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CHAPTER 1

 


Central Maine in 1984

I used to have a dream in which an endless
length of fabric was moving by me on a roller, and the material was
very slowly changing color from green to blue. I could pretend
there were all sorts of shades in between, designer colors like
aqua and turquoise. But it was crucial for me, while I was inside
the dream, to shear the cloth at the exact point where the green
turned to blue. I think my problem would be similar if I were a
storyteller, trying to figure out exactly where to start a tale.
And yet, I would like to tell you about some of my recent
experiences. Guess I’ll start with a woman—everything always begins
with them. We met under less than optimal conditions.

Nights in Maine, even during early December,
can be darn cold. And when I blew into the hospital’s emergency
ward on a blast of air that was cresting like arctic surf, she
shivered a bit. I think it was the weather rather than the fact
that I was dripping blood.

“What happened to you?” she
asked, as she led me across the polished floor to a room that
glared under its fluorescence. “I’m cut,” I said, deciding to stick
with the immediate facts. By this time, she’d seated me on a stool
and had heaved the sopping towel I was pressing against my head
into a waste barrel. She kept poking at my head with gauze squares
while I was leaning over her stainless steel sink, watching bright
red drops as they hit the glistening surface. Finally she got the
flow stopped and was applying pressure directly to the laceration
with one hand while she washed my face and scalp with the
other.

“Are you hurt anyplace else?” she
asked.

“Nope.” I wasn’t going to tell her
about my self-esteem. We got my blood-drenched sweatshirt off, and
she had me lie down on the examining table while she called the
surgeon.

“Doctor Gladstone will be down in a
little while,” she said, as she placed the receiver back on its
hook. While we waited, she elicited my vital statistics for the
medical record. I’d taken off from the house in such disarray that
I was without my wallet—and therefore without my Blue Cross
number.

“Do you think Doctor Happyrock will sew
me up anyway?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she answered, “if you can get
his name straight.”

I began to notice then. She was sort of
pretty—tall and willowy, with concerned eyes and a nice smile. And
dark brown hair that wavered around her shoulders when she turned
her head. The white uniform only hinted at curves. Nice calves
though, for sure.

About that time, Doctor Gladstone, who was
going to be coming down soon, did. From heaven, I supposed. He
burst into the room, focused a spotlight on my scalp with his left
hand, pulled the gauze off my cut with his right, sat down on the
stool and told me after a quarter beat that I needed sutures. This
guy had obviously not a second to spare in his after-midnight
schedule.

He jumped up again and went over to the sink
to scrub his golden hands while he took my medical history. Found
out I was six-foot-two, one hundred eighty-five pounds of twisted
blue steel, in good general health, and had no allergies. He didn’t
seem impressed by my explanation for the injury. Stretching his
hands into tight rubber gloves, he took hold of a syringe filled
with Xylocaine and started injecting. “We’ll numb the area,” he
said, “and then we’ll wash it out.”

“You got the sequence wrong,” I
complained, as I was wincing. “You’re supposed to explain first and
inject second.” He must have thought that was a riot because he
began to laugh. Kept working though, stitching me up, and I could
feel the bland tugging on my scalp. “See from the face sheet that
you’re a doctor,” he commented.

“Yes.”

“Medical?”

“Uh huh.”

“Where’re you from?”

“Winchendon.”

“Accounts for your coming to the
Winchendon Community Hospital, but you don’t practice
here.”

“Nope.”

“So . . . how do we
happen to be graced by your presence?”

“Moved here six months ago.”

“How come?”

“Retired.”

“Fifty-four?”

“Yup.”

“That’s sort of young to stop
practicing.”

“Guess so.”

His voice got a bit defensive, and he decided
to take a different tack. “Besides, people retire to Florida or
California . . . or Arizona. Not to rural
Maine.”

“What can I say?”

“Collodion, Lesley.” He took the small
brown bottle she handed him and glued a gauze patch to the shaved
area around my cut. The smell reminded me of model airplanes I used
to build when I was a kid. And of a teenage patient I’d had.
Overdosed.

Doctor Gladstone got up more deliberately
than he’d sat down, snapped off his gloves, picked up a rubber
hammer, walked around the table, and started to test my reflexes.
He was banging my knees and ankles a lot harder than he had to, but
I could understand. I’d been oozing more blood than gratitude all
the while he was trying to help me out—and in the wee hours.

As he was examining my eyes, I managed a
“Thanks, I do appreciate your help, especially this time of
night.”

He didn’t answer. But he did assume an
expression of appropriate gravity before saying, “Whom do you live
with?”

“Myself.”

“All alone?”

“Guess that’s the
implication.”

He frowned and shook his head. “We’re going
to have to admit you then . . . for
observation.”

“No way!” I exclaimed, adding as much
nonverbal emphasis as I could without falling off the
table.

“Goddamit! Why are doctors always the
worst patients?”

I noticed, as he paced about, that he had the
rough good looks of an ex-athlete, around my weight but stockier. I
guessed he was my age. Found out later, I was wrong by two years.
“Doctor,” I said, in the most unctuous tone I could muster, “I’m
thinking only of your welfare. After all, we both know that
hospitalization must be justified nowadays by medical necessity,
and your judgment here is predicated simply on my social
circumstances.”

“Look,” he said, “cut the bullshit, and
let’s talk about the real world. I’m not even sure how you got that
gash, but I doubt you could slash yourself that badly by just
standing up into a low barn beam the way you said. And you got
knocked out . . . for just a moment. As if an
unconscious person could tell time! Well, whatever happened, thank
God you seem okay—your neuro exam was normal, and we’ll get a skull
film to make sure you don’t have a depressed fracture—but we both
know you could have a lacerated vessel under your skull, leaking
blood right now! A subdural hematoma. That could kill you, my
friend, and you’d get too foggy, by yourself, to understand what
was happening. Now, are you that much of an idiot?”

The good doctor was right, of course, so I
had to counterattack. “Your bedside manner,” I said, “leaves
something to be desired. And as for the real world, evidently its
bureaucratic tentacles haven’t stuck this far out yet.”

His face took on the expression of someone
about to walk the extra mile—or two. “You know,” he said, “it’d be
good enough for you if I just let you sign out against medical
advice, but . . . compromise. We’ll forget about the
admission; and you stay around, down here, for the night.”

I looked over at the nurse, whose name I’d
partly learned by now, and, decided the idea wasn’t half bad.
“Lesley,” I heard myself saying, “will you help me make it through
the night?”

“Yes,” she answered. Cold
cutoff.

I was angry with myself for the corny come
on, especially because I didn’t really want anything to do with her
anyway. It was as if some employee of mine, within me, was going
off on his own hook to do something. And—worse still—doing a lousy
job at it.

They kept me busy for a while with X-rays and
a blood sample; then I ended up sitting in the waiting room. Not
much going on at Emergency that time of night. After a while,
Lesley came over and sat on the vinyl chair kitty-cornered from
mine. “Interrupting your reading?” she asked.

I threw the magazine down on the glass-topped
side table. “Even if this thing weren’t two years old, I couldn’t
read it tonight. Just words without meaning.”

She nodded. “Considering the circumstances,
that’s not hard to understand.”

I shrugged at her remark (so she’d see I was
tough) and found myself guessing at her age—younger than myself,
but she was no kid.

“Want to talk about it?” she
asked.

“No.”

“How do you like Maine?”

“Love it . . . how about
you?”

“I do . . . but of
course I was born in Winchendon. It is poor around here,” she added,
almost apologetically.

“I like the idea of a subsistence
economy,” I said, “where people raise and make most of what they
need, and where money is used only to supplement.”

She smiled. “You’re a
romantic . . . I suppose you’d like to negotiate a
side of lamb for your skull films.”

“How’d you know I raise
sheep?”

The surprise in my voice must have told her I
wasn’t kidding, because she looked at me seriously for a moment
before starting to laugh. “Where’re you from?” she asked.

“Where lots of sheepherders come from,”
I explained. “Boston.”

“Of course. I should have
known . . . from your accent.”

There was a pause while I was trying to think
of something clever to say, but she threw me off balance by getting
serious again. “Are you really retired?”

“Sure looks it.”

“You got annoyed at Doctor Gladstone
for prying, but it is unusual . . . you know . . .
for a doctor to retire young.”

“Young?”

“Not that you’re young, but you’re
young to retire.”

“Sometimes, I wish I were really young;
other times, I wish I were down the home stretch.”

She sat back in her chair—sort of a sideways
move that I experienced as a salacious slither. “It’ll happen soon
enough without you’re having to wish it,” she said. “My father was
old, and I still wasn’t prepared for it when he died.”

I didn’t like her association, but what can
you do when someone’s telling you about their personal grief?
“That’s too bad,” I answered.

“I suppose it’s nice to be
retired.”

“What happened to him?”

“A stroke.”

“That’s too bad.” Figured her father
was a better subject than my retirement. Almost anything
was.

She figured differently. “What d’you do with
your time?”

I’m an old pro at answering questions with a
question. “What do you do when you’re on vacation?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Things I
like . . . and I hang around. Just take it
easy.”

“Well, it’s the same with me. I’m on
permanent vacation.” Figured I might’s well contribute to that old
myth.

Her eyes laughed. Big, chestnut eyes. “That
must be nice,” she said.

I looked closely at her but couldn’t tell if
she was being serious or sarcastic. “You’re forgetting,” I
announced finally, “what the Buddha said.”

She threw me an expectant look.

“Everybody wants to go to heaven, but
nobody wants to die.”

Her expression seemed to settle halfway
between puzzled and amused.

“Only kidding. He didn’t really say
that . . . It was Oral Roberts.”

“I’m glad you tell me when you’re
kidding,” she said, “so I’ll know when you’re being
funny.”

“What I mean is,” I continued,
“everyone looks forward to retirement, but no one really wants
to . . . retire.”

“Maybe they want to retire, but they
want to be comfortable financially . . . and young,
so they can enjoy themselves.”

That assessment made even me laugh. “The
young have too many problems and too little experience to solve
them well. How can they have fun? The best they manage to do is to
tell themselves they’re gonna have fun tonight. And as for
financial comfort, the more money you have, the more you think you
need.”

“The voice of experience?”

“Both ways.”

“I had a nice childhood.”

“What the Buddha really said was that
the only thing worse than not getting your heart’s desire is
getting it.”

“I’ve heard that saying, but I never
knew who said it.”

“I imagine a million folks
have . . . but it always gives a statement more
punch if you attribute it to a honcho.”

She smiled and shook her head. “Anyway, it
never impressed me. Always seemed like sour grapes.”

I was about to explain to her the folly of
her judgment when we were interrupted by an ambulance that pulled
up beyond the glass doors, red lights flashing. Two paramedics, the
collars of their padded coats turned up against sub-zero weather,
were rolling a lumpy blanketed stretcher into the hospital haven.
The assault of icy air withered me in mid-phrase, but Lesley had
already jumped up to help. My eyes—with no bidding on my
part—automatically tracked her calves as she went. Seemed even
better than before.

I took up an issue
of TIME that was
only two months old. Couldn’t concentrate enough to read, so I
began ruminating. And found myself resenting me for resenting the
intrusion of this new patient.

 


* * *

 


“Well, time for another breather.” My
introspections gave way a few minutes later—dark illusions in a
suddenly lighted room—as Lesley sat down again. “How’re you doing?”
she asked.

“Fine.” I was noticing her smile even
more—vivacious, full-mouthed. “Isn’t it time for you to take my
blood pressure or something?” I asked.

“You mean, help you make it through the
night?” She implored heaven with her eyes.

“Sorry about that . . .
but do you have to rub it in?”

“Sorry about that,” she echoed. Then,
for some reason, we both laughed; and I got to thinking she liked
me.

“What’ve you been doing?” she
asked.

“Thinking.”

“About what?”

“Nothing really.”

“What’s that like?”

“Like TV . . . only
instead, I watch my own thoughts as they wiggle across my mind.
Amusing, though sort of depressing at times.”

“Oh.”

Thought I’d better change the subject. “I’ve
got an idea; tell me something about Winchendon. My new hometown.”
So we talked intermittently the rest of the night, sandwiching our
conversation in between her calls to duty. Found out she’d been
born and raised on a farm and still lived in the old house. Not too
many people, nowadays, remember the house where they were born. Her
father had evidently practiced what I was preaching, except he’d
known how to do it. Subsistence farming. Raised all the food for
his own family and built the home with his own hands. Still stands
there. Barely.

Only kidding. I’ve seen it since, and it’s
not bad—once you get the knack of hand pumping water and using an
outhouse. Since he needed to participate in the money economy to
buy hardware and a truck and catalog clothes from Sears, he raised
beef cattle for a “cash crop.” Sent his son through college.
Michael—familiar name to me—was married now, with two children
himself. Four years older than Lesley. He’d built a new house on a
ridge of land near one end of the family farm, but he commuted all
the way to Portland every day. He’d gone to college there, a
business major, and now was managing a furniture store. With his
family, he still did a little farming and cattle raising on the
side. Interesting transition to the real world.

 


* * *

 


By the time morning came, I was fidgety and
super tired. My head ached, but otherwise I seemed no worse for
wear. Lesley was heading off duty, and I’d had just about all the
“observation” I could take. Bundling up in my old coat, which was
caked with brown blood, I felt a bit foolish (even though I had a
neat hospital johnny on underneath). A bright sun was beginning to
slant along the snow beyond the parking lot, giving the world a
crisp look. “You going to be all right?” she asked.

“Feel just great,” I lied.

That smile again.

I didn’t want to pursue any relationship, but
impulsively the words came out. “Are you ever free?”

“Sometimes.”

Then it finally dawned on me. I’d learned all
this stuff about her family, and—“Your last name
is . . . ?”

She laughed. “Jordan . . .
Lesley Jordan.”

“Heck of a name,” I said. “You in the
phone book?”

She nodded.

“Give you a call.” I pulled my collar
up and charged out the door. (Don’t let her think you’re a wimp.)
It was still freezing cold despite the sun, and my breath came out
like white smoke.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


The wheels of my Toyota pickup slipperied
around the corner from the road, whirling momentarily in place
while gouging inverted crescents of snow from the poorly plowed
driveway; then the four-wheel drive grabbed hold, and my truck
moved easily up the mild incline toward the house. I kicked on the
brake at the back door; just wanted to hit the sack and get some
sleep. Then, I remembered. Had to feed the animals.

I trudged over to the barn, which was placed
diagonally behind the house. Funny thing how circumstances change
your viewpoint. When I’d moved here in June, I couldn’t understand
why Farmer MacGregor had built the thing so close to his
house—actually, what I’d said was so goddam close. On the hot days,
barn aromas would come drifting over every time the wind shifted;
and squadrons of flies made sorties from the manure pile any time
they felt like it.

Today though, I was one with the farmer.
Fifty feet seemed fifty miles. Winter whiffets scraped my cheeks
with a thousand razor nicks, and the ice air came aching into my
chest. I walked mostly sideways to protect myself, but then I got
knifed in the back. For winds like this, I could’ve moved to
Alaska.

The unheated barn felt almost warm as I
lugged a bale of hay down to the lower level, over wooden stairs
that’d been ground irregularly smooth. A whole bunch of footsteps,
I have to say, before mine ever got there. The building was set on
a fieldstone foundation. Real stones from real fields. Farmer
MacGregor had carted them up while he was clearing his land. Shoved
and grunted them into position.

Built on sloping ground, the foundation got
more exposed toward the rear, and MacGregor had left it open there.
That way, his lesser animals could move freely in and out, yet
still get some protection from the weather. He kept his important
animals in the house. Only kidding. But what the heck, I knew a
fellow who used to take his Corvette to bed with him.

Actually, the farmer stabled his plow horses
and milk cows on the main level. He let them in and out through the
large sliding doors in front. Lots of geological evidence of
ancient activity—rutted floors, worn posts, petrified dung layers
and leather traces molded into senescence, still hanging on the
tack room wall.

I spread the hay along the slatted feed rack
while the sheep, who’d been milling around outside, decided to come
in. Alacritously. Then I dumped a few buckets of grain into the
trough, and they immediately switched their allegiance. No
question, that stuff has more calories in it for less work.

Held my breath like an underwater swimmer as
I wended across to the old shed behind the house. (Maybe that
maneuver did keep out some of the cold.) My hens went into their
usual frantic, dashing clatter. Like insecure lovers, they always
seem surprised when I show up. I made sure they weren’t having to
drink ice despite the best intentions of their mild-mannered water
heater, and I fed them. By the way, if anyone offers to sell
something for chicken feed, watch out! What a missed metaphor; that
damn stuff’s expensive. On the other hand, chicken shit
is . . . chicken shit. It really is.

When I got back to the house, my kitchen
greeted me with warmth. Glowing. A surge of buoyancy, like when a
dentist suddenly releases the tension on an abscessed tooth. Even
gave me the fleeting urge to have breakfast, but I was too darn
tired. I went into the hall—a long one that runs along the middle
of my house from the front door—and was surprised that I could
smell the incense so strongly.

With an eerie fascination, I peered into the
living room. Couldn’t see a thing. Those army blankets I’d pinned
up against the windows had done their job. I squinted across at the
fireplace on the far side. My eyes were starting to accommodate to
the dark; but, still, I could barely make out an outline of stone.
The fire was dead, unless there were some embers buried. In
someone’s heart.

I retreated down the corridor to the former
back parlor which I’d set up as my bedroom. Just wanted to crash,
but then I realized I’d have to wash—maybe I’d been stalling to
avoid looking at the damages.

My bathroom’s really big. I’ve no idea what
the room was used for in outhouse days, but at some point it’d been
made over into a state-of-the-art water closet. Then, an
intervening occupant—in the medieval period between MacGregor and
my renaissance—had installed a washer and dryer. Now battered, but
still serviceable.

The bathroom sits between my bedroom and the
kitchen, with doors opening to each. Went in and ogled the light
rays bouncing off the mirror. My face looked as if I’d gone fifteen
rounds with Ali at his peak. I may be giving myself too much
credit. Fifteen seconds. My forehead and cheeks and eyes were
swollen, and my skin had the unevenly maroon discoloration of an
early bruise—unaesthetic combination of red and purple pallet
pigments that the painter hasn’t yet had time to mix thoroughly.
The yellows and browns come later. As far as I knew, I hadn’t been
hit in the eyes, but I had two big league shiners.

I think, if I hadn’t been a
doctor, the sight would have alarmed me. As it was, I knew this was
a predictable and inconsequential happening. Blood from the
laceration had simply seeped down under the forehead skin which is
always loosely attached to the underlying tissue (for purposes of
easy frowning). On the other hand, I could imagine, more acutely
than a nonmedical person, the same sort of seepage and distention
taking place inside my skull. At that very moment. Only, if that was happening,
the rigid casing of bone that nicely protected my brain from
external injury would produce disaster. My cerebrum, unable to
expand harmlessly outward, would scrunch destructively in on
itself. (Now that I think of it, our worst injuries usually do come
from within.) I felt a surge of alarm because, for some strange—and
ordinary—reason, I didn’t want to die.

But by this point, my concentration was
flickering like a spent TV tube; so I dressed down, washed up, and
sacked out. Last thing I remembered was a visual caress from the
canopy over my bed, gentling me off to another land. Another
perspective.

 


* * *

 


Don’t know how long I slept, but it was
pretty deep because I had to come back miles to answer the
“RING-NG.” Groped out of bed, over to my nonexistent desk, to
answer the phone. Confusing this place with my old bedroom, I
decided while I was in mid-stagger, and followed the next “RING-NG”
blindly like a radio wave to the receiver at my bedside table.
“Hello,” I answered, clear-headed.

“Doctor Manning?”

“Right.”

“How are you?”

“Fine.”

“Are you really?”

There was a pause, because I was having
trouble getting organized. “Things were okay . . .
last time I checked.” Thought I’d throw that one in for a little
humor—to show her I wasn’t spaced out.

She laughed. “That’s good. After the
twentieth ring, I was starting to get concerned.”

“Had a late night on the town,” I said,
in my best droll, “so I was getting some beauty sleep.”

“That’s good.”

“Only one
thing . . . ?”

“Yes?”

“Who are you?”

She laughed again. “I’m sorry. With all the
ringing, I got worried and forgot to introduce myself. I’m Doctor
Gladstone’s secretary.”

“Doctor Gladstone?” Then I remembered.
“Oh, yeh . . .” I was feeling disappointed that she
wasn’t Lesley; but, really, I’d been able to tell right away from
her voice—well, that’s true and it’s not, because I’d sort of
forgotten about Lesley.

My attention caught up with my caller though
and belatedly processed her words—neat trick—as she was continuing
to talk. “The doctor asked me to phone this afternoon to make sure
you were all right.”

“Goes to show,” I said, “your boss
isn’t all bad.”

Another laugh. I figured she was gracious, or
nervous, or I was a hotter rock than I thought. Or, maybe, she
needed an outlet for repressed hostility toward her employer.
Freud, who could see the downside of every human activity, saw
humor as a sort of ruse we intuitively use to slip ignoble
sentiments past our censor. What the heck, better than axe murder.
“He said,” she was going on, “that you’d had a head injury.”

“Minor one. No problem.” (“Only winged
me,” I said to the sheriff.)

“That’s good. I’ll tell the doctor
you’re okay.”

“Do that,” I answered. “And thanks.” I
hung up and continued sitting with my feet over the side of the
bed. What a waste, I thought, and several committee members within
me agreed. It’s not always nice, though, to have folks so
acquiescent.

I looked over at the clock—old-fashioned one
with hands—and watched the sweep second go round. And again. Time
goes so slowly, and time can do so much. I decided to get up and
start dinner.

Didn’t know whether I’d be able to sleep that
night after sleeping all day. In fact, as I got up, the sun got
down. I avoided the living room and spent most of the evening in
the kitchen. The house itself is big—four bedrooms on the second
floor and two more under the eaves on the third—but I’d closed that
all off. That part of my life. Besides, one floor is hard enough to
keep warm, especially with summer ceilings.

The dinner and dishes kept me occupied for
quite a while. Weird thing about that, how basic tasks can carry
along with them a sense of meaning. Purpose. Even when they’re
meaningless. After all, what difference would it make—really—if I
never fed me? If I never ate. The world’d go on
anyway . . .

So, cheering myself with such wholesome
reflections, I worked my way through lamb stew, baking soda
biscuits, and the aftermath. Then I read amidst the happy hours
till bedtime. Nine o’clock.

Sleep came, surprisingly, without effort. As
did the dreams. Bad ones. That wasn’t unusual for me. Guilty
conscience. Only thing—I had bad dreams long before I’d lived long
enough to collect all the things I have to feel guilty about.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Woke up the next morning and found my usual
vigor had returned. So I pulled the covers over my head and rolled
myself into a ball. Only kidding. I jumped up, threw the window
fully open, stretched my arms out, inspired deeply and exclaimed,
“Another day to excel!”

After dressing, I made breakfast and fed the
animals. Half the laying hens had gone on strike, probably to
protest the cold wave. Just as well. Since my biggest customer—a
non-thriving Chinese takeout—had offed me, I was having trouble
marketing all the eggs. Besides, I wasn’t making any money.
Chickenfeed!

The thought of Lesley struck me, but I pushed
it away. Already had enough troubles. And, working nights, she’d be
sleeping now. Spent the next few hours on my current project,
adding insulation. I needed to install lots more. Nice pink stuff,
like cotton candy at carnivals—make believe—or like big fluffed
rolls of cotton batting. Except, it rips your hands if you’re not
wearing gloves.

After that, I had lunch—leftover stew—and
stayed in the kitchen to read. Still avoiding the living room. I
was hot into meaning. The meaning of life. Here’s what I learned.
The meaning of the things we do is found in something beyond what
we’re actually doing at the moment. Work, for instance, is
meaningful because it helps us achieve some goal. And that goal’s
meaningful because it leads to some further goal. And so on.
Until—the writer explained—we reach our final goal. Eternal
Bliss.

But, I wanted to know, what’s the meaning of
Eternal Bliss? It doesn’t seem to lead anywhere! Just keeps going
on and on. And on. So were the hands on the kitchen clock. Thought
of calling Lesley what’s-her-name (figured she’d be up by now), but
immediately dismissed the idea. Trivial in comparison to Bliss
Eternal. There’s a concept that could turn your head—or
words—around. Granted it was meaningless, because it didn’t lead to
anything else. But Bliss seemed like a whole bunch of fun. And
Eternal meant it’d last a while.

On an unexpected impulse, I decided to phone
Lesley. First few times I dialed, the line was busy; then I got
through.

“Hello,” she said. I recognized her
voice.

“Hi!” I answered. “This is Michael
Manning.”

Pause. (It’s conceivable she was trying to
place me.) “Oh,” she responded after a few minutes, “how are
you?”

“That’s why I
called . . . to let you know. Figured you’d be
worried.”

She laughed. The b----. “You did get quite a
bash there.”

“Only a flesh wound,” I said, sticking
close as I could to Gary Cooper—always worked for him.

“Well, I’m glad you’re feeling
better.”

I read her tone as pleasant noncommittal.
Probably hadn’t seen the old movies. I decided to try being myself:
“How are you?” I asked. That was myself, I think.

“Fine,” she answered.

Didn’t know where to go with that one—so I
temporized. “Your phone’s been busy.”

“I know.”

Now we were getting someplace. At least, we’d
reached an area of agreement. “So, how’s everything going?” I
asked.

“Oh, fine.” Period.

“Would you like to go out
sometime?”

Pause. Then she said, “ I just thought of
something.”

“Yes?”

“Before you called, I was on the phone
with a friend of mine. She’s having a pretty hard time of it right
now. The truth is, she’s gotten herself emotionally involved with a
married man, and it’s tearing her up—”

“Wait a minute!” I interrupted. “I’m
retired. Left all my spooking behind me.”

She gave a little surprised laugh, almost
embarrassed. “You’re a psychiatrist?”

“Bingo.” Answer was a little shopworn,
but so was the question.

“You don’t look like
one . . .”

I’ve never known quite what to do with that
remark. Kind that sort of gives and takes all at once. “I didn’t
mean professionally,” she was continuing. “I
meant . . . I thought you might enjoy each other
socially.”

Pause. (My turn this time.)

“I mean, she’s really beautiful!”
Enthusiastic addendum.

Gave me a lot of choices. Decided I’d
temporize again. Decisively. “A beautiful person, huh?”

“No,” she answered. “I mean, yes. I
mean, she really is a beautiful person. But she’s also beautiful the way men mean
it.”

“I can see you’re a real expert on
men.” Couldn’t keep the edge out of my voice. One part of me never
stops feeling petty about petty hurts—while another part despises
me for being so petty; while another voice inside there is pretty
philosophical about it, letting me know that human nature, of which
I’m a part, isn’t very capacious. I may hate that part of me the
most. So goddam patronizing.

“Look,” she said, in an
I’m-not-about-to-take-any-of-your-bullshit tone, “You’re new here,
and I can see you need friends. So I’m trying to do you a favor.
Fix you up with a super person who happens to need something new in
her life right now.”

“Don’t do me any favors” was on the tip
of my tongue, but I held back—on account of I never use clichés.
Besides, what did I care? Upside down, they all look the same.
That’s an untruth, but when I’m hurt, my thoughts gravitate toward
trite truisms. Preferably vulgar ones. “You’re too good,” I settled
on saying.

She must have settled on leaving well enough
alone. “Let me get back to you,” was all she answered.

 


* * *

 


So she got back to me in an hour—which is not
an inordinate interval when you consider how long some people have
stayed on hold. Like Lucasta, waiting for Lovelace to return from
the wars. (No question, now that I think of it, Dickens would have
given him a different name.)

“RING” I snapped the receiver up before
the period at the end of the first bell. It wasn’t at all that I
was anxious; I just happened to be sitting at the kitchen table
beside the phone. Reading. I could go out with a beautiful woman
anytime.

“Hello,” I said. Into the
speaker.

“Hi . . .
Michael?”

“Split the uprights!” I never played
football—too rough—but women are impressed when you use macho
metaphors. Or alliteration.

“I spoke to
Evonne . . .”

Gathered that was her friend’s name.

“I’m afraid she’s not ready to go out
with anyone else yet.”

“Oh.”

“It was awfully nice of you though, to
go along with the idea.”

I agreed. Then there was a pause. I wasn’t
about to ask her for a date again. Not that I hadn’t advised my
share of patients to take the risk. Rejection doesn’t hurt that
much. In fact, it really doesn’t hurt at all—I mean, when you’re
giving advice about it to someone else. “Well, see you around
campus.” Reflex of my collegiate cool from dim days gone. We parted
amicably.

 


* * *

 


But there’s more. Next day, the phone rang
again. I’m probably giving the impression that my phone was ringing
all the time, but it’s not so. “Hello,” I said. Because that’s
usually how I answer.

“Michael?”

“Uh huh.”

“This is Lesley . . .
Jordan.”

“Hi.”

“How are you?”

“Halfway between purple-red and
yellow-brown.” I still had the habit of looking in the
mirror.

She giggle-gaggled, and I could imagine a
smirk on her face. “Hope you’re not smudging your mascara,” she
said between chortles. The b----.

I tried to think of some football expression.
Hell, even hockey. But nothing would come to mind. What did I care?
I’m not insecure about my masculinity. Been known to joke about it,
which proves something. “What’s up?” I asked smoothly.

“My friend, Karen,” she began—with a
trace of insecurity, her own brand, showing—“has some tickets to a
play. She invited me . . . and wanted me to bring
someone along.”

“Why don’t I go with your friend
Karen?” An edge unwantingly inserted itself into my voice again,
which surprised me because I bore Lesley no animosity. Just a
little pissed off is all.

“David wouldn’t like that,” she replied
amiably.

“David?”

“David Gilbert . . . her
husband.”

I didn’t bother to tell her that I’d listened
to husbands in my time who were into kookier things. Partly because
she got to talking first. Seems that Karen Kingsley and Lesley had
grown up together. Had taken the school bus together. Had lived
across the street together. Or, at least, down the road from each
other. In due time, Karen had married Happilyeverafter and had
moved with him to Portland. A pharmacist who managed to run a
highly successful corner drugstore despite the big chains.
Meanwhile, Lesley stayed home with her dad. Neat guy.

At any rate, Karen Gilbert—the former Karen
Kingsley—would drive up from Portland to visit her widowed mother.
This probably happened every time the guilt feelings got
intolerable. Sometimes, she’d drop over to see Lesley. Reading
between the words, I gathered that Karen was enslaved by some of
her primitive instincts. Like a bird seeking out twigs for its
nest, she was forever seeking encouplement for her friend. That’s
what I was seeking now also—let’s say, two and a half hours of
it.

Karen had gotten four
tickets to a Shaw play, Man And
Superman, produced by a traveling group.
The plan was to dine afterwards at The Clam House in newly
swinging, off-wharf Portland. Even when I could afford to go to
plays, I was never wild about Sunday matinees. ’Course, I was never
wild either about the indigestion I got from shoveling food down
too fast at The Slow Boy Restaurant in order to make curtain time
for an evening performance. Mostly, also, I wasn’t wild about
plays. All the characters did was sit around and talk. Like
this.

After I hung up the phone though, I was
overtaken by an irrational euphoria. My limited-addition version of
eternal bliss. Suddenly, I saw there was no endpoint to insulating
a house, and that mine had plenty. Only problem, I was bursting
just then with energy that required outlet—any outlet—so I threw
myself into the living room for the first time since the fiasco.
Ripped the blankets off the windows and let in the light of day.
What was left of it. I know it’ll be hard to believe this, but I’d
forgotten all about the meaning of life.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


She smiled that Sunday when I picked her up
in my truck—I love to make people happy. We headed along a jounce
of roads to the Turnpike and flew over its ribbon of darkness all
the way to Portland. Walls of white from the early snow guided our
way. A bit besmirched, but what the heck. The cold spell had
broken, and it was a blue-sky day. I’m sure that’s why I was
feeling high. Just a few puff clouds over toward the horizon.
Lesley was sitting beside me and had taken off her long coat as the
heater hit its stride. Black slacks, white ruffley blouse, earrings
that glistened off the south slanting sun as she turned her head a
certain way, and eyes that laughed from their crescent settings. My
attention riveted on her every word—a tribute to my lack of
narcissism. Here’s what I learned.

Her mother had been a hardy woman, well
suited to country living. She worked tirelessly and with unreserved
enthusiasm around the farm, caring for her family. She had little
tolerance for laziness or cop-outs due to imagined lapses of
health, a corrective to her own parents’ hypochondriasis. When
Lesley was a junior in high school, her mother’s sense of
invulnerability—swimming against the sluice gate current of our
transiency—was accosted by purulent cough and high fever. Rising to
the challenge, Mrs. Jordan also rose from her bed for two days
straight to do her work. But not the third. Walking pneumonia, the
doctor called it afterwards, although not before. She never
believed in doctors. Over correction.

Daughter and father, close until that time,
became inseparable afterwards. Both shared a sense of blame for not
recognizing the severity of Mrs. Jordan’s illness. I gathered also
that this family health crisis was not completely irrelevant to her
nursing school application the following year. After the horse is
stolen . . .

 


* * *

 


I recall the theater performance well.
Sitting there arm to arm, forearm to forearm. I frequently had to
lean closer in order to whisper incisive statements relative to the
play’s progress, through shifting veils of hair, floral aroma, and
left earlobe that tempted nibbling—because she was on my right
side. Even the angle of Lesley’s mandible had gained in
significance.

Afterwards, we went to The Clam House, and I
had clams—when in Rome. Lesley and her friends had some other
stuff. Since we’d joined the Gilberts just in time for the opening
curtain, this was my first opportunity to really meet them. Nice
couple, I thought. Especially Karen. Same age as Lesley, but a few
inches shorter—and wider.

Marriage had been good to
her. She had sandy hair cut kind of short, with bangs, a round
face, and a broad easy smile. And smile she did, at Lesley whom she
seemed delighted to see. And at me, I suppose on the off chance
that I might become a positive factor in her friend’s life. “So
good to see you,”
she enthused at Lesley, engulfing her with eye contact—then
shifting in my direction: “and to meet you!”

My return smile came effortlessly while I was
trying to figure out which of her nonverbal cues had convinced me
that she wasn’t just going through social motions. Couldn’t do it.
“Any friend of Lesley’s . . .” I replied, in a trail
off. She laughed and included David in her happy smile. A very
maternal woman with a mother’s saving grace—the gift of including
others within the boundaries of herself, so that their happiness
actually becomes her happiness.

He also responded to her smile and went into
a hearty host’s routine, taking drink orders. I got my
usual—tequila and soda. Only kidding. Ice water. They, with an
adroit exhibition of group solidifying behavior, settled on a
bottle of white wine. Mogen David. Goes with fish, I guess.

“Cheers,” we said, and clink-clanked
glasses. My water goblet didn’t match—heftier though. So was David.
About five-foot-ten, had a few pounds on me, but larded around. Not
gross, just good cooking.

“So,” he said, exercising his
leadership potential, “what’d everyone think of the
play?”

“I loved it,” said his wife.

“So did I,” responded Lesley, “although
I did think that Jack Tanner character was sort of a
jerk.”

Karen giggled. “Oh, he was a nice young man,”
she said. “So cute.”

“Leave it to you to notice the
good-looking men,” said her husband tolerantly. He even threw in a
jovial laugh. In fact, everything about him seemed jovial, except
that his mouth had an unfortunate tad of a turn down at the corners
when he wasn’t smiling.

She reached out for his
hand, gave it a squeeze and held on for a moment. “The actor
was handsome,” she said,
“but that’s not what I meant. Jack was such a well-meaning young
man. And so energetic. I liked him a lot. All he needed was the
attention of that delightful young woman—Ann—to help him mature and
settle down.”

“What was so nice about him?” asked
David. “All he did was stand around and posture and make stupid
speeches about being in the grip of nature or whatever.” Still
jovial.

She nodded agreeably. “I
know, dear, but he didn’t hurt
anyone. And he was so sincere. It’s just that,
sometimes, it takes men a little while to realize they have
commitments to make, and they have to occupy themselves with
something until their feelings gel. What’s the difference what they
do in the meantime, whether they go snowmobiling or think about
grand concepts?”

David chuckled as he looked across the round
maple table toward Lesley. (For the prices, I thought they could
have done better than paper placemats.) “Hey,” he said, “really
good to see you! Even if we have to indulge Karen’s aesthetic urges
as an excuse for getting together.”

She joined his mood. “I
think it’s nice for Karen to raise our culture level. But what
were you doing,
David, all through the Don Juan In Hell scene?”

“What any sensible person’d be
doing—sleeping!”

“Idea of Hell’s too threatening,
huh?”

“Yes.” He chuckled again—I suppose at
the absurdity of the notion. “Besides, that scene’s supposed to be
happening in a dream while they’re asleep, so I was just trying to
get into the proper spirit of things.”

Everyone laughed—that included me. I noticed
that Lesley and David seemed genuinely fond of each other. Looked
over at Karen who showed no sign of jealousy. And I certainly had
no feelings of the sort.

“I have to admit,” said Karen,
“that scene was pretty boring. I’ve always disliked the whole idea
of Don Juan, even in Mozart. He’s worse than J.R. And anyway, the
whole thing seemed so out of place. I mean, Jack was a good person,
not at all a villain.”

“I’m happy to take you out to plays,
dear,” said David in his best dutiful-husband tone—his turn to
initiate the hand-holding pas de deux—“but, next time, let’s
finesse Shaw.” His voice shifted to serious as smoothly as
automatic transmission accelerates a Mercedes. “You know what galls
me most about that guy? Not his ridiculous ideas about
women . . . not his commie
propaganda . . . not even the blasphemous things he
says about God!” He looked sternly across at me.

My guess was he was challenging my ability to
anticipate the real nub of the problem that he had isolated. About
to quarantine. I fondled my coffee cup. The pause wasn’t long, just
seemed long—and I seemed to need something to do with my hands.

“It’s that he’s such a sneak. I can’t
stand sneaks!”

At this point, I was expecting David to slam
his fist on the table for punctuation. Couldn’t guess that right
either. Then I found myself calculating the likelihood of the
table’s being able to resist a decisive karate chop, but he finally
got around to explicating his meaning. Told us what he had in
mind.

“He manages to seduce people into a
theater where they think they’re in for a play. Then, he has his
speechmakers—all standing around the stage disguised as if they
were characters in a drama—take turns lecturing the audience.
That’s dishonest. That’s sneaky!”

He pinioned my eyes for a message of assent.
Heck, even for some sign of consensual validation. Meanwhile, I
kept hoping that he’d turn toward Karen because I could see out of
my peripheral vision—hadn’t used it since trying to dribble a
basketball down court—that Karen was nodding him all the agreement
a fella could want. What did she care? It was just talk. She
concentrated on the essentials of a situation and, right now,
intuited that her husband, for whatever reason boys have, needed
support.

I know I’ve created the impression of great
shyness about myself. Maybe, even, reticence. But it’s not true. So
I decided to speak up—before my eyes got lasered away. For openers,
I gave a jaunty laugh. Then I agreed with him. Then I disagreed
with him. “Whether it’s theater or life,” I said, trying for guru
modulation in my voice, “we end up with fictional characters
mouthing fictional truths.”

Karen must have sensed social danger because
she jumped in between us like a referee. “I thought Mephistopheles
had some interesting things to say,” she exclaimed, throwing a
verbal bone in my general direction, “although I still don’t
understand why Shaw had to bring Don Juan into it.” She aimed the
dependent clause, along with a very sympathetic facial expression,
toward her husband.

“Jack Tanner is Don Juan!” I insisted. “The
essence of Don Juan is not sexual libertinism, or an unresolved
Oedipal Conflict, or even anger toward women. That traditional
story served as dramatization, for everyman, of the basic
rebellion . . . rebellion against our
finiteness!”

“Meaning?” David’s voice lacked
kindness—and I was beginning to wonder whether my initial
impression of him had been too favorable.

“Meaning that all things are enslaved
by the lattice work of ordinary reality. Limited at the very least
by physical realities like the impenetrability of matter and the
inexorableness of gravity. Living things are even more hemmed in,
because of their physiological needs
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