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One ought not to have to care

So much as you and I

Care when the birds come round the house

To seem to say good-by;

 


Or care so much when they come back

With whatever it is they sing;

The truth being we are as much

Too glad for the one thing

 


As we are too sad for the other here—

With birds that fill their breasts

But with each other and themselves

And their built or driven nests.

 


from “The Hill Wife” by Robert Frost

 


 



 


Driven Nests

Book Two


Part I

 


The note taped to their condo door,
fluttering in the afternoon breeze like a large white moth pinned
by one leg to a sticky spider web, stated simply (once Zach had
pulled it loose, halted its dance): Call
Cosgrove Barton and added Barton’s home number—his
only phone number in those pre-cellphone, pre-business line days.
The number was surely the message-taker’s addition, as Barton well
knew that Zach could’ve recited it at any juncture, sleeping or
waking, from the day he’d first dialed it following the devastating
break-in five years ago. Yet the numbers meticulously recorded in
blue ink and sloping feminine script appeared momentarily
unfamiliar to Zach as a shiver of dread passed along his spine
despite the heat of the late-May sun sneaking under the breezeway’s
overhang.

He shrugged off the foreboding as he folded
the note and slipped it into his shirt pocket then pulled out the
key from his swimming trunks and opened the door. “Probably just
wants to hear how our honeymoon is going,” he said with a sly
grin.

“Yeah, right,” Isabelle said as she slid
past.

Zach lightly brushed her butt encased in the
black nylon of her one-piece suit as she stepped up into the room.
“I’ll tell him all about it but leave out the sex.”

“Tell him we wish he was here,” she
laughed.

“He’d never believe it,” Zach said as he
pulled the door shut.

Oddly enough, Zach did wish Barton was here—not staying in their
room or listening through the wall at night but as a dinner
companion or sharing drinks on their balcony looking across the
broad beach to the glittering ocean. He’d accompanied Barton to a
wide variety of locales scattered around the world, but they’d
never sat together beside the ocean. This struck Zach as a grave
oversight, one that he’d look to correct in the coming
years.

He missed Barton. In the long build-up to
the wedding, they’d not spent much time together. He wasn’t quite
sure if this lull was intentional or circumstantial. If it was
intentional on Barton’s part (not his, certainly, as he never
declined an opportunity to spend time with Barton), was it the
result of Barton granting him and Isabelle space during the wedding
preparations or a sign of a growing, perhaps irreversible,
estrangement?

In his self-absorbed blindness, Zach failed
to see the real reason behind the pause—Barton’s depression at this
reminder of an old understanding: that he was most deeply attracted
to heterosexual men, and that such attraction guaranteed that his
loves would always leave (typically to marriage) and that he would
always be alone. Barton usually managed to convince himself that
this fate was blessing not curse (and had a long and growing mental
list of the failed marriages of friends for proof), but each
renewal of close witness to the proceedings (damned if they didn’t
always want him to be best man, and double-damn if he didn’t
generally agree) sent him into a tailspin of silent self-pity.
Small wonder that Zach made sure he remained oblivious to Barton’s
suffering. How could he have stood by if he’d granted the
truth?

These semi-conscious realizations (or lack
thereof) mixed with the smell of tanning oil and the sound of
spraying water as Zach leaned back on the bed and waited for
Isabelle to finish in the shower. The scent of that oil, ever an
aphrodisiac, momentarily diverted Zach’s attention from concerns
for Barton; and thoughts of warm water flowing over Isabelle’s
naked body suddenly absorbed all parts of him. He should knock on
the bathroom door and ask to join her, and she’d surely consent. It
was that simple (and practiced). He sat up on the bed and peeled
off his shirt.

Then he noticed the paper in the shirt’s
pocket. He took it out and set it on the dresser as a reminder (as
if he needed that!). He tossed the shirt on the chair and slid out
of his trunks, then padded quietly to the bath door before knocking
lightly. He’d call after they finished showering. That would be
soon enough.

 


It was Tuesday afternoon, the day after the
Memorial Day holiday; and thus far their honeymoon had been what it
was intended to be—an exercise in self-indulgent pampering.

The old Zach—egged on by the immutable
Barton, christened The Truth Monger by a former lover, a title he
proudly shared with select confidants—would’ve labeled such
pampering as selfish and unrealistic and harmful:
once married, get on with the business of a
common life; don’t start with (and establish the precedent of)
delusional and indulgent escapism, the fraud that dooms most
marriages, whether they dissolve legally or slog on in airless
routine. As example, Zach’s first honeymoon entailed a
cross-country trip in search of a new life, and included a rigorous
five days camped in the sagebrush desert, no amenities or
distractions anywhere to be found. It mattered little at the time
that they found neither a new life nor marital consensus. What
counted, or so he’d thought, was that they’d tried, had made a
statement to themselves and the world that marriage was serious
business to be engaged, indeed attacked, with ardor and
commitment.

But at this juncture, Zach wasn’t so sure.
The demands of introspection and ambition, and his frequent
failures in the fight, had left him worn-out, confused, and lost.
From this void, he’d turned it all over to God or, if there were no
God, fate. And God or fate had placed Isabelle in the middle of his
sea of drowning—the only rock (or, if not rock, flailing tether) to
cling to. He’d understood this intuitively on their first date and
had it blasted into his soul at the nadir of self-loathing, his
near suicide. Since then, he’d ever so slowly stabilized his life
by accepting Isabelle’s tentative lead—from betrothal to wedding
planning to the marriage itself and now this plush and pleasurable
honeymoon. It was only faint concern at the moment (an echo from
the old Zach) that Isabelle’s roadmap to their future terminated
abruptly at the end of this pampering week, with no clear path to
reconciliation of their menial jobs with her high lifestyle
aspirations, their divergent needs with her plans for a unified
family, as in children and the associate sacrifices. If you’d asked
Zach about these unknowns, he’d have offered—“God got me this far;
he’ll figure out the rest” even as his doubts tugged him toward the
cliff of despair (another or the same old one) he feared might be
lurking in his future, now their future.

They’d waked on Sunday afternoon after their
late night (indeed, early morning) arrival at the condo to the
jumbled chatter of children playing on the beach backed by the
primal murmur of ocean surf. Though Zach was both starving (he’d
eaten almost nothing the day before) and a bit hung over, that
sound recalled for him long ago days as a child digging in warm
sand breathing the salt-tinged air, a simpler time defined by hope
and promise. So he took that din, inserted here on the first waking
of this new life, as a propitious sign.

And he’d managed to maintain that optimism
through the succeeding two days of lazy lounging on the beach,
swimming in the cool sea, snacking out of their dorm fridge, and
eating at a mix of pizza joints and decent seafood restaurants. And
he and Isabelle had sealed that promise at night and a few times in
between with a pressing together of their flesh, not in the
impassioned abandon of their early days but in an open-eyed (in
darkness and in light) embodiment of their new and official united
condition, promise and acknowledgment they managed to maintain now
through their giggles and grunts within the cramped and drenched
quarters of the condo’s shower stall.

 


He pressed 0 on the chrome keyboard of the payphone at one
end of the breezeway outside the rental office. A carload of
shrieking teens (why weren’t they in school?) passed by in the
parking lot behind him and a low-flying biplane dragging a sign
advertising a “two-for-one special” at Jimmy’s Grill on the Pier
droned overhead on its flight east. He gave the operator his name
and Barton’s number and listened to the familiar rings at the North
Carolina end of their connection even as he discreetly admired the
backside of a blond coed sauntering past in an orange and white
striped bikini. He checked his watch and wondered if Barton’s slow
response indicated he was on campus collecting his mail. But no—it
was 4:30. He would be back from campus by now. An early shower,
perhaps? Out of the house on the five-minute walk to the roadside’s
rural-route mailbox and its daily disgorge of catalogues and
fliers? He was about to tell the operator he’d try again later when
someone picked up the line.

“Hello?”

Barton’s voice sounded a bit weary.
Had they (in his mind, he dragged the operator into the
conspiracy—but of what? he, they, were just responding to a message taped on
his door) waked him from a nap? Disturbed some late-afternoon
meditations? Zach suddenly wished he’d terminated the call a ring
earlier, wished he’d waited to call later in the evening after
Barton had had his daily two ounces of gin on the rocks, or maybe
tomorrow morning when his friend would be fresh from a night’s
sleep and propped up by his three cups of strong espresso roast.
How could he have been so selfish as to call in the late afternoon,
the low point in Barton’s diurnal biorhythms (and, truth be told,
normally Zach’s daily low point too, a low cancelled this day by
the recent tryst in the shower stall)?

The operator said in her best clinical
efficiency, “Will you accept a collect call from Mr. Zachary
Sandstrom?”

This would’ve been a perfect moment for
Barton to have inserted a teasing “Who?” in response, a playful and
instinctive release of the tension implicit in a collect
long-distance call. Barton’s father, ever the jokester reflexively
hiding his anxieties and dread (or so Zach had been told, since
Barton’s father died a gruesome death twenty-four years before he’d
met his mentor), would’ve made such a remark. The whole of Barton’s
Southern (male) heritage was built around such glib fortitude in
the face of crisis. But Barton would have none of that, not on the
phone, not anywhere. Life’s challenges, large or small, needed to
be accorded appropriate respect. To downplay them with humor would
be to encourage hubris, and to encourage hubris would be to dare
the intervention of the One behind the screen, dare Him to bring
the hammer down on your arrogance, to prove (yet again) his
sovereignty and your insignificance. Barton responded simply,
“Yes.”

There was an audible click as the operator
signed off, followed by several seconds’ silence that seemed far
longer. Finally Zach ventured, “Hello, Barton.”

“Zach, it’s good to hear your voice. How’s
it going?”

“Fine—enjoying the sun and the surf.”

“And Isabelle?”

Zach was startled and deeply touched by the
question, given the checkered history of Barton’s feelings toward
his new wife. In gratitude he offered back Barton’s standard quip
about new brides. “Between dishes and douches, she’s in hot water
all the time.” Only after the sentence was out did he wonder if
Barton would find the comment cruel in its allusion to an old
sensitivity.

But Barton laughed heartily and said, “Don’t
wear the poor girl out.”

“What about me?”

“That either—keep the Noxzema handy.”

“That and other things,” Zach said as the
joke began to fray.

“Old Handy Sandy,” Barton sighed, his voice
weary again.

“So how are you?”

“O.K. I guess. Been hot as Hades on this
hill, and no ocean for me to dive in to cool off.”

“I’ll send you a jarful.”

“I’ll wait by the post office.”

“Everything all right?”

“I’m going into the hospital for tests
tomorrow. I wanted you to know in case you called. Ned Davis is in
town and has agreed to keep an eye on both our houses.”

“Tests?”

“Remember how I couldn’t keep pace as we
walked up the hill on Saturday?” Barton’s voice sounded very
distant, far more distant than the three hundred or so miles of
copper cable separating them.

“Yes. I figured I was just in a hurry to get
the ceremony over with.”

“You weren’t going fast. I was going slow.
For a minute there, I couldn’t go at all—my right leg wouldn’t
move.”

“Some temporary numbness?”

“I’ve been having similar symptoms off and
on for months now, though never quite that bad.”

“I didn’t know.” He felt a new wave of guilt
at having neglected his friend these past months—heck, these past
years. How could he be so selfish?

“I tried to deny that it was a problem. But
that moment at your wedding, I knew I had to have it checked
out.”

“And?”

“On Monday I went in to see Doc Bader.”

“Master-Bader?”

“The one and only.”

“He didn’t recommend self-service, did
he?”

Barton laughed. “Said I was getting too much
of that.”

“Keep the Noxzema handy.”

“I will.” They both paused to enjoy the
childish joke before Barton continued. “No, this time Doc Bader
called in a wet-behind-the-ears resident and they both agreed some
in-patient tests were called for. I suggested after I get back from
New York but they said ‘Now!’.”

“Now.”

“Meaning as soon as they could get them
scheduled. I check in tomorrow, start the tests on Thursday.”

“And?”

“Depends on what they find. I could be out
in a day.”

Zach didn’t have to mouth the other
conjunction. The word hung in the air for the three hundred miles
between them and beyond. “You want me to come home?”

“No. No! Don’t be silly. Enjoy your
honeymoon. I’ll be fine. I wouldn’t have called except I wanted you
to know your house was being tended in my absence.”

“Don’t worry about our house. Can I call
sometime to hear how you’re doing?”

“I don’t have a number and couldn’t receive
a collect call in the hospital anyway. I’ll give you a call as soon
as I have something to report.”

Zach nodded. “Leave a message and I’ll
respond soon as I get it.”

“Nothing’s that urgent, Zach. Call when it
fits your schedule.”

“I will.”

“Don’t worry, Zach. I’ll be fine. Enjoy your
vacation. Rest up.”

“I will.” He paused then realized the
conversation was over, for now anyway. “Good luck, Barton.”

“Thanks.”

Neither one had to say the obvious
follow-up: We’ll need it. Nor
did either one have to say the word love, as in permanent care,
whether across inches or miles. With no more that needed saying,
Zach returned the receiver to its metal cradle on the payphone.
Only then did he notice that it was slick with his sweat, glinting
in the sun muted by the haze of the sea.

 


“Tests?” Isabelle looked up at him from
where she was lying diagonally across the queen-sized bed, a
paperback from the bagful she’d brought along propped open on her
bare stomach. She was dressed in turquoise panties and a fuchsia
silk robe, a present from Zach for this trip, which was loosely
tented over her breasts.

“For numbness in his legs.”

“I didn’t know he had numbness in his
legs.”

“Me either.”

Isabelle waited a moment then said, “Do we
need to go home?”

“I offered.”

“And?”

“He adamantly declined.”

“And you agree?”

Zach hadn’t thought about ignoring Barton’s
instructions. In five years of near daily contact, he’d hardly ever
done that (on any matter not named Isabelle). “It’s his call.”

“Always?”

“Today.”

He walked across the room, opened the
sliding-glass door to let in the raucous world beyond, slid it shut
after stepping out. He gripped the painted steel railing, looked
out on the broad silvered beach and the broader silvered ocean,
ignored for a moment the rust streaks where the railing attached to
the stucco columns, the risks the staining hinted on this
third-floor perch of observation.
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The next day was hazy and hot. They took a
morning trip to a nearby fort that was little more than some
mounded sand amidst the mounded dunes and a single cannon pointed
seaward. They read of how palmetto logs repelled cannonballs,
though the fort had fallen despite this defense. They collected
seashells along the high-water line beneath the sun’s growing heat
and the cannon’s one-eyed stare.

Later they switched into their bathing suits
and spent the morning and early afternoon on the beach. Isabelle
spent most of her time reading on a blanket beneath the umbrella
rented for the day. Zach spent most of his time in the cool water
and gentle waves—floating on his back with the sun pressing through
closed eyelids, occasionally diving to the dimmer depths along the
sandy bottom. When he looked to shore he was startled to find
himself far north of where he’d gone in, almost to the pier with a
smattering of fishermen above tending their slack lines, Isabelle’s
umbrella (the only one on the beach this weekday) a blurred speck
in the distance. He swam smoothly and methodically back against the
sneaky current and was
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