


	
	












Exiles in America


Christopher Bram


[image: image]










For David, Michael, and Geoffrey










A SORT OF FRIENDSHIP RECOGNIZED BY THE POLICE.


Robert Louis Stevenson on marriage








Contents



Epigraph





1
 Zachary Knowles and Daniel Wexler had been together for twenty-one




2
 They stood side by side on the brick porch, lit




3
 When the food was ready, they all went inside and




4
 They finished eating and Daniel led everyone downstairs to his




5
 They found Elena and Abbas upstairs, out on the terrace,




6
 They met in New York City in 1981, at the




7
 Something terrible is going to happen. Thats what I feel




8
 The semester began, and Daniel was actually happy. He always




9
 Sunday was usually a quiet day for both men. Daniel




10
 The Brahms Piano Concerto no. 1 in D Minor began:




11
 During their first years together, Zack and Daniel had each




12
 I dont never want to see you again.




13
 The trees flew past as Zack pedaled his ten-speed trail




14
 Abbas moaned and kissed harderhis moans buzzed inside Daniels mouth.




15
 Canned fruits and vegetables lined the shelves, simple cylinders, solid




16
 Elena called the next day to report that Abbas had




17
 Lies, nothing but lies! cried Abbas as they stepped out




18
 Abbas blandly watched them go. He took another swallow of




19
 The next day was Saturday, and Daniel went to the




20
 Daniel walked home in a confused stupor of guilt and




21
 Why are people afraid? People are so afraid nowadays. Not




22
 Draw me a picture!




23
 Their plane landed at La Guardia just before noon, and




24
 Outside in the cold again, walking toward a warm, promising




25
 They went back to bed around ten but didnt get




26
 Zack was home on Sunday night, sitting in the basement




27
 The next day was Monday, a hospital day, and Zack




28
 Daniel went into school on Monday morning with a guilty




29
 My name is Zachary Knowles. Im a doctor here in




30
 For the first week Daniel felt fine. It was a




31
 Zack? Zack? Wake up, Zack, a voice whispered. Zack, baby.




32
 The future cabinet minister of the Islamic Republic stood in




33
 When they finished eating, Zack helped Daniel clear the table,




34
 On Saturday afternoon Daniel went with Zack out to Eastern




35
 Dr. Knowles? Hassan Rohani here. I would like to buy




36
 I hear a noise overhead. It starts out like a




37
 Big gray elephant, little red mouse, said Daniel. Big gray




38
 The phone finally rang, and Zack got it. Daniel was




39
 The snow continued to fall, but the roads were still




40
 Life should have gone back to normal after that. Life




41
 The president delivered his State of the Union address on




42
 Daniel watched the Rohanis go out to their car in




43
 Zack slept badly that night and woke up much too




44
 The next thing Zack knew he was back at the




45
 Daniel didnt know what to think. He wasnt even sure




46
 The phone rang, and it was Hassan, calling from Tehran.




47
 We quarreled fiercely, openly, often. We fought every night for






Authors Note




About the Author




Praise




Other Books by Christopher Bram





Copyright




About the Publisher
















1





ZACHARY KNOWLES AND DANIEL WEXLER had been together for twenty-one years. They did not describe themselves as married. Their generation distrusted the word.


Zack was forty-eight, Daniel forty-seven. They lived in Williamsburg, Virginia, in a 1930s colonial brick house on Indian Springs Road, a quiet residential street near the College of William and Mary. Daniel taught studio classes in painting at the school. Zack was a psychiatrist, Dr. Zachary Knowles, with a small practice in town and an office at home, just off their living room.


Nothing much ever happened in Williamsburg, and people at the college tended to become set in their routines. When an Iranian painter, Abbas Rohani, came to town to be artist in residence in September 2002, nobody thought to invite him and his wife to dinner. Daniel persuaded Zack that they should have them over.


What if they dont like homosexuals? said Zack.


Hey, theyre Muslims, said Daniel. What if they hate Jews?


Only Daniel was Jewish, born in Brooklyn and raised on Long Island. Zack was a native Virginian, a lapsed Methodist who had escaped to New York after med school to finish his training in the city of psychoanalysis. He had met Daniel in New York. They had moved south to Zacks home turf ten years ago, when Daniel took a teaching job at this small state college.


Daniel left a message in Rohanis voice mail inviting him and his wife to dinner. It was the wife who called back.


This is Elena Rohani. We shall be delighted to come. Do we need to bring anything? Is ithow do you say?potluck?


Daniel assured her that all they needed was their appetite.


And so, late one afternoon early in September, the Friday before classes started, Daniel stood in the kitchen, slicing fresh tomatoes and squash from Zacks garden to grill on the hibachi while he talked to their good friend Ross Hubbard, who stood by the back door with a glass of red wine. The door was wide openthe weather remained warm and humidand looked out on a narrow concrete terrace with an iron railing. A small wooded ravine sloped behind the house, its curtain of trees level with the railing. The last cicadas of the summer chirred in the leafy branches. Zack was at the other end of the house, seeing his last patient of the day.


An artist who paints paintings? asked Ross in his deep, leisurely drawl.


Isnt that kind of old-fashioned? I thought you said painting was what the dinosaurs did.


Hes Iranian. Maybe he doesnt know any better, said Daniel.


You joke, but you may have hit on something. He could be in a time warp. Fundamentalist Islam forbids graven images. Figurative painting could be very avant-garde.


Ross was a courtly Southerner of the old school, handsome and hetero, almost sixty, much married and much divorced. He owned and managed the movie theater on Merchants Square, an art house that showed foreign and independent films and occasional classics. Zack and Daniel were among his handful of regulars. Ross was a rare kind of straight man. He loved books, art, music, and old movies. He had served in Vietnam but broke the stereotypes there, too. He loved to travelhed visited the Middle East twice. He might have been happy if he didnt fall in love with a new woman every five or six years. Currently between marriages, he seemed like the perfect extra guest for tonight.


Whatre the paintings like? he asked. Have you seen any?


Ive seen slides and a catalog from a show in Paris. Theyre figurative, but in an abstract way. Like Picasso or Klee. But not pastiche. Kind of neo-Expressionist, like Francesco Clemente from a few years back. But I like his stuff. Daniel liked it very much, in fact.


So its not ethnic or primitive?


Hardly. He studied in Paris and Berlin. Hes probably better trained than I am.


They could hear Zack out front, bidding goodbye to his patient, an elderly woman who responded with a deliberate, end-of-the-session cheerfulness. Daniel knew that chirpy tone all too well.


It must make you glad, said Ross. To have a real painter in town, someone you can talk shop with.


Daniel frowned. Not really. I dont especially like other artists. I just want to be friendly. I remember what it was like when we first came here and nobody gave us the time of day. Daniel wasnt entirely sure why he wanted to know the man. Its not like Im an artist myself anymore. Im a teacher now. Full-time. I dont miss all that my-paintbrush-is-bigger-than-your-paintbrush macho bullshit.


There was a tread of shoes coming toward the kitchen, and a clack of toenails against the hardwood floor. A large black poodle with a pink tongue trotted into the room, Jocko, followed by Zack, a solemn man with a pale beard and a starched blue shirt.


Hey there, Jock, Ross sang out, crouching down to scratch the happy dog behind its ears. The poodle wasnt trimmed like topiary but left woolly all over. Hey there, Zack. How you doing?


Zack only nodded, looking preoccupied, distant, sad.


Bad session? said Ross.


Who-what? Zack snapped his eyes open and saw Ross. Oh, Ross. Sorry. No. Good session. Actually. Very good. Hi.


Zack was often like this after seeing a patient, spacey and distracted, still listening to the conversation in his head.


He went over to Daniel and kissed him on the temple. Thats right. We got company. Need any help?


No, dollface. Were fine, said Daniel. Why dont you pour yourself some wine?



Gay male couples are said to grow more alike over the years, like people and their dogs, but it isnt true. More often, each man looks more different over time, half-consciously marking out a territory of his own. Zack and Daniel were roughly the same medium height, but Daniel was trimmer, clean-shaven, and baldnot entirely bald but with two cropped wings of short brown hair left over his ears. He joked that without the hair hed look like Henry in the old comic strip. Yet his profile was strong, and he had the handsome, masculine baldness of a Roman statue, not a debauched emperor but a young senator or maybe a general. He looked butch enough that he wasnt afraid of acting nelly now and then.


Zack was stocky and bearded with a full head of hairhair and beard were the color of flat ginger ale. If Daniel didnt remind him to visit the barber, he began to look like an old hippie or Civil War reenactor. Zack dressed much as hed dressed for the past twenty years, in oxford cloth and khaki, while Daniel wore the clothes of his students: this year it was baggy jeans or cargo pants and long-sleeve T-shirts. Daniel visited the college gym regularly and swam laps in the pool there. The only exercise Zack ever got was on the days he bicycled out to Eastern State Psychiatric Center, where he was a visiting psychiatrist.


Whats for dinner? Zack asked.


Grilled veggies and burgers. Muslims eat cow, dont they?


Or theyd starve, said Ross. If theyre good Muslims, they might not drink.


Not drink? said Daniel. An artist doesnt drink? I cant believe that.


If theyve come to the land of the Great Satan, said Ross, and he paints figures, they cant be very good Muslims.


Is that true about artists and alcohol? asked Zack. They dont all drink, do they? He was still locked in earnest therapist mode.


Jocko let out a soft woof, more like a burp than a bark, just before the doorbell rang.


Speak of the devil. Daniel hurriedly wiped his hands on a dish towel.


Ill get it. He readjusted his cargo pants over his ass and calmly walked out to the hallway.
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THEY STOOD SIDE BY SIDE on the brick porch, lit from behind in the dusty copper sunlight: a tall, elegant woman and an even taller, elegant man. They both wore glasses; they both had dark hair. The womans skin was paler than the mans.


I am Elena Rohani, she declared in her lovely musical accent. You must be Daniel. She laughed and shook his hand. Her fingers felt cool and delicate.


A pleasure to meet you, said Daniel. Good to see you again, Abbas. He shook his hand, too. The Iranians grip was firm.


Daniel had met him only briefly, introduced by Jane Morrison, the department chair, when she gave the man a tour of the art building. Abbas looked more distinct in daylight than he had indoors. He had an umber-olive complexion, heavy eyebrows, and a very high forehead. He was younger than Danielin his mid-thirtiesyet apparently losing his hair as quickly as Daniel had lost his.


What a pretty house, said Elena as they passed through the living room full of comfortable old furniture, including pieces inherited from Daniels mother. Very homey, very open.


Abbas said nothing but gazed intently at the drawings, watercolors, and photographs on the walls. None of this work was Daniels, however; it was all by friends in New York.


What a pretty dog, said Elena when Jocko danced forward to say hello. She gingerly stretched out her fingers to tap the top of his head. Like a big black sheep.


Theres a cat around somewhere, said Daniel. I hope youre not allergic. Balthus usually made herself scarce when strangers were present.


Ross and Zack came out of the kitchen and introduced themselves. Abbas only nodded after each name: Daniel wondered if he was arrogant and haughty or just unsure about his English.


What a pretty view, declared Elena a few minutes later when she stood outside on the terrace, a glass of wine in one hand, a cigarette in the other.


Dont you think, Abbas?


Again Abbas only nodded before he took a long suck off his own cigarette.


Not only did the Rohanis drink but they smokedlike chimneys. Zack dug out an ashtray from the back of a kitchen drawer. Even without cigarettes, they looked more French than Muslim. They certainly dressed French, elegant in casual clothes, especially Elena. She wore a silky saffron blouse with her jeans. Her long face initially struck Daniel as horsey, but her strong featuresher blade of nose and broad cheekbones and cool gray eyesgrew on him, and she became oddly beautiful. She was clearly older than her husband, although Abbas looked simultaneously young and old. His short black hair formed a widows peak halfway up his skull, yet his umber skin was boyishly smooth. His dark brown eyes were caged in narrow, black-framed designer glasses like a raccoon mask.


Ross promptly struck up a conversation with Elena. He seemed quite taken with her: his Southern accent grew just a little thicker.


Tehran? she replied. Oh no. I have never lived there. I have only visited. You see, I am not Persian. Only Abbas is Persian. I am Russian. Or was until the Soviet Union went kaput. I am from Uzbekistan. Which means I am Turkic. Not Turkish but Turkic. Of Central Asia. With some Russian blood. I have not been back in years. I hear it is unlivable.


Abbas stood off to the side, warily watching Ross. You have been to Tehran? he asked.



Ages ago, said Ross. Back at the time of the Shah. So it waswhat year?


Before 1979, said Abbas. That was when my family left. When I was fourteen. He spoke very carefully, in a soft, low, husky tenor, like a muted clarinet.


Your family, uh, emigrated? asked Zack.


We fled. To Paris. I grew up in Paris. I have been back to Tehran only to visit my brother. Who returned after the death of Khomeini. But it is still an impossible country for artists.


And for women, said Elena.


Ross said something in French, and Abbas answered in what sounded like fluent French. Daniel didnt know the language.


We met, Elena announced, in Berlin. And we lived in Paris for a time. And now we are here. We are going to be Canadian next. We await our papers. When we finish here, we will go to Toronto and become Canucks. She happily puckered her lips around the strange, new syllables, almost kissing them. That is the word?


Ross assured her that that was the word.


The sun was down now, the leafy green trees full of inky blue shadow. Husband and wife blew their silky streams of smoke into the gloaming. Daniel noticed Zack twitching his nostrils, not in distaste but in nostalgia. Zack used to smoke himself.


So how do you like Virginia so far? Zack asked.


We like it enough, said Elena. We find it hot and damp, but we hear it will change.


Have you visited Colonial Williamsburg yet? asked Ross. That can be a hoot. Our cartoon America.


We walked in it yesterday. We found it very cute.


She used we a lot, a word that Daniel tried to use carefully, saving it only for special occasions.


Zack, darling? Why dont you start the grill? He wanted to remind the Rohanis that he and Zack were a couple, too. Were going to keep it simple. A plain old American cookout.


Zack stepped to the end of the terrace and began to arrange a neat black pyramid of charcoal in the hibachi.



Such a quiet town, said Elena. Is it safe to walk at night? They give us a house one street over. She waved her hand at the trees. I go out at night or take Osh and Mina to the library, and the place is like a tomb. That will change when school starts?


Yes and no, said Daniel. The students usually stay in at night, studying or visiting cyberspace.


They cant talk to each other face-to-face anymore, only on computer, grumbled Ross. They dont go to bars. Or to the movies. He blamed computers for the fact his theater was always hanging by its financial thumbs.


The whole town shuts down at six, Daniel explained. When we first moved here from New York and I went out walking at night, it felt so quiet. You could hear nothing on the street but the whisper of televisions. I was afraid to fart.


Elena stared at Daniel, narrowing her eyes. Then she burst out laughing. She covered her mouth and tried to stop but only laughed harder. She saw Abbas frowning and quickly regained control. She translated for him, not into French but another language.


Ah, said Abbas and nodded. Very amusing.


The charcoal was ablaze now. Zack returned from the fire just as Ross worriedly asked, You mentioned Mina andanother name?


Osh. For Arash. Our son, said Elena. A son and a daughter. Mina is ten, Osh six.


Our beautiful children, Abbas proclaimed.


We had a difficult time finding a child sitter, said Elena. But one of Abbass future students said she would sit.


Ross tilted his head to study Elena at a new angle, distressed to hear she was a mother.


Im sorry we didnt know, said Zack. You couldve brought them. Its always fun to have kids around.


Daniel exchanged a concerned look with Ross. Neither he nor Ross wanted kids here. Daniel must have known that there were children, but it had slipped his mind.


Maybe next time, Zack said cheerfully.
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WHEN THE FOOD WAS READY, they all went inside and sat at the dining room table. The house was very bright after the darkness of the terrace. Daniel served while Zack opened another bottle of wine.


This is a real American cookout? said Elena, taking a burger and a swatch of grilled vegetables from the serving platter.


With a few modifications, said Daniel.


The two couples sat facing each other: Abbas and Elena on the window side of the table, Daniel and Zack opposite. Ross sat at the end between Zack and Elena.


The art students here? asked Abbas. Are they any good?


Oh, theyre a nice bunch of kids, said Daniel. Were chiefly a liberal arts school. Now and then we get someone truly talented, but not often. Mostly we just teach teachers how to teach.


Then I should have time to do my own work?


I would think so. You have only one workshop class, right? Whereas Daniel had three studio classes, a history of art technique class, and endless departmental business. He barely had time to shit once the semester started.


Zack addressed Abbas. I havent seen your work yet, but Daniel speaks very highly of it. And hes not an easy critic.



Daniel was both pleased and embarrassed that Zack spilled the beans about his admiration. He was ready to make a joke about it, but Elena jumped in.


He is a great painter! she declared. A brilliant painter. Which the world does not yet appreciate. But they will.


The great painter made a face and patted the air with his hand to signal her to be quiet.


But it is true! Do not hide your light. You may not be able to say so, but I can. She addressed the table. He is great. He paints beautifully. Things I have never seen. Things nobody has ever seen. A modern hieroglyph like a new alphabet. With the most wonderful colors and textures. Critics compare him to Picasso and Chagall and She snapped her fingers. Who is the clumsy Italian?


Clemente, grumbled Abbas, now bent over his food.


None of whom hold a candle to him! Or if they are greatand Picasso can be great, she admitted, they are great in different ways. Abbas is original. Abbas is new. She noticed how the men were looking at her, all except Abbas, who continued to eat. You think I am not objective because I am the wife?


Not at all, said Zack in his kindest doctor voice. But your love for him might help you see things that are harder for the rest of the world to recognize.


She shook her head. No. I love his paintings more than I love him. I put up with his faults as a husband because I love him so much as an artist.


Abbas glanced sideways at his wife. You must forgive our way of speaking, he said. English is not our first or even our second language. So we say things more bluntly than is proper. And not always accurate.


Nonsense! said Elena. I am as blunt in Russian or French as in English. And she laughed, tossing an imaginary handful of bluntness over her shoulder. She pointed down at her food. Your grilled squashes are delicious.


All was not right in this household. It was confusing to stumble so soon into another couples private trouble. Nevertheless, Daniel couldnt help thinking: Zack never praised my work like that.



Zack was watching Elena. Are you an artist yourself? He often picked up on such things more quickly than Daniel.


No, I am not a painter. But I am a poet.


A wonderful poet, said Abbas.


But you dont know, she told him. I am wonderful only in Russian and you do not know Russian.


He took a deep breath, then shrugged. No, he admitted.


But I am a good translator, she told the others. From other languages into Russian. I comprehend English better than I speak it. There you must trust me. I am a wild speaker, I know.


Youll teach classes while youre here? asked Ross.


It is not necessary. Our house is paid for. We do not need the money. So I can take care of the children. Work on my English. And do all I can for my artist. Because he is my true job. I write to the dealers and send out the slides and inspect the contracts and prepare the press statements. He gives my life purpose.


Her English was too shaky for Daniel to tell if this last statement was sarcastic or not. It sounded sincere.


Abbas turned to Daniel. You paint, yes?


Perhaps he only wanted to change the subject, but his attention pleased Daniel. His squinty black glasses might look mean, but his eyes seemed friendly enough.


When I have time for it. Im more teacher than painter now.


Hes a terrific painter, said Ross. And a great cartoonist. Hes done some clever things for the ads and posters for my theater.


Zack nodded in agreement but said nothing. He watched Daniel, as if waiting for permission to praise him. Because praise, in fact, often annoyed Daniel. He feared he didnt deserve it. But tonight he wanted Abbas Rohani to hear other people celebrate his work.


These are not your things on the wall? said Abbas, pointing into the living room.


Oh no, theyre all by friends. I keep my stuff downstairs. I have a studio in the basement.


Oh? said Abbas. When we finish dinner, can I see?



Uh, if you like. Daniel was suddenly very nervous, very excited. Which was stupid. Why should he care what this Euro-trash Muslim thought of his work?


And you are a shrink? Elena asked Zack. If Abbas got Daniel, she got Zackor so it seemed. We can say shrink? Or is it an insult?


Oh no. Shrink is perfectly acceptable, said Zack.


Are you the kind who gives drugs or do you only talk?


I do both. But I prefer talk to medication. Which I couldnt always do in New York. My caseload was too heavy. But here I see fewer patients and I can talk more.


There are fewer crazy people here? she asked.


Zack smiled. No. Just fewer who know that theyre crazy.


Correct me if I am wrong, interrupted Abbas, but this is an American thing, yes? In other countries we are happy when we are happy, and sad when we are sad, and there is nothing more to say. But in America people want to be happy all the time. And so they go to psychiatrists.


Zack did not take offenseDaniel knew he got this kind of criticism all the time. But its only human to want to be happy, he said gently. Theres nothing frivolous about it. Although many of the people I see are too wounded or paralyzed by other issues to even begin to think about happiness.


Elena abruptly turned to Rossit was as if Abbas had spoiled Zack for her just by talking to him. How is it for the homosexuals here? Are you persecuted or do they leave you alone?


Ross let out a friendly laugh. Youll have to ask them, not me. Im straight, sorry to say.


Oh? Elena looked more closely at Ross, as if seeing him for the first time. And you are sorry? Why sorry?


Before Ross could explain that he was joking, Abbas jumped in and snatched this subject, too. Yes, yes, yes, he said. We hear there are many super-Christians in this part of the country and life is hard for gay persons.


They leave us alone, said Zack. For the most part.


Ross remained focused on Elena. I gather neither you nor your husband are religious?


Not a bit, she replied. Religion is for cowards.



My wife was brought up a godless Communist, said Abbas. I was brought up by a liberal father who thought the Koran and Khomeini would save his country from the Shah. But they wanted to save the country from men like my father, too, and they drove him away. So no, we have no great love of religion.


Islam is for idiots, declared Elena. For people who do not like to think. Who do not want complication.


Abbas frowned. I do not go so far. They are not all idiots. There are good Muslims. But it does attract many fools.


And how do they treat the Muslims here? asked Elena. After Osama bin Laden and the terrorists and the war?


But we are not Muslims, said Abbas. It does not concern us.


But strangers will not know, Elena argued. They will see your skin and hear your voice and think what they think, true or not. And this is Virginia. It is not Canada or New York.


The college community is fairly liberal, said Zack when the Rohanis paused long enough for someone else to speak. Many students come from D.C., which is an international city. The town itself is more Southern


He means redneck, said Ross.


But its old South, Zack continued. Theres lots of born-again Christians. But people want to be nice. Virginia good manners tend to keep the righteousness in check.


Zack grew up down here, Daniel told the Rohanis.


But I work with all kinds of people as patients and see their softer sides, Zack explained. Im not defending them. Im just pointing out that people will probably be very civil and even friendly in person. No matter what gets said in the newspapers.
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THEY FINISHED EATING and Daniel led everyone downstairs to his studio. His nervousness returned, a confusing, annoying giddiness, as if he were a student and Abbas a teacher. It was ridiculous. Daniel liked the mans paintings and wanted the man to like his. Thats all.


Their house was burrowed in the hillside that sloped away from the street; the basement level opened on the carport and yard out back. Everyone trooped down into the rec room, with its knotty pine walls and fieldstone fireplace, then turned a corner to a short hall that led past the laundry room into Daniels work space.


You have a washing machine! exclaimed Elena, stopping to look. You lucky dogs.


Theres no washer and dryer at your place? asked Zack.


Oh no. The college says there is a laundrette in town and I can go there. But with two children I will be going often.


If were home and you give us enough warning, offered Daniel, you can always use our machines.


Elena looked surprised. I do not wish to impose.


Not at all, said Zack. You got two kids. They make tons of dirty clothes. He must have been thinking the same thing but had been waiting for Daniel to suggest it first. Use us. Please.


Thank you. Yes. Maybe I will. That is very kind.


Daniel entered the studio and turned on the light; the fluorescent tubes fluttered and caught.


The whitewashed brick room glowed like a jail cell. The space had been cleaned, but the workbench was still speckled like a palette, the concrete floor stained with colored shadows. There was almost no smellDaniel worked in acrylic. A large wooden rack filled one corner, where Daniel stowed his more recent, stretched canvases. His older, dead canvases were rolled up and stacked in the storeroom behind the water heater.


You are very tidy, said Elena.


Not really. I just finished putting everything away for the winter. You should see this place when Im working. I cant paint while I teach. It only makes me unhappy when I try, so I dont try anymore. Besides, I paint primarily for myself now, for my mental health. Which was what he always said; it was sometimes true.


Abbas wasnt listening but peering sideways into the rack, frowning vertically.


Daniel went over and pulled out a small landscape. One of his river paintings: precise patches and beads of bright color on a long rectangle of canvas, a view of flat, curving water flanked by marsh grasslike Corot in quotes, Corot in the age of Kodachrome. He couldnt say that aloud, however. He had to let the pictures speak for themselves.


Abbas sniffed, as if smelling the image. You are photographic?


I work from photos, yes.


You are a photo-realist?


Which is so seventies, I know, said Daniel with a guilty laugh. What can I say, honey? Im a child of the seventies. He tried to protect himself with a touch of camp.


Abbas didnt even smile. He waved his open fingers at the canvas as if to say, Next.


Zack stood to one side, looking worried. He claimed not to understand how painters could examine each others work and say so little. Or hear so much in each others silences. But then words were Zacks medium.


Daniel brought out another landscape, this one larger, a wide stretch of the Chickahominy River near Rosss house, the water as smooth as glass, the eye nearly level with the watery mirror.


My river! Ross said proudly. The view from my dock. I love this one. Hed seen all these paintings before; Daniel had done them over the past two summers. Look at the way the river opens and closes, he enthused. In chambers, like a cows stomach. A green stomach full of blue sky.


Very green, said Elena uncertainly. Veryluscious?


It was always the non-painters who did the talking, as if silent images made them uncomfortable.


Daniel carefully turned the canvas against the wall. He hauled out another: a view of woods. The ferny floor was roofed by oak trees, a green twilight caged with tree trunks.


This is my favorite, said Ross, bending forward, supporting himself with his hands on his knees. I could fall into it. It has an unearthly hush, like Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening. Only its summer, not winter.


Ross loved Daniels work, but Ross didnt count. He and Zack were amateurs; they saw the pictures only from the outside. Daniel saw them from the inside and recognized everything that was wrong with them. He wondered what Abbas saw.


Abbas said nothing. He pursed his lips and lifted his chin; he seemed to look down his nose at the painting. Or maybe his glasses were bifocals and he was looking through the reading lenses.


There is much control, he declared. Much craft.


And no imagination? Is that what he meant?


He turned to Daniel. These are exercises for your students? he asked.


To show them how to paint?


No. Theyre for me. To show me how to paint.


And now you know. Abbas smileda mild twitch of mouth. Still. They are nice. For what they are.


Fuck you, thought Daniel. But he was right. The pictures were nothing but exercises, busywork, anxious displays of craft. Daniel was furious with himself for showing them to the younger painter.


But theyre beautiful, said Zack. Theyre not just exercises.


I love them, said Ross. I love the landscape around here anyway. But these paintings have a real peace. A real serenity.


They could see that Daniel was upset, but their sympathy did not make him feel better.


And so on and so forth, he declared, waving at the other frames in the rack. More exercises in peace and serenity. All very good for my mental health.


And you always work in photo-realism? Abbas was looking back at the storage rack. He did not hear Daniels bitterness, did not seem to know he had offended him.


Oh no. I do other things. Some abstraction. Photo collage. I keep coming back to landscape, however. He surveyed the rack until he spotted an edge of orange-pink canvas. But sometimes I feel transgressive. Heres a different kind of landscape. He angrily tugged at the heavy five-foot-by-six-foot frame.


Zack recognized the first inches of flesh color. Daniel? You sure you want to show that? Before they know us better?


Hey, were all grown-ups. Daniel hauled the frame out and turned it around and slammed the bottom end against the concrete floor. The taut canvas trembled like the skin of a bass drum.


He stood beside it, staring at the faces staring at his painting.


Ross clapped his hands and laughed. God, I love this picture!


It was a self-portrait, rougher than the landscapes, the brushstrokes looser, the colors gaudier. Daniels bald head and bare shoulders filled the bottom half of the picture, with a stomach in the upper half, not his own naked belly but another mans alluvial plain of muscular abdomen. Daniels pink face sheepishly looked up from between the mans nude legs, his eyes cartoonishly big, his full mouth rounded in a happy Oh!


Oh, went Elena and jerked her head away.


Abbas didnt even blink. He studied the picture, pursing his mouth again, solemnly nodding. This too is from a photo? Did you take it? he asked Zack.



Zack frowned at Daniel, letting him know that he would say nothing and Daniel could answer however he pleased.


Daniel could have liedAbbas wouldnt know that Zacks stomach could never look like that, not after a thousand sit-ups. But Daniel said, No, a friend took the picture. A young friend. He smiled. The sacrifices we make in the name of art.


Elena stole another look over her shoulder, then glared at her husband. Smut, she said. Schoolboy smut. She turned to Daniel and laughed. Ha ha ha. She actually spoke the syllables. You are a silly man and this is silly smut. She lowered her head and charged from the room. They heard her shoes clatter up the stairs.


Daniel had been so determined to shock the husband that hed forgotten he might shock the wife as well. Her reaction threw him.


Abbas frowned at Daniel, disapproving of the painting or his wife or Daniel, it was hard to tell. He shook his head. Excuse me, he murmured and followed Elena upstairs.


Anyone want coffee? Zack called after them. Ill be right up and make coffee. He gave Daniel a hurt, weary, chiding look.


Daniel smiled and shrugged and prettily batted his eyes, an ironic pose of innocence that hed learned from Charlie Chaplin.


You guys, said Ross, still studying the painting and grinning. There are no secrets in this household.
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THEY FOUND ELENA AND ABBAS UPSTAIRS, out on the terrace, whispering in French while Elena finished a cigarette.


Coffee? No thank you, she said. This is lovely but we must go. We must relieve the sitter. She was smiling sweetly, pretending nothing was wrong. Oh, Abbas? She opened her purse and began to rummage inside. You should show them our children.


She gave him a handful of pictures, and he proudly passed them around, color photos of a pretty girl and boy whose eyelashes were so dark that both seemed to be wearing mascara.


When they said good night, Elena gave each of the men double air kissesDaniel wetly kissed one cheek before he understoodand Abbas shook their hands. The Rohanis strode off into the darkness, the wifes shoes clopping down the street like petulant hooves.


Ross stayed behind for a last glass of wine while Daniel and Zack cleaned up. So shes Russian, he said. Not Iranian but Russian. From Uzbekistan? He shook his head in wonder. So beautiful. Like an Uzbek Anouk Aime. If you guys get the husband, I get the wife.


The husband? said Daniel. What makes you think we want the husband?



I assumed you found him attractive.


He has a certain sultry quality, Zack admitted.


He has a certain asshole quality, said Daniel. Just another holier-than-thou straight male genius.


And thats why you showed him your Portrait of the Artist Giving a Blow Job? said Zack. To slap him in his holiness?


I love that picture, Ross repeated. Its like dirty Escher. Male or female, the viewer gets their dick sucked by you, Daniel. Too bad you cant show it at school. What happened to John Wilson anyway? Who was the blowee, a bleached-blond assistant gardener for Colonial Williamsburg with whom Daniel had had a fling three years ago.


He went off to L.A. to seek fame and fortune, said Daniel.


He still sends us Christmas cards, said Zack.


Ross knew all about their open marriage. He was intrigued, even enviousSilly me, I think I have to marry themalthough he had also learned that it was not without complications.


The painting disturbed her more than it did him, said Zack.


You think? said Ross. See, I found his reaction fishy. I cant believe the guy was as blas as he pretended.


Zack shrugged. Hes an artist. Hes lived in Paris and Berlin. Hes probably seen it all.


So have I, said Ross. But first time I saw that picture, I freaked. I mean, Im not totally comfortable seeing a guy go down on me, especially a good friend.


Just drop it, said Daniel. Please? I dont care what either of them thinks. Of me or my work or cocksucking or any of that. I dont know why the hell I showed them that damn painting.


He could feel Zack looking at him, wondering what this was really about. Well, they could talk about it later, maybe.


Then Ross asked Zack, I know I have no business asking for a professional opinion. But didnt they both seem just a little nuts?


Theyre wound a bit tight, Zack admitted. But considering the lives theyve led, its a wonder they arent wound tighter. They have their own gestalt, thats for sure. But they seem to make it work.






After Ross left, Daniel took Jocko for his walk, a quick trip around the block. Williamsburg really was a ghost town after dark, the peace more unnerving than soothing. The cicadas continued to buzz and chitter like a short circuit in the nights wiring.


When he returned, their tiger-striped tabby, Balthus, had come out of hiding to waddle around the living room, fat and possessive, making sure nothing had been stolen. Jocko sniffed the cat hello, then followed Daniel down the hall to the bedrooms.


They found Zack in his room, already in bed, sitting against the headboard in his yellow nightshirt, with a Penguin paperback in his lap, something else Victorian.


Hello, buddy, said Zack when Jocko jumped up beside him. The dog turned a few times, making a mental nest at the foot of the bed, and lay down.


Daniel remained in the door. So. Have a good time tonight?


I did. I always enjoy seeing Ross. And I like meeting new people. Even if theyre strange. Zack was watching Daniel.


They are strange, arent they?


But interesting. Different. Zack closed his book, signaling that they should talk. I hope theyre not too unhappy being stuck in Williamsburg for a year.


We dont have to worry about him, said Daniel. Hes the kind of cocky young artist who doesnt need anybody or anything.


So what did you want from him?


Nothing. Whats to want?


Did you ask them over tonight because youre interested in him as a painter? said Zack. Or in him as something else?


Daniel frowned. What do you mean?


Zack broke into a smile. What do you mean, what do I mean?


And Daniel laughed. It was a nuisance to have a boyfriend who could read you so quickly, who knew there was no such thing as a meaningless impulse. There is much in life one prefers to leave unexamined, but Zack saved them countless hours that would otherwise have been lost in silences or secrets.



Daniel came into the room and sat on the bed. Handsome, exotic, thirty-something guy? Yeah, I found him attractive. Despite his being married. And the two kids. Although I forgot about the kids. He scratched Jocko behind the ears: the dog opened his mouth and grinned. But you can be attracted to someone without wanting to go to bed with them. Hes interesting. Hes a new face. I like his paintings. Or I did. But hes just another snotty frog.


A snotty Muslim frog, said Zack. A sexy snotty Muslim frog.


You think hes sexy?


Sure.


Then why dont you pursue him?


Because Im lazy. And hes straight. And I dont care about that stuff anymore. He lightly touched Daniels hand.


Daniel touched back, brushing a thumb with a finger. I dont know what I wanted. If it were just sex, itd be simple. Wanna mess around? No? Okay. Bye. But I wanted a friend. A peer. Maybe I just wanted him to like my work as much as I like his. Which is stupid.


Not stupid, said Zack. Its what we all want. Respect from people we respect.


But most artists cant love anyone elses work without doubting their own. Theyre too competitive.


You admire other peoples work.


Because I already hate my own stuff.


Zack hesitated. No, you dont. Youre just frustrated right now.


Were not gonna go there tonight.


Okay. We wont.


But if they couldnt talk about that, they didnt know what to say next. They said nothing for a moment.


Ill let you get back to your reading. Daniel tapped the book by the pillow: Wives and Daughters by Elizabeth Gaskell. Zack had read all the giants and was growing more and more obscure.


Zack opened the book. Well, we have the whole school year to figure out the Rohanis, he said, pretending that was all theyd been talking about.


Or never see them again, said Daniel.


Except we did offer her the use of our washer and dryer.



Daniel groaned and rolled his eyes. I think I scared her off. He kissed Zack on the forehead. Good night, love, he said. Good night, Jocko. And he went next door to his bedroom.


They slept in separate rooms but kept their doors wide open. Zack snored, but not so badly that it carried down the hall. They had slept apart for so long now that they did not miss each others body. In fact, each man remained intensely conscious of the others presence in the next room, almost as if he were sleeping beside him. Jocko would shift from bed to bed in the night, depending on his mood.


Life in couples usually writes white upon the page, except in times of crisis. Zack and Daniel believed their private crises were all behind them. Over the past twenty-one years they had fallen in and out of love with each other more than once, and not always at the same time. They had come to believe that they would always have each other, no matter what might happen to them separately or together.
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THEY MET IN NEW YORK CITY IN 1981, at the monthly gay and lesbian dance at Columbia. They were two young men in their late twentiesthey did not know how young they really werewith the spotless preppy clothes and skinny El Greco bodies of the period. Neither was looking for a boyfriend that night. Both just wanted to get laid. Daniel was getting over being dumped by a middle-aged art dealer. Zack was in the middle of his residency and had no emotional space for anything like love. He was just beginning to enjoy sex for the sake of sex. Back in Virginia he used to fall in love with any man who was kind enough to go to bed with him.


It was after midnight, and all the pretty undergraduates had paired off. They noticed each other across the room. Daniel strolled over. Hey, handsome. Wanna dance? Zack disliked this New York smart-ass manner, but he nodded and stepped out on the floor. Years later, he remembered a song by the Beach Boys, Daniel insisted it was the Supremes. My names Daniel. Whats yours? Zachary Knowles. Oh. Youre from the South. How did you guess? You got an accent, sweetheart. Damn. Im trying to lose it.


They danced a second dance and Zack decided the guy was cute enough. Zack disliked dancinghe knew he moved like a wooden Indianso he cut to the chase. You wanna go back to my place? Daniel laughed. Not too impatient, are we, sweetheart? Sorry. Im on a tight schedule. What am I, a train? Its just that I cant afford to waste time. You sure know how to romance a girl. Zack disliked this kind of faggy talk, but he hated himself for disliking it. Sorry. That was a stupid thing to say. I apologize. No apology necessary, said Daniel. Besides, it is getting late. Where do you live? He lived downtown, only a few blocks from Daniels place. Itd be easy enough to get home afterward. Oh, why not?


They caught a cab, and Zack became nervously quiet on the ride down, Daniel nervously chatty. He talked about politics, first Jimmy Carter, then Ronald Reagan, wanting to prove he had a serious side. They arrived at Zacks building, rode in the elevator up to his apartment, walked through the doorand mutually pounced. They became two frantic, groping, greedy, generic bodiesfor twenty minutes or so. Their first sex was friendly, efficient, and forgettable. Then, while Zack considered going to sleep and Daniel considered getting dressed and going home, they began to talk again.


A shrink? said Daniel. A shrink whos not a Jew? Hed been in therapy for most of high school, and there was a kinky thrill in being naked with a psychiatrist, even one from Virginia. So youre a bagel queen. You love psychiatry, New York, and Jewish boys.


Nooo, said Zack. I just like smart guys. They dont have to be Jewish. He ran his fingers through Daniels hairDaniel still had a full head of soft brown hair; Zack was still clean shaven. When Zack thought back years later to this time, he could not help picturing their faces as they were now, only smoother, vaguer, not yet in focus. So youre an artist, he said. All I know are nerd doctors.


Were pretty wild, you know. Flaky and unpredictable.


Im a grind, said Zack. I work all the time. Im not much fun.


Each tried to tell the other that they were a bad match and shouldnt see each other again. Nevertheless, Daniel spent the night.


They went out for breakfast the next day, the civilized way of saying goodbye to the total stranger who had gotten his pubic hair in your mouth the night before. In diners all over town, one-night stands were saying farewell over bacon and eggs. But when Zack and Daniel got up to go back to their real lives, they went for a walk instead.



They spent the whole afternoon walking, ambling around the West Village, strolling up into the overcast sky by the Hudson River piersthe abandoned elevated highway still stood on stilts over West Streettelling stories about work and family and school. The tops of the skyscrapers downtown dissolved in the low ceiling of gauzy gray clouds. They wasted the entire day together and decided they might as well have dinner. Afterward they went back to Zacks place and ended up in bed again. They lay there after sex, sharing Zacks cigarettes and opening up the rest of their lives, telling about the first men they loved, the first men they slept with, the first time they told friends. Neither man had told his parents yet.


They met on a Friday night and did not say goodbye until Sunday afternoon, when Zack had to report back at the hospital. He was on twenty-four-hour duty until Wednesday. Then he spent Wednesday night with Daniel, and Thursday night, and Friday night.


It was so easy, so painless. It felt too good to be true. Zack was twenty-seven but had never experienced requited love before. Daniel was twenty-six and had been through several messy, manic affairs with hot men who loved sex but hated love. Zack seemed so sane and sweet by comparison.


They did most of their talking in bed during their first month.


Sex is such a nice way of getting to know somebody, Zack purred into Daniels ear.


And after you know them?


Oh, you can never know anyone completely, he claimed.


More important for Zack than the pillow talk was the first time Daniel took him to his studio. Daniel taught part-time at Parsons, but he rented space in an old building on lower Broadway. His fiberboard cubicle was full of paintings in a variety of styles, but all very precise, measured, and beautiful. Zack knew nothing about art, but he could tell when someone cared about his work. He did not want to fall in love with a man who was faking it. Daniel clearly loved his vocation as much as Zack loved his.


Daniel didnt need a turning point. Somehow he knew after their first day-long walk together that they were right for each other. He should have worried about binding himself to a therapist, a highly trained conscience, like Jiminy Cricket with a medical degree. Yet that never bothered Daniel. He liked the idea of sharing his life with someone who was smarter than he was about certain things, not everything but some things, like psychiatric theories and mental illness, which were only a small part of existence anyway. He joked to his pals that his new boyfriend had access to great drugs. It was months before he could share the joke with Zack, who found it very funny, since it wasnt true.


They moved in together, into Zacks apartment, which was bigger, with a real lease. They both had siblings and knew how to live with other people. They understood difference; they did not expect oneness. Zack loved classical music and social history, both of which left Daniel cold. Daniel enjoyed ballet and cooking and bad pop songsthe trashier the betterall foreign to Zack. But they both liked women and they both hated Reagan, and they both adored silent movies.


Actually, silent film was Daniels bug; Zack caught it like the flu. Despite what many people think, silent movies arent failed talking pictures but a whole different art form. They need music to work, and Zack already loved music. Daniel took him into a new world of old images and live music. New York in the 1980s was filled with it: Lee Erwin played a mammoth church organ for summer screenings at St. John the Divine; various piano players performed at the Thalia; entire symphony orchestras accompanied rediscovered epics at Radio City Music Hall.


They adored the comedies, of course: Chaplin and Keaton. Zack preferred Chaplin and Daniel preferred Keaton, but they admired bothonly dilettantes claim Keaton is greaterand in later years they would switch favorites. But they also loved the melodramas, which are like pantomime operas full of high, absurd emotion. Its the convention of talk that makes such excess feel ludicrous. They would sit side by side, staring ahead, transfixed by the sorrows of a disfigured clown in The Man Who Laughs or the pathos of a beaten child in Broken Blossoms or the reconciliation of an unhappy husband and wife in Sunrise. Without the distraction of words, such stories can pierce the heart like a knife. When the lights came up, Zack and Daniel would slowly rise to their feet, shake themselves out of their different dreams, and turn to each other, grinning.
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SOMETHING TERRIBLE IS GOING TO HAPPEN. Thats what I feel during these attacks. I feel it first in my tummy, then it rushes up to my head and out to my hands. A cold, icy panic.


Something terrible will happen to you?


Or to my family. Or a neighbor. Or maybe just in the world. I dont know. Which makes the fear even worse. Itd be easier to handle if I thought it was going to happen to me.


The office was dark, the curtains drawn, the air conditioner running. September remained warm and humid. Two bookcases flanked the curtained window, one full of psychiatric texts, the other full of Victorian novels, biographies, and history. A soft, black leather chair squatted against the opposite wall. Fay Dawson sat very ladylike in the chair, staring down at the hands she kept neatly tucked in the folds of skirt between her knees.


Prefers worrying about others to worrying about self, Zack scratched in pencil in his spiral notebook.


His work was about stories. Everyone had stories. Many stories. And Zack knew how to listen. In recent years he sometimes feared that hed forgotten how to speak, but he did know how to listen.



I imagine these episodes are not only frightening for you but disruptive? he offered. Sometimes inconvenient?


You better believe it, said Fay. Twice I had attacks while I was driving. I had to pull over and call home. Which is why I dont drive anymore. I have to get my son or husband to take me places.


That must be limiting.


Yes. She lowered her eyes. Embarrassing, too.


Fay was a petite, pretty woman a few years younger than Zack, an ageless Southern good girl with short hair and no makeup; her smart clothes gave her a feminine tomboy look, like a motel manager or real estate agent. Shed been referred to Zack by her family doctor, Jack Sturgeon, for panic attacks. She wanted something for her nerves, thats all. Zack said hed be happy to write her a prescription, but he wanted to talk with her first, then meet with her while she was on the medication to monitor its effect. Since theyd be meeting anyway, they might as well explore possible causes for her anxiety.


Have you discussed these attacks with anyone?


I tried talking with Donald Kane, our minister. We belong to the Rock Church, you know. Pentecostal. But all Donald can say is that I must trust in Jesus. And he quotes scripture at me. And scripture is not what I need right now.


No. Sometimes we just need someone to listen, said Zack. And your husband? Can you talk about it with him?


Oh, Yancy means well, but you know how men are. Well, maybe you dont. She caught herself; her cheeks and neck turned bright red. Sorry. I didnt mean youre not. A man, I mean.


No offense taken. Zack smiled. And gay men can be just as oblivious as straight men.


They can? Truly? I didnt know. She tried looking him in the eye but couldnt.


Despite what hed been taught, Zack had learned to establish as soon as possible that he was a gay man with a boyfriend. This was a small town, and people were going to know anyway. He hoped to reduce the elaborate tap dance around I know/you know/I know. Most of his patients were women. He saw a few men, chiefly students from the college, but mostly it was women. Daniel joked that Zack was like a hairdresser for distressed psyches.


You have children? he asked.


Yes, two. A boy, Malvern, whos a teenager. Hes seventeen. And Melissa. Whos twelve.


Zack wrote everything in his notebook. How long have you and Yancy been married?


Nineteen years. Is that right? Yes. Nineteen years in October. She paused. Youre going to ask me about our sex life, arent you?


All patients fretted about this during their first visit; Zack admired Fay for having the courage to come right out and ask. Probably. But not today, he assured her. Eventually.


She smiled and took a deep breath. I know it sounds awful, but Im not much interested in sex anymore.


It often happens when people get to be our age. He hadnt meant our to slip out, but it did.


Its terribly private. Marriage. So hard to talk about. You sound mean-spirited if you complain, or like youre fooling yourself if you praise it. You and your, uh, friend. How do you talk about it?


Fay, were here to discuss you today, not me.


Of course. Im sorry. Its my old-fashioned Virginia manners. Fay let out a nervous laugh. Its how I was brought up, Dr. Knowles. I feel funny doing all the talking.


Zack smiled kindly. You can forget your good manners here, he told her. How would you describe your marriage?


She took another deep breath. Were happy. Well, as happy as anyone can be. There are times when we dont like each other very much. But we love each other. We do.


He respected her for offering such a realistic appraisal right off the bat. She was a very intelligent, self-aware woman. She reminded him of someone. He could not let himself be distracted by memories, yet he felt this was someone he liked.


And the Rock Church helps, she said. It gives me and Yancy something to share, something to lean on. I didnt mean to bad-mouth it earlier. Truly. Do you believe in God?


Zack was not totally surprised by the question. He saw a fair share of extreme Christians out at the state hospital, but rarely in his private practice. For an evangelical or fundamentalist believer, seeing a therapist was like admitting Jesus couldnt help. But Fay was bolder and more curious than most born-again Christians.


Why do you ask, Fay? Do you feel we have to think about God in the same way for us to work together? She didnt need to know that she was dealing with an atheist.


Oh no! Not that. I was just asking. Curious. Thats all.


Zack had a new idea. Do your panic attacks affect your faith?


What do you mean? She looked worried.


But she had brought up God and Zack thought he should explore. They dont make you feel God has abandoned you? Or are they about something else entirely?


She stared at him as if he had insulted her. God has nothing to do with my attacks. They dont put the fear of God in me, if thats what you mean. Because I always have the fear of God. And the love! She looked down at the hands in her lap. Im not upset about God! she argued. Im not upset about the Rock Church! Im not even upset about Reverend Donald! I dont know why Im so upset. Except Her face snapped back up with a fierce look of hurt. My daughter almost died, you know!


Zack was stunned. I didnt know. Im sorry. It took him a moment to recover. I can know only what you tell me, Fay. I cant read your mind.


Sorry, sorry, she whispered, lowering her head again, frightened by her anger. I didnt mean to take that tone with you.


Dont worry about my feelings. I have a very thick skin. He had crossed a line, but it gave them something valuable. So what happened to your daughter? This is Melissa?


Yes. Melissa. This was last spring. This year.


Fay told the story in a soft, muttering tone, with many pauses and grimaces. Her daughter went to school one day and was fine. The kids were playing dodgeball on the playground. And Melissa suddenly collapsed. The ball hadnt hit her; she just fell, unconscious. And she stayed unconscious and was rushed to the hospital. The doctors thought it was a cranial blood clot and were certain shed die.


Zack set down his pencil, listened, and said nothing.


And I was ready to accept it. I was ready to say goodbye and let her go, said Fay. With an ease that amazed me.


He thought he knew where this was going: She was angry with Godthats why she had lost her temper. She was angry with God and her church, and her anger frightened her.


But then Fay said, And I realized I could let go of all of them. Every last one. My daughter, my son, my husband. They could all die tomorrow and it wouldnt mean a thing. She stared at Zack. Isnt that awful? They could all drop dead and it wouldnt hurt me a bit. Theyd be out of my hair and Id be sad, but I could go on with my life. Because I dont love them. Not really.


You mean to say that you felt


Fay rushed back into her story. She was unconscious for thirty-six hours. Thats all. A day and a half. I came back to her room from the cafeteria andthere she was! Wide awake! Sitting up in bed! My darling little angelcake. And I was so glad. I was! she insisted, as if anyone could doubt her. She was fine, like it was nothing but a long nap. I was so happy to have her back. She paused again and bit her lower lip. Not until weeks later did I remember my real feelings. When the doctors told me she might die. She drew her mouth down in a rubbery frown. Thats the kind of mother I really am. A cold mother. A selfish mother. Her face folded up between her frown and her eyes, and she broke into loud sobs.


Daniel called this the room where women come to cry, but men cried here, too. Zack could feel his own eyes prickling. He stood up and crossed to the box of Kleenexes on the table beside her. He knelt down on one knee and held out the tissues. Fay, you dont sound like a selfish woman. You dont talk like a cold mother.


She took a tissue and covered her eyes.


You sound like someone who was only protecting herself from a possible loss.



But I dont care about any of them! she cried behind the crumpled mask of paper. I dont love them.


But you must, said Zack. Or you wouldnt be so afraid that something else might happen to them.


She clutched her nose in Kleenex. What do you mean?


Zack knew hed jumped the gun. This was a premature interpretation and he was saying too much too soon, but she was upset and he wanted to offer some kind of solace. You do care or you wouldnt be afraid other terrible things could happen to them.


You mean my panic attacks are about them and not me?


Maybe, maybe not, said Zack, backtracking. Well have to talk about it later. In our next session. He smiled apologetically as he got up off the floor.


Were almost out of time today.


This was a cruel place to leave things but a useful place, a productive place. Zack hoped to make up for having said too much.


He wrote out two prescriptions, explaining how the Paxil would re-up her serotonin and the Xanax would stop the panic attacks until the Paxil became effective. Once the Paxil kicks in, well take you off the Xanax, but save it for emergencies.


Zack escorted her out to the bathroom in the front hall so she could wash her face.


A man sat in the living room, an eighteenth-century figure dressed in green knee britches and a brown waistcoat, like a hallucination from the Age of Reason.


Hello, Carter. Go on in. Ill be with you shortly.


Carter Mosby worked for Colonial Williamsburg, a silversmith in one of the craft shops. He came to sessions straight from work.


Fay stepped out of the bathroom, fully reassembled, her face almost sunny. Thank you, she said. This has been very
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