In their relationship, the woman had not yet displayed any impatience. The woman had not raised her voice, not once.

At last, the man put away his camera, which was a heavy, complicated instrument, into his backpack. And the water bottle, which contained just two or three inches of water—“We might need this, later.” The man’s movements were measured and deliberate as if he were alone and the woman felt a sudden stab of dislike for him, that he took such care with trivial matters, and yet did not love her.

There were no restrooms on the damned trail—of course. These were serious hiking trails, for serious hikers. Longingly the woman recalled the restroom facilities at the trailhead, a considerable distance downhill. How long would it take, to hike back down? Another hour? For male hikers, stopping to urinate in the woods was no great matter; for female hikers, an effort and an embarrassment. Not since she’d been a young girl trapped on a hateful long hike in summer camp in the Adirondacks, had she been forced to relieve herself in the woods. The memory was hazy and blurred with shame, and humiliation at the very pettiness of the discomfort. If she’d told this to the man he would have laughed at her.

Driving to the park that day, the man and the woman had felt very happy together. It sometimes happened to them, unpredictably—a sudden flaring-up of happiness, even joy, in each other’s company. The man had been unusually talkative. The woman laughed at his remarks, surprised that he could be so witty. She’d been flattered that, a few days before, he’d visited her art gallery, and had purchased a small soapstone sculpture.

The woman had slid over in the passenger’s seat, to sit closer to the man, as a young girl might do, impulsively. How natural this felt, a rehearsal of intimacy!

They’d spent time together in the woman’s house, upstairs in her bed—but they hadn’t yet spent an entire night together. The man felt self-conscious in the woman’s house, the woman felt as if the man were a houseguest, to be treated graciously and not intimately. She hadn’t been able to sleep yet beside the man for the physical fact of him was so distracting, he took up too much space in her bed. Naked and horizontal, the man seemed much larger than he did clothed and vertical. He breathed loudly, wetly, through his opened mouth, and though he woke affably when she nudged him, the woman had not wanted to wake him often. She’d resigned herself to lying awake, listening to him breathe. Yet, her physical discomfort was acute—I can’t sleep, I will never sleep if this man is in my bed.

The woman had not ever been comfortable with a man in close quarters, unless she’d been drinking. But the man scarcely drank. And the woman no longer lost herself in drink, that life was behind her.

On the car radio a piano piece by the Czech composer Janáček—the title was translated “In the Mists.” The woman recognized the composition within a few notes. She’d played the piano cycle years ago as a girl. Her eyes filled with tears as she remembered.

Through the somber, distinctive piano notes in a minor—“misty”—key the man continued talking, as if he didn’t hear the music. Avidly the woman listened to the piano notes and not to the man’s words but the man’s voice was suffused with the melancholy beauty of the music and she felt how she loved him, or might love him.

He will be the one. It’s time.

The woman was forty-one years old. The man was several years older, she believed. The two had been introduced by a mutual friend, closer emotionally to the man than to the woman, who’d said to the man You will like Mariella. You will like her face and to the woman Simon is an extraordinary person but that might not be evident immediately. Give him time.

The man had been the director of a distinguished research laboratory in Berkeley, California, for many years. His work was predominant in his life. Scientific truth was sacrosanct, unassailable, as it was impersonal and transcendent. His work was what he’d leave behind of himself. He was idealistic, a zealot for science education and the preservation of the environment. He was famously generous with younger scientists. He was a legendary mentor to his graduate students and post-docs. He’d never married. He wasn’t sure he’d ever been in love. He had no children, though he’d always wanted children. He was dissatisfied with his life, outside the lab. He felt cheated and foolish, that others might pity him. Especially those younger colleagues whom he’d helped in their careers.

He’d been disturbed earlier that year, visiting one of his protégés at the Salk Institute who was married, had several children, and a scientist-wife; the young family lived in a split-level cedar house on three acres of wooded land. In this household the man had felt sharply the emptiness in his own life, in the underfurnished rented house near the university in which he’d lived for more than twenty years, imagining a kind of pride since, from this house, he could so easily bicycle or walk to the lab.

He’d gone away from the young family’s house shaken and shattered. And not long afterward, he’d been introduced to the woman of whom it was said You will like Mariella’s face.

The woman was also lonely and dissatisfied, but it was others with whom she was primarily dissatisfied, not herself. She’d had intense relationships with men since college but invariably she’d been involved with several men at the same time, seeing them simultaneously so that she was prevented from feeling much emotion for any of them. At the same time, she was deeply hurt if a man wasn’t involved exclusively with her. She’d seen her mother obsequious in her marriage. Her tall handsome father hadn’t valued the wife who’d humbled herself for him; he’d left her, when the woman had been a child, and he’d rarely visited his children. All her life she’d yearned for the absent man even as she’d resented him. Her fantasy was her father returning, and she and her mother spurning him with gales of wild laughter.

She’d thought It’s insane to be vulnerable, as women are. Nothing is worth such hurt.

Yet, she was an attractive woman. Within a small circle of friends she was highly popular, admired. She dressed stylishly. She had many social activities. She’d invested wisely in an art gallery. Despite this, much of her mental life was preoccupied with how she appeared in others’ eyes. She could barely force herself to contemplate her image in a mirror: far from beautiful, not even pretty, her face too small, heart-shaped, her chin too narrow, her eyes too large and deep-set. She hated it, she was petite. She’d have liked to be five feet ten inches tall, to walk with an air of female swagger, sexual confidence. At five feet three inches, she had no choice but to be the recipient, the very receptacle, of a man’s desire.

It disturbed her that she was so detached from her family, her relatives and girlhood friends. In the midst of a buoyant social occasion something inside the woman seemed to switch off. She could feel the deadness seeping into her, the chill indifference. Her women friends close as sisters hugging her, kissing her at the end of an evening, a friend’s husband slipping his arm around her waist to kiss her, just a little too hard, with too much vehemence—“Good night, Mariella!” And the coldness in her responded I don’t give a damn if I ever see any of you again.

She laughed at herself, such emptiness. A hole in the heart.

She could have wept. She would soon be forty-two years old.

Yet it happened, in the new man’s company, the woman felt a rare hopefulness. If she couldn’t love the man it might be enough for the man to love her; enough for them to have a child together, at least.

(What would the man have thought, if he’d known how the woman plotted? Or were these harmless fantasies, not likely to be realized?)

(In the woman’s weakest moments, she lamented that she had no children; she would soon be too old for children. Yet, young children bored her, even her young nieces and nephews, who she conceded were beautiful.)

Now, making her way down the trail, eager to be out of the park that had seemed so beautiful hours ago, the woman was feeling disconsolate. The long rest at the peak had enervated her. The man’s indifference had enervated her. As the sun shifted in the sky so she felt strength leaking from her.

Brooding and silent the man was walking behind the woman, sometimes so close he nearly trod upon her heels. She wanted to turn to scream at him—“Don’t do that! I’m going as quickly as I can.”

So absorbed was the woman in the voice inside her head she only half-realized she’d been hearing a familiar sound from somewhere close by—a wet chuffing noise, as of labored breathing. The trail continued to drop, turning back upon itself; another, lower trail ran parallel with it now, and would join with it within a few yards, and on this trail two figures were hurrying, one of them, in the lead, a large beast running on all fours.

The woman heard panting ahead. A sensation of fear washed over her.

She had no choice but to blunder forward. Appalled, she saw the massive dog ahead, unavoidable. The damp shining eyes were fixed upon her, not blind-seeming now, but sharply focused. With a kind of canine indignation quickly shifting to fury the dog barked at the stricken woman, straining at his leash as the straggly-bearded young man shouted for the dog to sit.

The woman knew better than to succumb to panic, certainly the woman knew better than to provoke the massive dog. It is always a mistake to expose one’s weakness. Her terror of what those teeth and sharp claws could do to her.

She couldn’t help herself—she screamed, and shrank away. It was the worst possible reaction to the dog that, maddened by the woman’s terror, leapt at her, loudly barking and growling, wrenching the leash out of his master’s hands.

In an instant the mastiff was on the woman, snarling and biting, nearly knocking her onto the ground. Even in her terror the woman was thinking My face. I must protect my face.

Behind her, the man quickly intervened. He seemed to her fearless, astonishing—pulling her back, behind him, shouting at the dog’s master to call the damned dog off.

Futilely the young man was shouting—“Rob-roy! Rob-roy!” The dog paid not the slightest heed to his master, viciously attacking the man, on its hind legs and pummeling him as if to knock him down, that it might tear at his throat with its bared, yellowish fangs.

The frantic struggle could not have lasted more than a few seconds. Fiercely the man tried to shove the dog away, striking it with his bare fists, kicking at it. The straggly-bearded young man yanked at the dog’s collar, cursing. With great effort he managed to pull the furious dog away from the man who was bleeding badly from lacerations on his hands and arms and face.

The man had been knocked to one knee. The dog might have torn out his throat but the young man yanked back hard, as if to break the dog’s neck.

The terrified woman was cringing behind the man. Always she would remember how unhesitatingly the man had leapt forward to protect her, taking no heed for his own safety.

In the confusion of the struggle, the woman felt something warm on her face. Not blood but the dog’s loathsome slobber.

The dog’s master managed to extricate the dog from the couple. Still it was barking hysterically, lunging and leaping with bared fangs.

The woman cried, “Help him! Get help for him! He’ll bleed to death.”

The young man apologized profusely. He was holding the struggling dog down with both arms. Claiming the dog had never done anything like this before—not ever ... “Jesus! I’ll get help.” There was a rangers’ station a half-mile down the trail, the young man said. He’d run, he’d get help from the rangers.

Alone with the injured man, the woman cradled him in her arms as he moaned and writhed with pain. He appeared to be dazed, stupefied. Was he in shock? His skin felt cold to the woman’s touch. She could barely comprehend what had happened, and so swiftly.

The crazed dog had bitten and scratched her hands, too. There were cuts and abrasions in her flesh, bleeding. But her fear was for the man. She fumbled for her cell phone, tried to call 911 but the call failed to go through. She wondered—should she try to make a tourniquet to stanch the flow of blood from the man’s forearm? Years ago as a high school girl she’d taken a course in first aid but—could she remember, now? For a tourniquet you had to use a stick? Her eyes darted about, searching for—what? So slowly she was thinking, with the effort of one trying to walk through sludge in a dream. Like a foolish trapped bird her heart beat erratically in her chest.

The man was insisting he was all right, he could walk to the rangers’ station—“Hey, I’m not going to die.”

Grotesquely, he tried to laugh. He had no idea how torn and bloody his face was.

The woman helped the man to his feet. How heavy he was, and how uncoordinated! His face was a mask of blood, it was terrifying to see flaps of loose skin in his cheeks and forehead. One of the man’s earlobes had been torn.

At least, the man’s eyes had been spared.

The woman gripped the man around the waist, clumsily. With effort he was able to walk leaning heavily on her. The woman was trying to comfort him—she had no idea what she was saying except that there would be help for him soon, he would be all right ... She saw that the front and sleeves of her sweater were soaked in dark blood.

By this time the sun had sunk below the tree line. It was now dusk and the air was cold and wet as if after a rain. The woman’s teeth were chattering. The woman and the man made their stumbling way along the trail. They’d begun to hear calls, cries—two rangers were running up the shadowy trail with flashlights, shouting. The man was limping, wincing with pain. His clothes had been torn as if with a giant scissors. Though he must have weighed sixty pounds more than she did, the woman was managing to hold him erect, trembling with the effort. As she was about to collapse the man was lifted from the woman’s grip.

They were taken to the rangers’ station and treated with first aid. Sterilizing liquid, bandages. For the man’s lacerated forearm, a tourniquet deftly applied by the elder of the rangers. It was observed that the man was lucky—“The artery wasn’t severed.” A dog attack was a serious injury, there was the possibility of rabies. It was imperative to locate the dog.

The straggly-bearded young man had fled the park with the mastiff. Incredibly, he had not reported the attack. But others had seen him, and had reported him. A hiker returning to his car in the parking lot had taken down the plate number of the young man’s Jeep.

Beneath the bandages, the man’s face was ashen. His breath came quickly and shallowly. He was urged to lie down on a cot. Despite his protests, an ambulance was called. Dog bites are highly dangerous, the ranger said. A vicious dog-biting has to be reported. The dog’s owner would be prosecuted. And leaving the scene of the attack—the son of a bitch would be charged for that, too.

The man’s facial injuries required stitches, that was clear. First aid wouldn’t be enough. The woman had seen with horror what the dog’s teeth and nails had done to her friend. Already the gauze bandages on his face were darkening with blood.

Within minutes the ambulance arrived in the now near-deserted park. The tearful woman wanted to ride with the injured man in the ambulance but the man insisted that she take his station wagon, and meet him at the hospital; he didn’t want his vehicle locked in the park overnight.

Even with his injuries, half-dazed by the attack and speaking with difficulty, the man appeared to be thinking calmly, rationally.

The woman took his key from the man’s shaky fingers, and his wallet and backpack, and followed in his station wagon. Followed the ambulance along curving mountain roads. She could not breathe, the loneliness was palpable and suffocating as cotton batting.

Inside the man’s station wagon, and the man not at the steering wheel! This seemed unnatural to her, baffling.

She thought He will be all right. We will be all right, then.

She could leave him, then. She would call a taxi, and be driven to her home approximately twelve miles away.

Yet it was shocking to her, she could not quite fathom it, the dog’s young master had fled the park without reporting the attack. The straggly-bearded young man who’d seemed so concerned about them had cared so little about their welfare, he’d fled knowing that, if his dog wasn’t located by authorities, both bite-victims would have to endure rabies shots.

She’d been told by the park rangers that the dog’s owner would be apprehended within a few hours. The attack had already been reported to local police. A warrant would be issued for the dog owner’s arrest. She’d been assured that authorities would find the man and examine the dog for rabies but in her distressed state she’d scarcely been able to listen, or to care.

At the brightly lighted medical clinic, the woman hurried inside. She understood that she was wild-eyed, splotched with blood, looking distraught and disoriented. She saw—the man was being carried into the ER on a stretcher. To her horror she saw that the man seemed to be only partly-conscious. He didn’t seem aware of his surroundings. She asked one of the medical workers what was wrong and was told that her companion had had a kind of “seizure” in the ambulance, he’d lost consciousness, his blood pressure had risen alarmingly and his heartbeat had accelerated, in fibrillation.

Fibrillation! The woman knew only vaguely what this meant.

“Oh God save him,” the woman begged. “Don’t let him die!”

She was prevented from following the man into the ER. She found herself standing at a counter, being asked questions. Her face was streaked coarsely with tears like a billboard ravaged by weather and rain. She fumbled with the man’s wallet, searching for his medical insurance card. His university ID. How slowly she moved, her bandaged hands were clumsy as if she wore mittens. One of the EMTs who’d brought the man into the ER was telling her that she should be treated as well, her lacerated hands and wrists should be examined in the ER, the rangers’ first aid wasn’t enough. But the woman refused to listen. She had more important matters with which to deal. She flushed with indignation when the woman at the counter asked what relation she was to the injured man and sharply she said:

“I am his fiancée.”

HOW LONG SHE REMAINED in the ER waiting room the woman would have no clear idea afterward. Time had become disjointed, confusing. Her eyelids were so heavy, she couldn’t keep them open. Yet she was sure she hadn’t slept for even a few seconds.

Several times she inquired after the man and was told that he was undergoing emergency treatment for cardiac arrhythmia and she could not see him just yet. This news seemed terrible to her, unacceptable. He’d only been bitten by the damned dog! He had not seemed so badly injured initially, he’d insisted upon walking ... The woman was light-headed, breathing quickly. Her bandaged hands and wrists throbbed with pain. She heard her thin plaintive voice begging—“Don’t let him die!”

With her affrighted eyes she saw how others regarded her. A woman slightly crazed with worry, mounting fear. A woman with a voice raised in panic. A woman of the sort you pity even as you inch away from her.

The woman’s clothes were damp with blood. Her blood, and his.

She saw that her coarse-knit sweater, that had been one of her very best, most beautiful and most expensive Scottish sweaters, had been torn and mangled by the massive dog past repair.

On the trail coming down from Wild Cat Canyon Peak she’d been so cold her fingers had stiffened but now her fingers burned and stung beneath the bandages. In a bright fluorescent-lit restroom outside the ER unit her face in the mirror above the sink was blurred like those faces on TV that dissolve into pixels to disguise the guilt of identity. She was thinking of the way in which the massive dog had thrown itself at her and the way, astonishingly, in which the man had protected her from the dog. Her brain felt as if it were throbbing, flailing to comprehend. Did the man love her, then? Or—was she meant to love him? What a coward she’d been, the craven way in which she’d ducked behind the man to save herself, desperately she’d grabbed at him, as she’d have grabbed at anyone, cringing, crouching, whimpering like a terrified child. The man had thrust himself forward to be attacked in her place. A man who was virtually a stranger to her had risked his life for her.

Now the woman found herself in possession of the man’s wallet. She had his backpack containing his camera equipment. In her state of nervous dread she looked through the wallet which was a leather wallet of good quality but badly worn. Credit cards, university ID, library card. Driver’s license. A miniature photo of a tensely smiling middle-aged man with a furrowed forehead and thinning shoulder-length hair whom she would have claimed she’d never seen before. And she discovered that he’d been born in 1956—he was fifty-seven years old! A decade older than she’d have guessed, and sixteen years older than she was.

Another card indicated that the man had a cardiac condition—mitral valve prolapse. A much-folded prescription dated several years before for a medication to be administered intravenously. Nearest of kin to be notified in case of emergency, a woman with the man’s last name, possibly a sister, who lived in San Diego.

The woman hurried to the ER, to speak with a nurse. She pressed the prescription onto the woman who promised her, yes she’d report this discovery to the cardiac specialist who was overseeing the man’s treatment.

They would only humor her, the woman supposed. The hysterical fiancée! They’d performed their own tests upon the stricken man.

“Ma’am?”—the waiting room was nearly empty when an attendant came to inform her that her companion was hospitalized for the night, for further tests in the morning and observation in the cardiac unit. The cardiologist on call had managed to control the man’s fibrillation and his heartbeat was near-normal but his blood pressure and white blood cell count were high. The woman tried to feel a rush of relief. Tried to think Now I can go home, the danger is past.

Instead she went upstairs to the third-floor cardiac unit. For several minutes she stood outside the doorway of room 3112 undecided whether to enter. Inside, in a twilit room, the man lay in a bed, unnaturally still, as nurses fussed about him. His
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