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For my husband: his continued support
makes all the words possible.
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Lynne Snyder had never wanted to be an
artist’s model, simply a painter’s wife. In the last three years a
wide range of collectors had sought out Eric’s landscapes. Bird
lovers still made up the bulk, but Lynne was proud of her husband
and grateful for the additional income. They had finally finished
the upper floor of the house, where she had a proper craft room for
her yarns. She preferred knitting downstairs for the light was
better and from the first floor she had a direct view of her
husband’s studio and how the light shone into it. From one glance
Lynne could tell when Eric’s time with paint and canvas was ending.
She would tuck away her projects, stand from her chair, smooth down
her skirt or slacks, then smile. The rest of the night was for them
alone.

She gazed out the large picture window;
Eric probably had another ten or fifteen minutes left to paint.
That didn’t include cleaning up, but for that she would join him.
He appreciated her presence, wishing aloud that she would spend
more time in his studio. Yet Lynne preferred him to expend all his
energy in solitude. The couple had married in 1952 and for the last
seven years he hadn’t lost any affection for her, even when in the
middle of an engaging piece. If Lynne approached him, he would lose
focus, which was gratifying to her, also slightly troubling. Didn’t
most artists shun all else until a painting or sculpture was
finished? But then, Lynne sighed, still peering at the window, Eric
wasn’t like anyone she knew.

Setting aside her yarn, she stared out
the huge glass pane; she could almost see him standing in front of
the canvas, studying the emerging image. He was fascinated by fowl,
occasionally mixing it up with other natural features. They often
hiked in their part of Oregon and he sketched during those
excursions, but only to use the woods as backdrops for the main
emphasis, which were usually hawks, sometimes falcons. His color
palate was drab, browns and grays and flat greens, but recently he
had added vibrant blues and yellows, crimson as well. Lynne loved
the new hues, having grown bored with the predictable shades. But
these fresh colors also scared her, though she had kept her
anxieties hidden. It would do no good to worry Eric with what at
that moment were unsubstantiated niggles.

Lynne stared at the back garden, full
of blooming flowers, trees leafy and tall. Halfway to the studio a
fountain bubbled, a bird bath three feet from Eric’s workspace.
Dense forest bordered their property, which was tame compared to
when they had bought the seven acres, mostly for the privacy, also
for the studio, which at the time had been in better condition than
the house. For the first two years Eric had concentrated on making
their home livable, painting in his spare time. Lynne was the
breadwinner, yet Eric’s last exhibit had been an unexpected
success; all the paintings had sold and for more than the couple
had imagined. Eric’s dealer hadn’t been as shocked as his clients,
but Eric and Lynne hadn’t dreamed that one day Eric’s art would
support them. Lynne would continue working, little else for her to
do.

She shielded her eyes as the last rays
of sun glinted on the studio’s windowpanes. That structure was more
like a greenhouse than a painter’s studio and Eric had loved it as
soon as the realtor presented it to them. The property had cleaned
out Eric’s savings and Lynne had used the last of her inheritance,
but through careful budgeting and the sales of paintings, the
couple had paid off the mortgage last year. Then Eric had used
extra money to complete the upstairs, which made the home spacious,
what with it just the two of them. Except for Eric’s father, all of
their parents were dead and both had been only children. When
visitors did arrive, an actual guest room was available, with a
private bath. Eric had put that in for his dealer, Stanford Taylor,
who had waived some of his commissions so when spending the night
he wasn’t required to use the house bathroom.

That was due to Stanford’s fussy
nature, not that Eric and Lynne were untidy. Lynne chuckled to
herself, thinking of that man’s recent stay and how pleased he had
been with his own quarters on the far end of the second floor. Two
other rooms and the house bathroom separated the master bedroom
from the guest room; one was Lynne’s craft room, the other was
where Eric stored his paintings. Eric had considered adding one
more room, using it either as an office if one day he was famous
enough to require such a luxury, or as a…. Lynne grimaced at a
notion that wouldn’t come to pass. Better to concern herself with
those in her view, which now included her husband as the final bit
of sun slipped behind the horizon. The studio’s windowpanes no
longer caught the light and Eric would be setting his brushes to
soak by the time she reached the outbuilding.

She walked slowly. He might say he
wanted her there, but he had his ways when closing his work. He
painted daily regardless of holidays, the weather, or his health.
The only time he broke that rule was if Lynne was sick. Then he was
the nurse, he would joke, caring for her as unfailingly as she
tended patients at the hospital. Three years ago she had contracted
the flu and he had spent a week looking after her, ignoring the
studio. He also used that time to correspond with those who
appreciated his art and he did a little drawing. Otherwise he was
at his wife’s bedside, reading to her if she didn’t need to be fed
or required other care. Lynne had felt miserable, mostly from
taking Eric from his craft. Her bout with flu was the result of
ministering to the sick, nothing she could do to prevent it. Once
she was better, he went back to work as though the interruption
hadn’t occurred. But a few months later…. Lynne shivered, passing
the gurgling fountain, then approaching the bird bath. Eric was
humming, which lessened the pain of that memory. He hummed when he
was happy and she shoved aside the unpleasantness as he added words
to the tune, none of it making sense. Then he laughed, which roused
Lynne’s smile. By the time she reached the studio door, she had
forgotten all about….

“Where’ve you been?” He tapped his
right foot as she stepped inside. “The sun went down hours
ago.”

His smile was a beacon, his gray eyes
wide with joy. He initiated an embrace, his smock removed. An old
t-shirt and paint-spattered dungarees were his usual attire. Lynne
walked carefully amid the shambles on the floor, which was littered
with balled-up sketch paper, broken brushes, tattered bits of
canvas, empty paint tubes, and crushed paper cups. Their house was
clean, but this arena was the haunt of a dedicated and sometimes
irrational man.

Stanford had told Lynne that all
artists, be they painters, sculptors, even writers, were touched.
He warned her the more famous Eric became, and it was only a matter
of time Stanford had assured her, the more messy and affected would
become his mannerisms. Lynne had taken Stanford’s admonitions with
a grain of salt because the studio, while not pristine, wasn’t the
most precarious area of Eric’s existence. Lynne often wished to
tell Stanford it was this edifice which kept Eric sane. The
couple’s bedroom was his other sanctuary, not that they were
inclined to odd sexual practices. Yet, Eric harbored a secret no
one but Lynne had witnessed. And if someone was to learn of it, a
chaotic artist’s studio would be the least of Lynne’s
problems.

That evening nothing bothered the
relatively young painter; Eric was thirty, Lynne a year his junior.
He didn’t watch where he walked, even as his left foot thumped
awkwardly across the floor. Despite that affliction, Eric
approached his wife with enthusiasm. His embrace was forceful, but
not vicious, and inwardly Lynne melted against his frame, which was
marginally larger than hers. He wasn’t stocky, standing at six foot
two, but she was lofty at five foot ten. Both were slender; they
kept fit by slow hikes and intensive gardening, and neither had
large appetites. Lynne spent most of her days on her feet, as did
her husband. The only time they grew lazy was in the mornings when
she didn’t have to work; they would lie in bed, making love or
recovering from that passion until hunger or other urges forced
them to move. His coloring was fair while her complexion was ruddy,
her cheeks and arms coated in dark freckles, matching her brown
eyes. Her long dark hair was usually braided, then swept into her
regulation nurse’s cap, but at home she wore it down at Eric’s
insistence. His blonde hair was in need of a trim, falling into his
eyes and just curling along the nape of his neck. Rarely did Lynne
consider what coloring their children would have inherited. Lynne
had never become pregnant despite all the intimacy the couple
shared.

Instead she stroked Eric’s face, then
kissed his mouth, which led to him gripping her back, his torso
pressed tightly against hers. They had never made love in the
studio, no clear place on the floor, and the walls were mostly
glass. Within their bedroom Lynne was fairly uninhibited, but
nudity in the back garden wasn’t a consideration.

She began to giggle, wanting him very
much, but they would wait until he had finished cleaning up. Their
nearest neighbor was far away, but even as the wife of an artist,
Lynne still followed typical moral standards, which might be
slipping for some as the 1950s came to a close. Part of her
fortitude was her nurse’s training, hygiene and modesty important
elements in the fight against disease. No telling what grime and
muck the outdoors could offer unless one was appropriately attired.
Besides, Lynne liked to tell her bohemian spouse, one never knew if
a guest might knock on the front gate, be it Stanford or their best
friends, Samuel and Renee, or one of Eric’s growing legions of
fans. How could they live down being discovered in a state of
indiscretion, even if it was on their own property within his
studio?

Eric teased her about that, but never
to the point of humiliation, nor did he try to wear her down by
brute force. He would release her, but only after she was fully
aware of his desires and that he understood hers. Then quickly they
would make sure each brush was soaking, every rag collected. They
would return to their house, locking the French doors behind them,
only out of habit. Both had been reared in urban settings and some
traits were hard to erase. As Lynne went upstairs, Eric would bolt
the front door, then set the grate in front of the fireplace if
coals remained warm. Usually Lynne let the fire burn down as the
sun set; once Eric was done working for the day, unless they hadn’t
yet eaten supper, the rest of the night would be spent in their
bed.

That evening was one such example of
their usual nocturnal habits; Eric checked the doors, then placed
the grate in front of dying embers. Then he headed upstairs,
finding his wife in their room, long hair spilling over her bare
shoulders, concealing her breasts. Eric stripped his clothing, then
slowly approached her side of their bed, pulling back the
comforter, revealing the rest of her naked body. Without delay,
Eric joined her in that bed and within minutes their passions had
been spent. The rest of the night would be one languid session
after another until the need for sleep was overwhelming. Only then
would Eric and Lynne relinquish themselves to slumber, but as they
slept they remained wrapped against the other. Lynne usually woke
held within her husband’s arms or lying against his back, her limbs
entwined with his. Despite that deep affection one of them was
sterile and Lynne assumed she was at fault. Eric disagreed and
blamed it on his….

Lynne would then set a finger to his
lips, wishing to keep that oddity from their minds. Yet as her
husband slept, Lynne was powerless against an urge that Eric had
battled since he was a young boy. Only when made one with his wife
was Eric immune from that inexplicable desire, which at times
ripped apart his soul.

And in rare moments it separated him
from his wife. But on this night Eric concentrated on fulfilling
Lynne’s desires, even though like a faint memory the ache burned
within his bones, spreading across every inch of his
skin.


Chapter 2

 


 


 


“Nurse Snyder, are you
busy?”

Lynne smiled at Renee, who always
referred to Lynne by that title when both wore starched dresses and
rigid white caps. Renee thought they looked like nuns, albeit in
much shorter skirts, and of course the uniforms didn’t chafe their
necks. But while doctors roamed the hospital in serviceable white
jackets, they didn’t have to wear hats. Renee loathed hats, but she
loved nursing, and was fond of Lynne. “Nurse Snyder, please,” Renee
giggled as Lynne stepped behind the nurses’ station.

“Yes, Nurse Ahern?” Lynne
smiled.

“Are you and Mr. Snyder busy for supper
on Friday?”

Lynne shrugged. “Depends on if he
finishes what he’s been working on all week. And what you’re
cooking,” she added with a grin.

“I won’t be cooking, let’s get that
straight.” As Renee stood, only the top of her cap reached Lynne’s
shoulder. “Sam’s got a new chicken recipe he’s dying to try
and….”

Lynne and Renee were fast friends in
part from their similarities, though not in looks. Renee was short,
plump, and red-haired, and their only physical link was the many
freckles that graced her face and arms. But their husbands didn’t
have regular jobs and both women loved their profession. Renee was
often kept busy in the maternity ward, which didn’t bother her even
though she and Sam weren’t able to have a baby. Sam had been
wounded in Korea and while the women didn’t speak of it openly,
Lynne knew it was sheer luck that Samuel Ahern had come home alive.
Renee chalked that up to their Catholic faith, while many nieces
and nephews made up for offspring the couple couldn’t produce.
Renee and Sam had decided not to adopt children, too much for Sam
to cope with. Renee laughed that she was enough of a firecracker
and her good humor was a plus in the labor ward. When she assisted
the new mothers, Lynne felt a gaping hole on their floor, but
better for Renee to fill in. Lynne was never asked, the head nurses
aware that while Nurse Ahern didn’t lament her predicament, Nurse
Snyder was more sensitive.

At work it was the only subject over
which Lynne brooded. None of her colleagues had any inkling about
Eric, other than he was a painter and quite good at it. Some had
attended his recent exhibit in Eugene and a few of those women had
later commented to Lynne that while they loved Eric’s work, the
canvases had been too costly for them to consider. Lynne had smiled
graciously, for she kept a low profile within the hospital unlike
Renee who chatted at length, just steering clear of being a gossip.
Many of the nurses were Catholic and they were a tight bunch. Renee
was the only one without children, but it was never an issue. It
wasn’t like she and Sam had a choice in the matter.

Neither did Lynne and Eric, but they
hadn’t exhibited any obvious reason why a baby wasn’t conceived. It
had nothing to do with Eric’s mangled left foot, only that some
couples didn’t have children, similar to how some men hadn’t come
home from Korea, and those who did weren’t always in the best
shape. But Renee often spoke of how blessed she was that Sam was
mostly fine, all she would say about his injury. When the subject
did arise, Renee kept the more intimate notions under wraps; Lynne
had no idea if the couple could even make love. Samuel had suffered
debilitating damage and his existence was indeed most precious.
Some men possessed great sorrows that no one could see. Lynne was
married to such a man and if they never had a baby, at least Eric
loved her, was a good husband, and had art to fulfill his
non-marital passions.

And he got along well with Sam Ahern,
yet they too were mismatched in frame. Sam was barely Lynne’s
height and he was portly, although Renee said it was because he did
all the cooking. He was balding, but had twinkling blue eyes that
seemed to radiate the knowledge that his life was a treasure,
mostly due to the woman he had wed. That was the feeling Lynne
always got from Samuel Ahern; he was a better man for having
married Renee.

Or perhaps she noted it in that manner
because Eric often said it about her. Lynne felt that was
erroneous; he couldn’t help it, he had no control over it, he…. She
smiled, then squeezed Renee’s shoulder. “I’ll check with Eric, but
Friday should be fine. What can we bring?”

“How about some of that delicious pie
you made last time?”

Lynne fought a giggle; she had just
harvested boysenberries from their garden and Renee had begged to
keep the leftovers for her and Sam. Several quarts of frozen
berries sat in the bottom of Lynne’s deep freezer and while they
were Eric’s favorite fruit, a few could be spared. “I’ll bring a
pie if Sam makes vanilla custard again.”

“It’s a deal.” Renee smiled, then
stretched. “All right, back to work. Otherwise a doctor’ll think
we’re loafing.”

Lynne nodded, then gazed at the
corridor. Several physicians were going in and out of patients’
rooms and it didn’t behoove nurses as capable as herself and Renee
to stand idle. The women strode around the open end of the station,
then headed to different sections of the hallway, waiting for their
names to be called.

 


That evening during supper, Lynne
broached Renee’s invitation. Eric nodded, wiped his mouth with a
napkin, then sat back. “I should be done by then,” he smiled. “She
wants us to bring dessert, doesn’t she?”

“Yes, but I said Sam had to make that
custard. I should get the recipe from him, it’s really the best
accompaniment for boysenberry pie.”

“Well, good luck. That man holds onto
recipes like they’re state secrets.” Eric stood, then picked up his
empty plate. “Are you done?” he asked his wife.

“Oh yeah, thanks.” Eric had cooked,
just Swiss steak and egg noodles. Their meals weren’t as elaborate
as the Aherns’, although Lynne did enjoy a fancy sweet now and
again. They had planted the boysenberry vines, the only flora added
to the sprawling array of trees and flowers. Eric maintained a
large vegetable garden which Lynne tended when she wasn’t working.
Eric didn’t paint all day, waiting until the best light to step
into the studio. Early in the mornings, he poked around the
backyard, weeding or harvesting. He preferred being outdoors, why
he hadn’t altered the studio, needing that much natural light.
Stanford wondered how Eric didn’t roast in the summers or freeze in
the winters. Lynne knew why, but never set the record straight.
Stanford wouldn’t have believed her anyway.

While Lynne blamed herself for the
couple’s childless state, other issues within their marriage rested
on Eric’s shoulders. He took off at a moment’s notice, but not in
the middle of completing a painting or when Lynne occasionally fell
ill. Yet she couldn’t put a schedule on his absences, which didn’t
conform to her monthly cycles or to the seasons or holidays or any
other time frame. Just that every few months Eric fled their home,
usually for no more than three or four days. Three years back,
after she had recovered from the flu, he had shown signs of needing
to leave, but had waited until Lynne was healthy. Then he had
departed, not returning for nearly a week. They didn’t speak much
about it, other than his copious apologies for the length of his
sojourn. She wondered if he had been away those extra days because
he had needed to depart sooner and had resisted due to her
questionable health. He didn’t know, but hadn’t wanted to dwell on
it. A few months later he again left their home, that time for only
two days. Lynne recalled those outings with clarity, his longest,
then shortest absences to date.

Normally he was gone for three days. If
it stretched into four, she didn’t worry, the memory of that week’s
departure still in their minds. And he always came home so
contrite, as though he had control over these episodes. She did
speak to that, telling him he had no way to stop what occurred, he
never had. She’d married him fully aware of this issue, had never
expected it to change, or to end. Change was rife within their
home, but Lynne didn’t think it would ever cease.

When her period arrived, she consoled
herself that it was for the best. How could they raise a child with
his frequent absences? She never worried a baby might be
compromised, that was more than she could fathom. Only that it
would be extremely difficult to explain why Daddy came and went so
suddenly. And if the reason for his departures was noted…. Lynne
shivered as Eric stepped behind her, gently squeezing her
shoulders. “You all right?” he asked.

She nodded, blinking away tears. Near
the end of that day’s shift, Renee had been called to the labor
ward. There always seemed to be a shortage of nurses to tend to
mothers and new babies and Lynne didn’t understand why. It was the
most pleasant part of the hospital, even she understood that. Rare
were the awful cases of an infant or maternal death; modern
medicine had eliminated many previous mishaps, not that new
techniques could do anything for Lynne’s husband. Not even a
psychiatrist could ease Eric’s woes. During her career, Lynne
expected to witness great strides in health care; she’d already
seen amazing advances like the recent polio vaccine trials. Yet not
every malady had a remedy waiting to be discovered.

“Honey, what is it?” Eric spoke softly,
still caressing her shoulders. “Lynne?”

She had been christened
Caroline, after her mother, but her father had always called her
Lynne, and she preferred her nickname. Caroline was stuffy, not
that her mother had been snooty, just that Lynne liked the
simplicity of her father’s pet name for her. And she loved how it
slipped from Eric’s tongue, which now teased her earlobe as he
murmured Lynne in
a seductive tone.

She closed her eyes, not thinking about
her deceased parents or Renee and Samuel. Eric moved his hands from
her shoulders to her chest and Lynne only wished to revel in this
pleasure, which had calmed her fears after Eric told her about….
She inwardly pushed that away as a moan escaped her lips. He didn’t
stop touching her, but now called her name in a more forceful
voice.

Within minutes she stood as he stepped
back, giving her enough room to slip from her chair. Then she was
in his grasp, mouths engaged, arms clutching the other. He was
grabby, which she appreciated, then he was removing her clothing,
which she didn’t fight. While she wouldn’t make love with him in
the studio, sex in their living room, even if the curtains weren’t
drawn, was permitted.

The difference, she realized, as they
went to the floor, was the lights were low and it was dark out, no
one would come knocking now. Lynne pondered the warmth of his skin,
the tenderness of his kisses, the feel of him atop her. Then he was
one with her and nothing else mattered.

Until he spoke. “It’s happening, I can
feel it.”

He wasn’t talking about lovemaking. It
was what invariably occurred a few times a year, fueling his art,
but driving him…. “Oh Eric, not now!”

He nodded, still lying directly on her,
stretching out his limbs as though their bodies could become one
frame. But he was longer-limbed than she was, he was different in
so many ways. “Lynne, I don’t know about supper on Friday. I might
not….”

She kissed him, not wishing to make an
excuse. But if it was necessary, perhaps she could claim he was
coming down with a cold, the painting wasn’t ready, or that they
had scheduled another activity for that evening. For the last few
years Lynne had managed to keep this from Renee, but might one day
something slip? “Eric, please, can’t you delay it
until….”

He nodded, but his eyes were cloudy.
Then Lynne’s filled with tears, recalling when he had waited too
long; when he finally returned, he hadn’t been well. This was why
Lynne didn’t rue her infertility; he was so unpredictable and there
was nothing either could do to change it. Polio and cancer might
one day be wiped from Earth, but what Eric endured had no
explanation or cure. Then he cried out, but not in bliss. Lynne
tried to soothe him, but his tremors were overwhelming. He moved
from her, then as quickly as his bad foot allowed, he fled the
room, leaving his clothing right where it had been
discarded.


Chapter 3

 


 


 


Two days later Lynne told Renee that
Eric wasn’t feeling well and while she would be happy to make a
pie, Samuel shouldn’t count on them for supper. Lynne had waited
until Wednesday to break the news; Eric was still gone and even if
he returned by the end of the week, he would be in no shape to see
anyone for several days. By waiting until Wednesday, it appeared
she had given her husband’s alleged illness time to heal, which of
course it wouldn’t. But Renee wouldn’t be able to argue
vociferously, especially with Lynne dangling pie as
compensation.

Renee sighed, as this wasn’t the first
time the Snyders had excused themselves from an invitation. Renee
then smiled, telling Lynne to give Eric her best and if she wanted
to bring the pie to work on Friday, that would be fine. Then Renee
shook her head. “I’ll come over and get it. You bring it here, I
won’t have any to take home to Sam. Heck, I might not get a piece
myself.”

Lynne bristled, then smiled. “I’ll drop
it off Friday after work. I was gonna make it that afternoon
anyway.”

Then Lynne shivered inwardly as Renee
raised an eyebrow. “I’m not gonna make you drive to our house if
Eric’s not well.”

“It’s only a cold and he doesn’t wanna
give it to you guys.” Lynne smiled as she spoke, but Renee’s
intense gaze was all over her.

Renee’s unnerving gray eyes were nearly
white like the shell of an egg. Her auburn eyelashes framed those
strange irises like a stop sign, her eyebrows adding weight to her
stare, making Lynne want to run from the nurses’ station, down the
hall to the stairwell. Gripping the handrail, she would sprint to
the back entrance where she could…. Then Lynne shook her head.
Renee wasn’t necessarily fast, but Lynne took the bus to work, and
would be caught while waiting. Then Renee would never let her be
until everything was revealed.

To Lynne’s surprise, Renee nodded,
gently patting Lynne’s shoulder. “Bring the pie over when it’s
ready. If I’m not home, Sam’ll gladly take it off your
hands.”

“I’ll do that,” Lynne stammered, trying
to maintain her composure. “Thanks Renee.”

“It’s no trouble, Nurse Snyder.”
Renee’s tone was light, but underneath questions lurked. Lynne
nodded, then left to check on a new patient.

 


On Friday, Lynne woke alone, dressing
quickly for work. She didn’t bother eating anything, would get some
coffee at the hospital. She had an early shift, which would give
her plenty of time that afternoon to make the pie, then wait for
Eric. It had been four days since he had left, he should be back
any time. If he arrived while she was out, he would bathe, then
fall right into bed. If she was home, he would take a bath, make
love to her, then go to sleep. Lynne hoped he would be there
snoring when she returned. She had promised the Aherns that pie and
the sooner Eric was unconscious the better.

Renee arrived a few hours later, but
the ward was busy and they didn’t have a chance to speak until
after lunch. Renee didn’t say much, other than mentioning the pie.
And that Samuel would have a surprise for Lynne. Then Renee
giggled. “He’s making custard for you to take home. Said that would
get Eric to feeling like his old self.”

Lynne chuckled, but it was forced.
“That’s sweet of him.”

“He was gonna make custard for us to
have with pie, so he just doubled the recipe. Not that he’ll give
it to you,” Renee grinned. Then she looked somber. She started to
speak, then gazed at the floor. When she looked up, Lynne thought
tears waited in those pale gray eyes.

“If you ever need to talk, about
anything.” Renee bit her lower lip, then wore a faint smile. “I
know it’s not easy, but maybe if you could speak about
it.”

Lynne inhaled deeply, but felt dizzy.
She grasped the side of the counter, then leaned against the corner
of the reception desk that served as a safety net for all the
nurses. Doctors rarely intruded behind that desk; they wordlessly
demanded the women to step outside that comfort zone as though to
associate with females was a weakness. But daily the nurses
supported one another, in and out of the facility. Usually Lynne
depended upon her husband, but Eric was gone again and for a moment
she wished Renee knew the truth. That he had fled right after
they’d made love troubled Lynne, that had never happened. Yet how
to explain to Renee that Eric…. Lynne cleared her throat, then
smiled. “I suppose you’re the only one who understands.”

She would make it about her inability
to have a child, though that had nothing to do with Eric’s
absences. Renee nodded immediately, then sighed. “And they think
we’re moody once a month.” She nodded to a group of doctors who
kept right on walking down the hall. “Is he all right?”

Lynne had no idea, yet she nodded.
“It’s been a hard week. He’s still trying to finish that painting.”
Then she nearly burst into tears. Eric never left while in the
middle of a project. Something was terribly wrong.

But there was nothing she could do
other than wait. When he returned, for Lynne never assumed the
worst, perhaps they could discuss it. They hadn’t spoken about it
for three years, not in depth. When he had been gone almost a week
she had been wracked with worry. After he had slept, they spent the
evening together on the sofa, a crackling fire acting as a buffer
as she asked why had he been gone so long, why did he feel so
compelled, why did it still occur? Not that he had any answers, but
she’d needed to inquire if only to get it off her chest. And that
he did need to talk about it even if it was so painful. When he
came home, she would again press, albeit gently, and only after he
had recovered. Once he had recovered….

“Lynne, why don’t you leave early? And
don’t worry about the pie. Just go home and….” Renee stood on her
tiptoes, whispering into Lynne’s ear. The language was clean but
the sentiment wasn’t. Lynne blushed as a chill ran through her.
What Renee thought the couple should do wasn’t possible because
Eric wasn’t at home.

Yet Lynne nodded, then kissed Renee’s
cheek. Gathering her things, Lynne informed the head nurse, and was
at the bus stop before anyone could ask her to return.

 


To her great relief, Eric’s snores
resounded as she walked through their front door. The kitchen
looked as she had left it that morning, which meant he hadn’t eaten
before falling asleep. That too was relatively new; the last few
times he had come home, he hadn’t been hungry. Lynne didn’t pursue
that thought, nor did she think about making pie. She walked into
the living room, the last place she had seen him, but no hint to
their activities remained. His drones were steady and loud. He had
been asleep a few hours.

She hoped he had been unconscious for
several; maybe he came back right after she had left. She hesitated
going upstairs. She didn’t want to wake him, but would love to
change out of her uniform. Instead she remained downstairs, but
took off her shoes, putting on slippers that waited at the end of
the sofa.

Then she sat on the couch, removing her
cap. Usually she took it off on the bus, but her mind had been a
jumble. Pulling out the bobby pins, she placed the cap to her left,
upside down, setting the pins within it. Then she removed the pins
from her hair, also putting them in the cap. She shook out her
hair, a weight still clinging to her shoulders. She tried ignoring
it, but it did no good.

Her dress unzipped in the back, but if
she tried to loosen it, the whole zipper would fall. Underneath she
wore a brassiere, a half-slip, and white nylons. She gazed at her
white shoes, usually comfortable. But that afternoon, she ached to
be in her robe, the slippers offering some relief. As soon as Eric
woke, depending on if he had bathed, she would be naked for he was
so needy upon his return. She didn’t have to work until Monday,
which was fortunate; all weekend they would do no more than eat,
sleep, and make love. Then once she left for the bus, Eric would
possibly go to the studio to finish that painting. Or would he?
Lynne sighed, flexing her toes. He had never left with a piece
incomplete. This time the urge had overwhelmed him; was that due to
their intimacy or was he taking on another aspect of the…. She
stared at the ceiling; the snoring had abruptly stopped, replaced
by plodding footsteps which sounded like they were going from the
couple’s bed to their bathroom. Gripping the sofa cushion, Lynne
took several deep breaths. She released the cushion, then went to
her feet, heading to the stairs.

As she reached the landing, he was
stepping from their bedroom. He was nude and badly bruised from his
shoulders to his feet. She began to cry as he called her name, his
voice scratchy and weak. Then she was in his arms, keeping them
both upright. Eric hadn’t even bathed and he smelled like paint.
She pulled away, still weeping, but her eyes were clear enough to
note colors in his hair, along his limbs, and now on the front of
her uniform. “Honey, what happened?”

He inhaled, then stroked her face.
“When I came back, I realized I hadn’t finished the painting. The
next thing I knew I was in the studio, a brush in my hand. It’s
done or at least it’s finished. Oh Lynne, my God honey, I am so
sorry!”

He touched the splotches on her dress,
but she wasn’t worried about those or that their sheets were
probably dappled in paint. Only that he was home mattered. The rest
would be attended to later.

Yet she was still a nurse; as she met
his gaze, nodding her head, she then inspected his injuries. There
were always bruises, but this time cuts along his legs had left
trails of blood. “You need a bath, then I’ll tend to these.” Her
tone was similar to how she spoke to patients. Perhaps her training
had been more for what this man required than a lifelong career.
“Let me fill the tub and….”

“First, I need you.” Now his voice was
husky and direct. “Lynne, please, I need….”

He didn’t kiss her, which was also
something that had emerged during the last year. He had eaten
something, she was certain, but she didn’t ask as he reached around
the back of her dress, bringing down the zipper. She let the
uniform fall from her shoulders while he unhooked her bra. Then
tenderly he caressed her face in his hands. “I love you. Please,
let me show you.” His tone was still passionate, also plaintive. He
sought absolution over his own well-being, or maybe her mercy was a
part of his healing. Perhaps tending to his inner wounds was more
important than bandaging the cuts on his legs.

He released her face, allowing her to
step back, then out of her dress. She still wore her slip and
stockings, but the bra fell to the floor as she grasped his hand.
By the time they reached the bedroom, he was assisting her in
removing those last items. Then they tumbled into bed, the scent of
oil-based paint mingling with nature, hedged with the hint of
fowl.

 


Hours later, Lynne sat on the bathroom
floor next to the tub in which her husband was still soaking. This
was his second bath, Epsom salts having been added to this one. His
first was just to remove the grime and what paint they could peel
off. She would apply ointment and gauze once he was out and dried
off. His bruises were more worrisome than the superficial cuts,
which had initially looked worse than they were. But he hadn’t
spoken and she hadn’t asked, yet. She would, if only because his
contusions were more prevalent than she had ever seen.

While he soaked in the first bath,
Lynne had called the Aherns, telling Sam that Eric had suffered a
small relapse and that she wouldn’t be able to make the pie. Sam
had told her not to worry about it, that Eric’s needs took
precedence. Then Lynne had stripped their bedding, taking it to the
garbage can outside. No use in saving those sheets, in part that
she didn’t want to use them again. It would have taken several
washings with bleach to remove stains left by the paint and his
wounded legs. But it was the bird smell that ultimately doomed them
to the trash. Lynne wondered if any of that had permeated their
mattress.

Now clean linens waited for them as
well as a thick mattress pad. If the bed still smelled unpleasant,
she would have Eric flip the mattress, but not until he was
stronger. As he sighed, then shivered, Lynne stood. “Is it cold, do
you wanna get out?”

He nodded, then stood. She glanced at
his injuries, the bruising perhaps lessened. He still appeared as
though he’d been in a fight; he had never returned this battered.
She gave him a towel, moving toward the door. He stepped from the
tub, his legs shaky. She came his way and he nodded, using her for
support. Once he was dry, he handed her the towel, then glanced
back at the tub. “I forgot to pull the plug.”

“I’ll get it later. Let’s get you
bandaged up.”

Her tone was light, for now that he was
clean, she could better assess his wounds. And he no longer smelled
like…. Never had the scent of fowl been so strong. She had
half-expected to find feathers in the sheets, another reason to
have balled them into one large bundle, hauling them to the trash.
But there had been no remnants, for which she was grateful. The day
that happened….

They reached their bed and he lay down.
She had left the comforter pulled back, the pillows plumped,
inviting him to rest. He scooted into the middle of the bed and she
sat on his side, her first aid kit on his table. She dressed the
front of him where necessary, then he rolled to the left, and she
treated those wounds. He made no sound, his pain threshold still
very high. Right after returning he didn’t seem to feel anything,
at least not physically. He was exhausted, that was plain, but not
in agony.

Or he felt no bodily trauma. As he
rested on his back, his face was distorted, he looked near tears.
Lynne blinked away hers as she closed the first aid kit, setting it
on the floor. “What do you need?” she asked.

“I, I don’t know.” He spoke softly,
then sighed. “I’m sorry, I am so….”

She lay next to him, dressed in casual
clothes, what she had put on after they made love and he was ready
to bathe. It was late; she wanted to shed these items, slip into
her nightgown, then cuddle beside him. But she had to clean out the
tub and while he didn’t seem hungry, Lynne was starving. The
upstairs needed to be swept, the downstairs too; she had no idea
what he had tracked in when he arrived. Yet for that moment she
gazed at the man she loved more than anyone else, wondering for how
much longer could he live this way.

It wasn’t merely the bruises or cuts.
It was the weariness and the guilt. And, she loathed admitting,
that smell, which seeped from the mattress cover through the
sheets, hitting her nose every time she inhaled. She closed her
eyes, not wanting to concede what she had seen in the past, both as
he left, then came home. The alteration was unreal, but not a
fallacy. Her husband had literally changed before her eyes, but
still he turned back into the man she adored and would remain
married to until…. “Are you hungry honey?”

“No,” he said, his voice a whisper.
“But I’m sure you are. Go get something to eat. I’ll probably fall
asleep and….”

She kissed him, only on his lips. It
would take a day, perhaps two, until she would kiss him more
intimately. If he wasn’t hungry, that meant he had recently eaten,
and it wouldn’t be anything she wished to taste. She stood, then
picked up the first aid kit. “I’ll make a sandwich. I won’t be
long.”

“Take your time. I’ll be sleeping
soon.”

She nodded, then smiled. His eyes were
already closed, his body sated and bandaged. But what about his
mind, she wondered, putting the kit in their closet, then pulling
the plug in their tub. Her stomach rumbled as the water drained,
but Lynne didn’t leave until it was empty and she had cleaned it
out. By the time she exited their bedroom, Eric was fast
asleep.

She ate a sandwich, drinking a small
glass of milk. Then she swept the living room where he had first
entered the house. Bits of canvas were among what she collected,
which confirmed he had gone into the studio as soon as he’d landed.
Well, he had landed, then altered, then perhaps he had called for
her, waiting for her to come running. But once realizing he was
alone, his first thought wasn’t to bathe or rest. It was to paint
and Lynne shook her head. He was her husband, then a painter, but
surpassing those roles was what he couldn’t shut out, run from, or
fight. Was it inborn, the result of his miserable childhood, or was
it….

It was nothing he could ever change and
she sighed, dumping what she had swept into the trash. She looked
around the house; nothing else seemed out of place. She could sweep
the upstairs tomorrow, perhaps bake the pie then too. Yet all of
that would wait because Eric was home and his needs took
precedence. He was bruised, but a human being, all she could ask
for.


Chapter 4

 


 


 


When Eric stirred, he noticed the need
to urinate and that he was alone. And that the room smelled
differently; had Lynne used new laundry soap, or something in the
bathroom, or…. He struggled to sit up, then inhaled deeply. Then he
cringed, remorse bubbling in his guts. Pulling back the bedding, he
glanced at his legs, several pieces of gauze taped along his shins.
He recalled her tending those wounds, which had occurred during a
fight with another…. Why had they been fighting? Usually Eric
didn’t get involved with other…. He sighed. It had been over food,
for he hadn’t wanted to come home on an empty stomach. He had only
wanted to land, return to normal, then…. Making love to Lynne would
have occurred first, but she hadn’t been home. As soon as he’d
realized that, he remembered the painting. He hadn’t even finished
that painting before….

He stood, his legs still wobbly.
Walking to the bathroom, he sat on the toilet, emptying his
bladder, taking deep breaths. Those four days had been some of the
roughest in a long time in part from the awkward transition, which
he had never before experienced. Normally he knew when it would
happen a few days before it did, the feeling of flight blurring the
edges of real life, the scent of the wild strong in his nostrils,
his vision improving. Then his limbs would start to twitch as
though reminding him there was no way to halt this alteration. He
was completely helpless during the transition, and that it had
begun right after making love with his wife had haunted him the
entire time he was conscious, even if soaring through the air
provided exhilarating freedom, the feel of nature so deeply
entwined within his soul, the focus drawn away from human
experience. If not for how he had left Lynne and the painting, Eric
would have reveled in those four days. Instead he’d encountered a
deep sorrow which had never previously intruded.

It interfered with how he reacted with
other birds as though they sensed his depression. That had led to
the fight with the falcon. Eric hunted only to satisfy his
appetite, but the falcon had been following him. Eric had ignored
it until both had spied the collection of mice scurrying back and
forth from an old barn to stacks of aged hay. Perching in a nearby
walnut tree, Eric observed the mice, also the falcon, which had
chosen an oak not twenty feet away. Eric was larger and his
instincts were sharp. The falcon would use his beak to attack, but
Eric only relied upon his claws, which would grasp a mouse, then
slice its throat. Eric preferred to end their suffering quickly, no
need to be brutal.

But the falcon hunted as most birds
did, without thought to their prey. As the falcon dove for the
kill, Eric did too; several mice would mean plenty for both birds,
but the falcon was greedy, or hadn’t liked Eric. Instead of
scooping up dinner, the falcon aimed for Eric, scratching his lower
body. Eric reared up, mercilessly ripping a hole through the
falcon’s back. It spun to the ground, crying in pain, but Eric
heard only the rustle of mice into the barn. The falcon flapped
furiously on the ground, then limped away while Eric caught his
breath, returning to the tree, his heart pounding. He didn’t notice
his wounds, scanning the area for food. All other animals had taken
cover and as night was falling, Eric flew away, staying relatively
low to the ground until a small squirrel scampered across the dirt.
It was no match for a hawk and Eric pounced, gobbling within
minutes all but the fur and tail. He didn’t like squirrel,
preferring mice when he had to eat. He had then rested in a tree,
considering the remaining distance to his house. Then he thought
about his wife. He was exhausted, but Lynne was waiting. He was
aware of the time, in that it had been four days. He pressed on
until light broke and his home was in sight.

Now again he was a man, which seemed
ludicrous when compared to his recent existence. He stood from the
toilet, flushed it, then stared in the mirror. His eyes were human,
although his vision remained sharp. He backed up, gazing at the
objects behind him in the reflection; to the left was the tub, to
the right was the door. And standing in the doorway was his wife, a
trembling smile on her beautiful face.

He turned to her, wondering why she
stood there, why did she love him, why had she stayed? He had never
wished to burden anyone with this, but she had seen him change and
hadn’t run away screaming. He couldn’t recall what she had
initially done, other than softly call his name as he had flown
away from her, hoping to God when he returned she would be gone.
But she had waited for him and when he stood again as a man, she
embraced him, whispering his name and that she loved him. They had
been young, perhaps that had enabled her to stay, thinking he would
change, thinking…. He stroked her face, damp from tears. Then he
gazed at her eyes, which were red. He concentrated; blood vessels
were large, she had wept for some time, but not that recently.
Still, her cheeks were streaked, or maybe these were the remnants,
for she cried every time he came home, hopefully due to relief. Did
she cry when he left, Eric wondered, caressing her face, wishing he
could present her with immutable proof that this was the last time
and he would never hurt her again.

“I love you,” he mumbled, profoundly
ashamed of himself. Even if he had no recourse to stop the
transformations, why had he subjected her to this life? Why had he
kept dating her, marrying her even, aware of what he couldn’t
change. Why had this woman penetrated his shell, why,
why….

She nodded, her eyes refilling with
tears. She blinked, the liquid splashing down her face, and he
caught those tears, rubbing them between fingers that weren’t claws
but digits like every other human being. Yet hours ago these hands
had mangled a squirrel, had injured a falcon. They had gripped tree
branches or were tucked up as his arms waved through the breeze,
but not as limbs. Wings had spread far from his torso, covered in
feathers. Just one day ago he had been a hawk. Now he was a
husband, not a very good one, he felt, for how hard his beloved was
sobbing.

Yet she remained close to him and
didn’t bother wiping her face, snot collecting at the base of her
nose. He removed that with the back of his hand, then set his palms
along her warm, wet cheeks. He wanted to kiss her deeply, but would
wait until he had eaten a meal, maybe two. Brushing his teeth
wouldn’t mask the taste of his last victuals, but why was he like
this, why had this happened to him?

“I love you Eric, I’m just so glad
you’re home.” Lynne’s voice was weak, but her tone relayed
relief.

“Why?” he said, wondering not only
about her feelings, but curious as to what drove them. What
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