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To Blake, Jax and Drew,

who welcomed me into their collection

and made me whole

THE LEG IN QUESTION

“It also struck me, this last day in hospital, that convalescence, and special places for it, was a social no less than an individual need. If we, freshly sick, could not face the world, the world could not face us, with our lineaments, our habiliments, of sickness and affliction. We inspired horror and fear–I saw this quite clearly–and for the world’s sake, no less than our own, could not be let out. We had been stamped, with the stigmata of patients, the intolerable knowledge of affliction and death, the intolerable knowledge of passivity, lost nerve, and dependence–and the world does not care to be reminded of such things.”

From A Leg to Stand On, by Oliver Sacks
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Belle of the Ball
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I was beginning to despair that I’d never find a suitable dance partner when I spotted a pale, gangly blonde at one of the back tables, nursing bad Chablis and, unlike the rest of the 1981 DC debutante crop, tucking into her rubber chicken with gusto. The big band struck up a waltz, and her tapping toes let me know she was ripe for the picking.

I walked over and affected a small bow. “May I?”

She shrugged, her off-the-rack kelly green gown shrugging with her. “I’ll give it a shot,” she said with a hint of Appalachian twang. Then she pushed herself up to her full five foot nine plus heels, looked me dead in the eye, shook my outstretched hand with country-girl fervor and allowed me to ferry her to the dance floor.

We spent that first foray jockeying for power. Those wiry arms kept pushing when they should have pulled, resisting when she should have yielded. The dance ended, and she said, “Sorry I was a disappointment.”

I blushed for her. “Quite all right—I apologize, I don’t know your name,” I said, though, of course, I knew of her. I always looked up the girls in the Social Register before the deb season started.

“Clementine Asher,” she said. She curtsied, as she had been taught in the required comportment classes, then she turned back toward her table. As the band launched into a foxtrot, I panicked. Even as she trod on my toes, unlike the other debs, she was neither self-conscious nor desperate to be admired. There was an openness I sensed in Clem, a curiosity. In other words, she was teachable. And I was desperate for a student.

“May I try again?” I asked, reaching for her hand. “This dance is a wee bit easier.”

“Really? For Cyd Charisse, maybe.” Yet she offered her hand, and I gave it a squeeze.

“Don’t think,” I said, pulling her to me. “That’s my job. Just listen to the music and let me lead.” God bless her, she did. When she glanced at her feet, I nudged her little cleft chin upwards. “Don’t dance with your eyes, dear girl, but with your gut.” From then on she relaxed, trusting me more and more. “Brava,” I whispered, and she smiled, revealing slightly snaggled teeth.

The song ended, then the band struck up a jaunty Latin tune, horns a-blaring.

“Do you trust me?” I asked.

Clementine nodded.

Robert, the bandleader and an old friend from the Dupont Circle scene, shouted “Olé!” and tossed a sparkly sombrero onto the floor, and I whisked her over to it, leading her into the Mexican hat dance. The other dancers skittered off the floor, but Clem grasped one edge of her hem as we merry-go-rounded the sombrero until dizzy with glee.

And with that, I had secured Clementine for the season.

I kissed her gloved hand, and then she held two fingers up to her lips. “I’m desperate for a smoke.”

She glanced at her parents, engaged in small talk in the far corner, grabbed my arm, and hustled me off to the nearest patio.

“Oh my god,” she said, exhaling a long scimitar of smoke like a reverse sword swallower.

“I take it your folks don’t know you smoke.”

“They don’t know that I do anything. Daddy’d kill me.” The daddy who had clawed his way out of the pits via some forgettable law school in West Virginia, only to scale the pinnacle of Washington society: chief lobbyist for the coal industry. I’d seen him around town. Though he affected the airs of old money, if you stood close enough, you could smell the anthracite dust, spot the grit at the edges of his manicured fingernails.

Everyone at those balls pretended to be something they were not. The nouveau riche mothers pretended to have graduated from one of the Seven Sisters. The girls, children of the 1970s, pretended not to be appalled by the conspicuous consumption that had swept into town on the day that poor Jimmy Carter flew off in Marine One, taking his peanut-fueled asceticism with him. The waitstaff of the various balls, mostly southern Black men, pretended not to be disgusted with the lily-white partygoers and their racist, dismissive manners. And the fathers pretended as though they weren’t marketing their daughters for marriage with a dowry of recently-acquired cash leavened with politesse.

I was usually rather guarded with the debs, but already Clem felt like a co-conspirator. “If you can elude curfew, I’ll find us something a bit more fun than cigs,” I said, igniting her second smoke with my Gucci lighter.

“God, please—anything but the Chevy Chase Club,” she said. “Bunch of rapey frat boys who’ll end up on the Supreme Court or at the NSA.”

After her parents had gone, we said our goodbyes, piled into my vintage BMW, and drove into Georgetown where we braved the preppy bar scene at Third Edition, both of us running into people we knew in between discrete trips to the bathroom for a bump. When Frank Sinatra’s version of “New York, New York” came on, I dipped Clem so deeply that her flaxen hair brushed the lighted floor.

Just before I dropped her off at her Chevy Chase manse, she said, “That was more fun than a good girl ought to have.”

“Who said you were a good girl?” I went to kiss her cheek, but she turned and planted a fervent French one on my mouth until I pulled away, gasping. “Dear girl, I thought you knew. I bat on the left side.”

“I—I assumed? But then you were so flirty . . . I’m so sorry,” she said, gathering up her green skirt and vintage mink stole, scrabbling at the car door until I patted her shoulder.

“Darling, I flirt with everyone. It’s my tragic flaw. But let’s make a pact: this season, you are my default dance partner. And when you need me as a cover to bed some lucky swain, I’ll be your out.” I caressed her lovely, downy cheek for reassurance.

“Deal,” she said, “but then you promise me this: tell me everything about your life—and I mean everything.”

“Sweetheart—you may be brave on the dance floor, but there are some things that are supposed to be hidden. Sexier that way.”

“I’m not afraid,” she said, turning to look at me with an unnerving country directness. “I’ll tell you mine, if it doesn’t gross you out.”

“Don’t you have girlfriends for this?”

“They lie. And I was a tomboy running around in cutoffs until, like, yesterday—I have so much catching up to do.” We shook on it, and then she kissed me properly—on the cheek—before letting me walk her to the door.

From then on, at each party we met, hugged, and retreated to our respective tables: she had a formal escort, of course, the bland, balding son of a DC trade lawyer, and I was assigned to another deb that season, a clumsy pill named Greta with whom I suffered through one slow dance per event. When I finally got back to the radiant Clem, I felt both free and tethered at the same time: I was a helium balloon held tenderly by a slender gold string named Clementine. By mid-season, we attracted crowds, especially during jitterbug flips, which drew gasps from the parents. I suspect they feared Clementine would expose her nether regions to the deb crowd, but she never did, clever girl. We always turned to clap for the band, and the deb crowd clapped for us.

It was a glorious time, truly. I felt as close to her as I had to anyone in years. We did our duty, making obligatory small talk with shallow idiots. And between dances, we smoked and talked about our lives. She’d gotten into Princeton through no small pull from her father.

“I feel like an impostor,” she said, taking an impressive drag.

“We’re all impostors, darling. I guarantee that no one at Princeton got there solely on their merits.”

“I’m not even sure I like it there.”

“Transfer to another school.”

“Where would I go?”

“Someplace where the music is good,” I suggested. “Disco has not yet died a natural death in Miami.”

“Daddy would freak out.”

“It’s not his life, dear one. I hated my job at the Smithsonian, which, by the by, I’d gotten through connections like everybody else in this town. I stayed far too long out of loyalty and fear.”

“How’d you get out of it?”

“When I’d had my fill of documenting the provenance of Archie Bunker’s chair and Fonzie’s leather jacket, I walked into the Corcoran, insisted on seeing the head curator, and told her she couldn’t live without me.”

“And?”

“I had a new job three days later.”

“I’m not brave like you.”

“Says the girl who learned the paso doble on the fly, in front of 200 people.”

She took another drag, then snuffed out the cigarette with her heel, giving it an elegant twist. Dancing with me had changed Clementine. She was no longer ungainly, but instead graceful, at ease in her lanky frame. She had blossomed in my arms. If I’d preferred women, I would have asked her to marry me right then and there.

“There’s a contest coming up, and I’d love for you to join me.”

She leaned against a concrete planter, shivering in the cold. “Seriously?”

“For amateurs like us—easy peasy. Mid-January. Right after the season but before you have to go back to school.”

“Daddy wants me back in West Virginia after New Year’s.”

“Which means your D.C. house will be empty—we could practice there.”

“Let me set on it a spell.” Southernisms leaked out of her when she felt stressed, so I backed off.

It was her father who pulled me aside at the Thanksgiving ball and, while piling shrimp on his plate, answered for his daughter.

“Clementine is naïve, son.”

I hated when old straight men called me son.

“She doesn’t really understand how fast a girl’s reputation can be ruined.”

“But Mr. Asher, I’m—”

“A faggot. But she has more to lose than her virginity. So I’m asking you politely, with the understanding that if you keep talking to her about that dance thing, I won’t be so genteel the next time.” This genteel man then took two shrimp, dipped them in copious amounts of cocktail sauce, and dropped them in his open maw like coal in a boxcar, chewing loudly. “I see how she shines with you. Maybe too much—some parents are grumbling. Apparently, she upstages their dumpy girls. And I admit it, I’m damn proud of her. First thing she’s ever been good at. But dancing with the likes of you won’t get her the right friends, the right job, the right husband. You’ve had your fun with her. After the presentation ball, it’s over.”

He patted me on the shoulder as though I were a hunting dog who’d just dropped a duck at his feet, handed me his dirty plate, and left me with nothing but shrimp tails and an anger that I took out on Clem during the next mambo.

When the final ball arrived, Clem and I danced and smoked, smoked and danced. Her father, smug as a 4-H farmer with a prize heifer, presented her during the ceremony and then did his best in the father-daughter dance. She had surpassed him, and he beheld her with awe and no small amount of terror.

Later she and I mocked the decolletage-baring curtsey she’d been forced to make while holding her father’s hand. “I thought my tits were gonna pop out,” she said, smoke coming out of her nostrils as she laughed.

“Darling, if they had, I’d have swept you up in a polka so you could scoop the girls back into place.”

We finished the season as we’d begun it, with a waltz. But this time, Clementine knew which way to turn her head on that Nefertiti neck. How to read my cues. She had stopped thinking and begun listening with her hands, her hips, her feet, her breath.

We promised to keep in touch, but I knew I couldn’t push the contest anymore. New Year’s 1982 brought an end to the deb season but the beginning of more Reaganite excess. Museum balls, lobbyist balls, and the National Press Club ball. Where else could a gay man in a straight town hide in plain sight? Who else to play the court jester than a man comfortable in Argyle and ever-ready with a quip? Though I bedded the club boys, on the dance floor I preferred a girl in my arms and a band playing the Great American Songbook. It just felt right, her crinoline swishing against my tails. Yet none of those DC girls held a candle to Clem.

She came home for Valentine’s weekend, and to celebrate our singleness I took her to my favorite haunt, where the old queens gave us a standing ovation when we broke out a Carolina shag to “It’s Raining Men.” I wished aloud that we could dance together forever, a Fred and Ginger bringing class to a gauche new age, and she said, “But we will, sweetie! Of course we will.” Did the deb crowd truly believe that a straight man could dance like that? Or that a woman would allow herself to be so intimate, so in sync, with someone merely trying to get into her panties? No, my darlings, Clem and I were better than Fred and Ginger. We danced impossibly well together because we could never actually be together. We made love on the dance floor. The spins and the dips and the twirls were our climax. If the dance is all you have, then you give it all to the dance. Some idiots probably thought we were in love! Others saw Clem as a fag hag pining away for someone she could never have. We used it all to our advantage; the dance floor was our stage and connubial bed all rolled into one.

I found my first purple lesions a few days after she left. They resembled tiny pansies, the kind that the Mayflower Hotel grew in enormous planters on the balcony outside the ballroom. Clementine and I had admired them during our smoke breaks. Flowers that bloom in winter, she had said. Kind of a metaphor for us, don’t you think?

My mind kept straying to Clem as I waited my turn at the Whitman-Walker gay men’s clinic in Georgetown. The medical resident on duty tapped a pen on his clipboard, as if to drum up the appropriate words. “We’re seeing a lot of this lately, and frankly, we’re stumped. If you were 75, I’d say Kaposi’s sarcoma.”

“Good god—it sounds like an Egyptian curse.”

“It’s a kind of cancer. But don’t worry. You’re only how old?”

“Thirty.”

“Hardly the profile. Let me take some blood, then get some rest and come back in a week and we’ll discuss.”

As if my state of health were some Oxford University course and this way-too-green doctor were my tutor, assigning me homework. But I did as he asked. I rested and waited, trying not to fear the new spots on my chest. One of the boys I collected that week seemed alarmed, so I blamed them on the errant shots of an overzealous squash partner.

Soon, though, I noticed lesions on other men’s arms. Rumors began flying. So-and-so has the gay cancer. Wear a glove, honey, or you might get it too. I heard, though not from a reputable source, that a mutual friend had died of it. He wasted away within weeks, so gaunt that his Catholic family had foregone the open casket.

Then the lesions began to subside. The intern said my blood work looked normal, save for a slightly elevated white blood cell count. “Could be anything. The common cold. Take your vitamins and drink lots of fluids,” he said, writing me a Valium script for my mounting anxiety. “Stress is gonna kill you long before anything else.”

I was feeling more energetic than ever when, right before spring break, Clementine invited me to her eating club’s formal. I took the train up to Princeton, changing into white tie and tails in a begrudging RA’s bathroom. Clem was resplendent in one of her deb gowns, a tea length number in lilac, all the better to show off her long, creamy legs.

“You are magnificent, darling. You’ve filled out a bit, I think?”

“Oh god—is that code for fat?”

I laughed. “Hardly, but you now have a more than respectable bosom.”

She blushed all the way down that fabulous neck. “Stop it.” But she was pleased.

As always, we wowed on the floor, attempting harder combinations, more daring dips. But the next day, after I’d awoken hungover in a beanbag chair in her dorm’s common area, it was clear she didn’t know how to deal with me and her school friends at the same time. She’d fallen in with a crunchy crowd who went hiking in the Ramapo Mountains and—for fun!—learned how to roll a kayak on Princeton’s rowing lake.

“Hey,” she said as she waved me into her messy room. Her sullen roommate rose from a bunk bed and decamped for parts unknown.

“What’s on tap for today, my dear?” I removed a bra to sit on the one chair in the tiny, malodorous space.

“Maybe a run, some studying. I’m way behind in orgo.” All but a request that I leave her to collegiate life.

“If you mean orgasms, then by all means I’ll bow out, my dear.” 

She giggled but immediately shook her head. “Seriously—I’m in midterms hell.”

“Well, I can catch a one o’clock Amtrak if we hurry.”

“Oh . . . don’t go yet!” she pleaded, though her posture was all slump and apology. It was as if all those months of dancing together had been for naught. She had reverted to type.

“I’ve got work to do, too, darling. You can walk me to the station.”

We strolled, each under our own umbrella, saying little, perhaps sensing that it might be the last time we’d see one another for a while.

“I miss you,” she said.

“And I you. But I know you’re busy. Call when you’re back in D.C.”

I folded my umbrella at the last minute, hugged her again, then jumped on the train, choosing a seat on Clementine’s side of the tracks. She waved goodbye until we pulled around a corner, and I slept against the window all the way to Union Station.

The remission did not last. Within the next two weeks, the lesions spread all over my body. When they arose on my face, and I couldn’t hide them at work anymore, I told my boss it was time for a vacation and went home to bed.

One afternoon, my fever spiked over 103 and then receded to a bearable 99.8. I called Clementine just to hear her voice.

“Where are you?” she asked from the hall phone, coeds yelling epithets in the background.

“Rehoboth,” I lied. “At a friend’s musty house on stilts. I have the beach all to myself.”

“Why don’t I join you? I’ve got time to kill before finals.”

“No!” I said too vehemently, and she grew silent. “I’ve got a boy coming, and you’ll only spoil the romance.”

“Dirty dog.” She laughed, and I imagined her throwing back that head of hers, exposing her long neck.

“I am indeed. Now get back to your hacky sack or what have you.”

“You must think I’m awful.”

“Clem, I could never think you’re awful. Even though you’ve gone over to the dark side. You know, the one in which girls stop shaving their pits. I can never tell if they’re European or just lazy.”

“The latter.” She paused, and then her voice grew quiet. “Are you okay?”

“Perfectly. Now run along, darling. I feel an epic nap coming on.”

If this were a different kind of story—say, the Hollywood version—Clem would have divined over the phone that I was in trouble. She would have raced to my side, mopped my feverish brow. She would have played Florence Nightingale to my wounded soldier of the Great War.

Alas, no.

I kept hoping the doc was right, and that I’d stumbled into merely the worst cold or flu of my life. Instead, the fever rose, taking away all appetite. I could barely swallow water. Somehow, I dragged myself into the clinic, somehow managed to sign the register, and then it all went dark.

I awoke in hospital, tubes everywhere, in a room with two other patients. Nurses came and went, only staying long enough to clean the sick off of me. At some point they must have intubated me, for when I tried to speak, my vocal cords contracted around plastic and it came out as a croak.

Maybe it was hours later, maybe days—who knows?—they removed the tube and I was able to eat a little Jell-O and applesauce. Mostly I slept. Or passed out. The fever dreams overlapped so that at one point I was dancing the two-step with Clem and the next I was back in my childhood bedroom, holding a stuffed version of Peter Cottontail. But Clem appeared in so many that I mustered the strength to ask a nurse to call her for me.

“It’s long-distance, hon—can you afford that?”

I nodded, and she dialed and handed me the phone, but I pushed her away.

“Ask for Clementine,” I rasped.

“Is Caroline there?” she spat in her Maryland marble-mouth.

“Clementine!” I tried to shout.

“Sorry, Clementine?”

The kid who’d picked up the hall phone must have dropped it hard, because Nurse Marbles winced and held the receiver away from her ear until we both heard that lovely lilting mountain-tinged voice.

“There’s someone here wants to talk to you,” she said and handed me the phone.

“It’s me, darling,” I said.

“You sound awful.”

“Nice to talk to you too.”

“Really—what’s going on?”

“Never mind that. I wanted to say . . . I wanted to say thank you, my dear. It was a grand season, wasn’t it?”

“Um, yeah, but you can tell me that in person in about a week. After I turn in my last paper, I’m hightailing it home, and you and I are going dancing. Someone told me there’s one last supper club way the hell out in Virginia, with a big band and everything. Save your strength—I’m going to cha-cha your toes off.”

I looked at my toes, several of which had turned black. One of the doctors overseeing my chart had threatened to amputate, but I told him I’d rather die. “Just . . . just take your time, Clem. It’s your freshman year—savor it. It all goes by so quick.”

“Okay, now you’re freaking me out.”

“Freak or no, I adore you, Clem.”

“And I adore you. Just don’t do anything crazy till I get home, okay?”

I blew her a kiss, trying hard to make a proper smack so she could hear it through the wire, but it came out dry and soundless. I gave the phone back to Nurse Marbles, who, inexplicably, held it in her hand long enough for me to hear Clem say, “Wait, I still don’t know where you—”

It all went quickly after that. My T-cell count crashed—who the hell knew what a T-cell was before this disease?—and the lesions grew more prevalent and more painful. I developed thrush in every orifice. The irony of experiencing searing, aching pain in all the places I’d found pleasure over the three decades of my gay life was not lost on me. My family had long since disowned me, so there was no one to grieve when the opportunistic pneumonia caused me to drown in my own fluids.

Clementine must have learned of my death from one of the debs. Or maybe her father, taking pity on her, informed her after reading my pro-forma obit in the Post. But there she was, amidst a tiny gathering in the parlor of the only funeral home that would agree to handle my remains. Clem, my boss at the Corcoran, a few boys from the clubs. Plus a couple of funeral home employees. Pitiful, really. I would have made snarky comments had it been someone other than me in that tacky urn.

I don’t know how I was able to watch my own send-off. Was I a ghost? Am I still? I suppose. All I know is that whatever was left of my heart ripped open again when Clem got up to say a few words. Not that her speech brimmed with eloquence—that was always my end of the bargain. But she called me a true friend, someone she could be herself with. She said she loved me. And she pledged to work hard for a cure.

In short, her eulogy was kind but incomplete. And I have only myself to blame for that. During those smokes on the balcony, did I share all of my life with her? I did not. Did I fear her judgment? I did. Though she was not a judgmental girl, and she was new money to my blue blood, and ignorant of all the things that mattered to me—art, music, a genuine Hepplewhite chair—by the sheer fact of her straightness, she held something I could not back then.

Legitimacy.

Someday she would marry. Have children. Enjoy all of the bourgeois perks that the world would deny me. And that knowledge acted like a trumpet muffler, squelching the fullness of my sound, stopping me from voicing to her what my nights and weekends, my desires and hopes, were truly like.

Oh, I offered up war stories, carefully curated to elicit her laughter and, on occasion, gasps of horror tinged with schadenfreude. But if she pressed me further, I clammed up. So I can’t blame her for not knowing me. I did not allow myself to be known.

I’ve watched her since then. She’s middle-aged now, divorced from her cad of an ex-husband. I could have told her he wasn’t worthy after that dreadful first date. Anyway, she has two teenage kids of her own now; the boy shows the tiniest seed of promise. And I, in my ghostly state, know something about him that Clementine hasn’t guessed as yet.

This weekend, thanks to a few of my own whispers in his ear, he plans to come out to her.

She shouldn’t be surprised. After all, she named him after me.

​
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“It’s rustic, but quiet,” said the realtor as she creaked open the front door. The couple, whose hypertension had skyrocketed of late and whose doctor had recommended a getaway in nature, walked in.

“We’ll take it,” said the woman, crunching a dead beetle underfoot as she moved through the musty kitchen.

The man spotted a mousetrap in the corner, moths caught on flypaper, spiderwebs in the picture molding. “Will pests be a problem?”

The realtor smiled. “You’re in the woods.” She paused, then added, “Nature, right? You’ll get used to it.”

The couple paid three months’ rent on the spot, brought in their suitcases and groceries and sighed with pleasure over their find.

“I can’t believe our luck,” the woman said. “The last house outside the city.”

“I may never leave,” the man said, laughing.

In those first days, the noises took them by surprise. At first, it was the old appliances, fans taking off like small prop planes, the Gregorian chants of the rusting refrigerator. Soon those faded away, replaced by the animals. Crows yelling at their brethren across the lawn. Various songbirds trying out their latest arias. Cicadas celebrating their return after a 17-year absence. A wren hopped through the open screen door, chattering, and he ushered it out, only to find it, a few minutes later, building a nest under the eaves of the screened porch.

“It’s kind of in the way,” she said. “Should we move it?”

He frowned. “That seems cruel.”

So, they started each day with coffee in hand, standing by the window, watching the mother bird create a home base for its young. Within weeks, nestlings added to the cacophony around the cabin: the cicadas a fierce battle of maracas, various woodpeckers outdoing each other with urgent calls, drumming insistently on the pines for prey. As the natural noises rose, the negative voices in their heads quieted.

The man saw the first snake as it wriggled across the living room floor. “Honey,” he warned, “stay in the bedroom for a minute.” Long and black, with an elongated head that proved it wasn’t venomous, the snake undulated its way onto the fraying sofa. He thought to shoo it towards the door, but it slid onto a seat cushion and seemed so comfortable, so at ease, he left it alone.

“We can read in the wingback chairs, can’t we?” the man asked.

The woman craned her neck for a closer look at the snake. “Sure.”

Each morning the din grew louder, as if the birds, the insects, the grunting frogs and the snuffling raccoons were losing their fear of the humans. One day the woman walked outside, careful not to disturb the wren family on her way out, and nearly collided with a mother bear and two cubs. The bear rose on hind legs, eyed the startled woman and proceeded to ignore her, focusing instead on teaching her cubs how to find the juiciest blackberries along the hedgerow.

“Come see,” she whispered to the man. As they watched the bears feeding, their lined faces smoothed. Though they could feel a shift in their bodies’ rhythm, to make sure of their medical progress, every morning they measured their blood pressure with the cuff they’d bought at a local pharmacy. With each new creature in the cabin, their systolic and diastolic numbers tumbled until they had the enviable circulation of young athletes.

“You can’t argue with science, can you?” he said, and she laughed and threw away their diuretics.

It was the kudzu that made the first foray across the outside of the picture window. “They say it grows four to five feet a day,” she said. “Maybe we should cut it back.”

“But don’t you find it charming?” He tilted his head, taking in the large mitten-shaped leaves. “And it’s on the western-facing side of the house, so it’ll cool things down.”

She had to admit that he was right. As the summer wore on, it had grown hotter, but the vines wove themselves into a lovely arbor, a natural awning shielding them from the sun. So they let the kudzu grow.

Soon it was joined by wisteria, Virginia creeper, trumpet vine, smilax, Cherokee roses, many tossing out blossoms in purple, red and yellow, and they congratulated themselves on the wisdom of letting the plants crawl up the cabin’s exterior walls.

“How glorious,” she said. They held hands and marveled at how much the place had changed them, how easily they had sloughed off their city woes.

The next day, he went to brush his teeth and found a fox giving birth in the bathtub. Out of respect, the earwigs and silverfish, which had colonized the tub for weeks, retreated to the peeling wallpaper. Seven hairless kits emerged from the fox, writhing on cold porcelain. At first the fox growled at the man, then allowed him to place her babies on a towel, nestling them against her swollen teats. He didn’t see the point of alerting his wife, and she didn’t cry out when she went to use the toilet, only giving him a soft smile when she was done.

During the long summer days, the animals would leave to forage, but at night they, like the couple, took refuge in the cabin. The wrens, snakes and foxes were soon joined by butterflies, beetles, tree frogs, possums, coyotes, bats, bees, even the mother bear and her cubs, who preferred to sleep in a jumble under the dining table.

“Maybe we should encourage them to find other homes,” the man said.

“They’re not really in the way, though, are they?”

“I guess not.” He shrugged.

“And the company is nice.”

Increasingly, the couple found it difficult to do much of anything inside, even during the day. Animals commandeered the oven (knots of voles nesting on each rack), the kitchen cabinets (ants and termites were busy turning them into cones of
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