
        
            
                
            
        

    




 


 

The


Consequences


of Longing



 

by 


PETER BOODY


















 


 


 


 

©2009 Peter Boody


Bartleby, Scrivener & Co


Sag Harbor, New York



 


 

Library of Congress Number: 2008944364



 

This is a work of fiction.


Names, characters, places and incidents 


are either imaginary or used fictitiously.


No attempt has been made to
portray 


any person,
living or dead.



 


 


 


 

First
Kindle edition September 2012


Available
in paperback at


Northshire
Press, Manchester, Vermont


ISBN  9781605710228



 


 


 


 


 

















 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

For David, my brother,


and Barbara, always my muse. 


She is not like
Jenny


 and, if ever I was like Clifford, 


I pray it was
just a phase.



 

















 


 

Chapter One



 


 

Look at me. I
think of Clifford every day. I have created a fantasy. I have forgotten how separately we led our lives. All I needed then was to know he was there.


You ask me what made me love him? I
don’t know. I never wondered before. I’m so tired, Sewell. I’ve told you everything I can tell. You are the first man I ever told everything. I’m glad you came to see me. But please, don’t expect more. If
you came to make Clifford’s delusions about us real, I will disappoint you.


It was a good life. I miss it so. There seemed
to be no complications, none at all. You talk now, Sewell. You tell me the story of what happened
to Clifford and me.



 


 

It started this way.


Clifford Nelson’s mother and father fought all the time when he and his brother were little: pots and pans banging, his mother screaming, “I hate you, I hate you,” his drunk father’s voice inaudibly dull and low coming up through the floor.


Clifford and Paul would sit at the top of the stairs in their pajamas and listen. The noise and commotion, like something on TV, seemed interesting to Clifford,
something that other kids didn’t have at home. It was a nice home, too. Bigger than most. There was a full-sized bar in the basement with stools that spun around and mirrors behind the liquor
bottles. Nobody used it anymore. When Clifford was little, there had been parties but his parents didn’t seem to have parties anymore. Clifford missed the parties. The grown-ups had seemed happy.


His parents’ performances turned especially interesting one night when Clifford was eight. Drunker than usual, their father brandished a German pistol he’d brought home from the war 13 years before
— as long before as the Ice Age to
Clifford. The boys didn’t know about the gun at first; all they heard was their mother, suddenly calm and sober, telling him to put it down. There was a silence. Someone groaned softly and something on the kitchen floor made a sound
like
sandpaper.


When Clifford heard his mother call for the boys to
come, he held his breath and hoped she wouldn’t ask again.


“I want you
to see this,” she called. “I want you to come here.”


They descended, step by step, like confused deer with the scent of dogs in the air. Paul was three years older but he whimpered as they neared the kitchen, which frightened Clifford. Ignoring his fear, he stepped into the kitchen. Paul stayed behind in the hall, peeking through the doorway.


Oblivious of Clifford, his father wobbled on the floor in a stupor. The Lugar and several sleek, pointed shells like miniature missiles lay scattered over the
kitchen table.


“I wanted you to
see this,” his mother repeated, looking at her husband. “That’s what happens to you when you’re a drunk. And I want you and Paul to take that gun and those bullets and bury them out in the backyard
and never tell anybody where you put them.”


She was drunk, too, red-faced and manic, her nightgown billowing around her as she lurched about the kitchen with a sponge, dabbing at pools from spilled drinks and melting ice cubes, muttering about the son of a bitch on the floor, the son of a bitch who never loved her, the son of a bitch who couldn’t get it up because he was so drunk all the time, he probably was a queer.


She stopped dead in the center of the room and spun to face the pile on
the floor. “You lush! You son of a bitch rotten stinking lush!” She seemed to have forgotten the boys.


“Paul, come on,” Clifford said, gathering his own spirit to give his older brother a little courage. Clifford was sorry for him. Paul always had
been their father’s favorite and everyone knew he would go the farthest in
life. He was frail and sickly but he got straight A’s and kept his room neat and saved his Halloween candy so it lasted for months. Such self-control was inconceivable to Clifford, who didn’t stop eating his candy until it was gone. Paul already knew he wanted to
go to Exeter and Harvard, his father’s schools, and no
one doubted they would accept him when the time
came.


Paul darted into the room after his little brother, running for the coats on the back door. His face was flushed and his eyes panicky. Clifford wished he could teach Paul to pretend to be fearless about these things but Paul would have hated him for trying. For years, Paul had hated Clifford just for being born.


Breathing hard in the winter air, with the starry sky like a shield above them, the boys buried the gun and the bullets in a deep hole that Clifford
dug in the gloomy reaches of the backyard. He looked up at the low rumble of
a propeller airliner and saw its flashing red beacon stitching an invisible seam in the night sky. It looked peaceful and perfect, safely
removed from the mess of life on earth, its motion smooth and straight and relentless.


“Every kid in my class has been in an airplane,” Clifford said to Paul. “Why haven’t we? We’re sort of rich, aren’t we?”


“Rich in spirit, little fellah,” Paul said with a crooked grin, the older brother again. “Ours is not to reason why, ours is just to do or die. Or so they tell me.”


Paul did
go on to Exeter and Harvard; Clifford managed to get himself into Exeter too but only on the second try. Their parents were divorced by then and their father, who considered himself a “graduate” of AA, was quite respectable, living across the river in New York.


At Harvard, Paul was running into some kind of trouble — falling grades and trips in and out of the hospital because of his colitis.


Clifford didn’t know much about it. He had trouble of his own. His dorm master at Exeter thought he was dumb. He wrote Clifford’s father that Clifford was in
well
over his head and the boy might flunk out if he did not make an immediate turnaround.


His father wrote Clifford to tell him so.


Holding the dreaded slate-blue letterhead — Clifford cringed whenever he saw his father’s envelopes leaning inside the glass window of
his post office box — he walked to
his dorm on the edge of
campus, kicking dry leaves as he read the bold handwriting until he couldn’t read it any more. “They tell me they fear the worst, that you have fallen too far behind,
that you are not Exeter material. Try your
best. That’s all I ask. Life is a challenge. Meet it head on. If you try your best, you have nothing to
be ashamed of,” his proud and dutiful father had written.


Clifford crumpled against a granite fence post along Front Street under the fiery maples. He was not the kind of boy who cried but on that silky fall morning the tears blinded him. He keeled over against the old iron railing under a tree, sobbing so hard that it frightened him. He thought he was having some kind of a breakdown.
There were always stories of boys who had breakdowns and had to be spirited away from Exeter. Paul himself had gone through some sort of crisis — Clifford
never knew the details and never asked, although his mother had told him that it had to do with another boy.


The dorm master
was a jerk, Clifford told himself to stop the tears. Clifford knew himself. He wasn’t dumb. He was scared. And when he was scared, he seemed to disappear, like a spirit that fades away in the air. He’d never known this about himself before; he’d never been forced to find it out. Now that he knew, he had no idea how to stop it. All he could do was straighten himself up and dry his eyes and get on with the rest of the day.


Clifford never let his two friends know how bad things were. Scrawny Sewell Wallace and round-faced Arnold Perry, Clifford’s roommate, found themselves sticking together their first year at Exeter, keeping each other company
as the long, dark winter set in.
When Paul drove up to visit Clifford one weekend,
he made friends with Sewell and Arnold, taking them all for a long ride and letting them smoke his cigarettes. It worried Clifford.


“That little Arnold is adorable,” Paul whispered to him.


“Shit, Paul, don’t even think of it! These are my friends! It’s my first year here!”


Paul, his red hair unkempt and his freckled face paler
than Clifford
remembered, snickered and nervously sucked on
his cigarette. “Fear not, Laddyo. I wouldn’t do anything bad. I wouldn’t spoil the joys of Exeter for you, where boys come to be men.” He made an absurd face: an “O” with
his mouth and his eyes wide in mock amazement.


Clifford was relieved but lonely when Paul drove back to Cambridge in the late afternoon of that October Saturday. After dinner he organized the first
of his expeditions to the football stadium to smoke cigarettes with Arnold and Sewell. The stadium was far across the playing fields and beyond the quadrangles of ivied brick
dorms in which most of the boys lived. If they had looked out their windows, they
would have seen the three of them on
their
way: red-haired Sewell, the laugher from South Carolina
with the big nose and Adam’s apple; stoop-shouldered little Arnold
from Nebraska, whose brown hair hung in bangs that fell across the top of his fat black glasses like an opera house curtain; and black-haired, blue-eyed Clifford,
the urgent talker who stooped when he walked as if he didn’t deserve his gangly six-foot build.


“So are you going to go to Harvard, Clifford, like your brother?” Sewell asked as they walked into the darkness beyond the last of the dorms.


“Something tells me that’s dubious. He’s the genius. I’m the jerk,” Clifford
said, hoping they’d think he was just being funny and humble. They both laughed — Sewell with a watery duck-like noise and Arnold with a dainty giggle.


It astonished Clifford that Arnold knew women.
He had a girlfriend back in Lincoln
who was waiting for
him, he told them in
the pitch-black of the stadium as Clifford and Sewell chain-smoked in the dark, their cigarettes lighting their faces whenever they took a drag. Arnold himself took only an occasional puff.


“You had your hands in her pants?” Sewell crooned
after Arnold admitted he’d reached third base shortly
before leaving home for school.


“Jesus. Exactly how did you do it?” Clifford
asked
with the desperation of a boy who did not believe that girls would come to
him as life went along. Exeter was not co-ed then; girls seemed to
come
from another world.


Arnold shrugged and grinned. “We were making out. Her parents weren’t home. We were on her bed. One thing led to another.”


“Well, sure,” Sewell said. “Not much to it.”


Clifford watched the crescent of Sewell’s face, wondering at the easy way he lied.


Six months later, after a long winter of wet wool and overheated classrooms, the three of
them decided to sign up for a dance at the Pincer School in Massachusetts, where Clifford met a girl. She let him kiss her for hours one Sunday afternoon
in May and just before summer, when he went for a visit at her home, she let him get to first base. Before the fall, she dumped
him. He bravely tried to take control of himself and forget about her. For a while, Clifford
seemed to succeed.


















 


 

Chapter Two



 

He talked about Anne from the first days I knew him. At first there were a few references to a girl he’d known near Boston, a girl he’d let himself go crazy over. That’s how he put it. “Never again,” he said. Not so much as a warning to me. More as a warning to himself.


Years later, when we were married and there was no trace of the past in our lives, or so it
seemed to me, we spent a few days on vacation in Boston. One day we drove to Salem and on the way up we took a
detour
into Wiscosset because Clifford wanted to see if
he could find
her house. It was the first time he’d been there since his school days, he said.


I
didn’t mind. I enjoyed just riding with Clifford. I liked his head to fill up with things and make him come alive. His head emptied itself so easily – there were times I’d find him just staring sadly into space.


He found the house. We pulled over at the curb and we looked at it from the car. “I wonder if
her parents still live there,” he said.


“Go ring the doorbell,” I said. “Say you’re in
a time warp and wondering if Anne could come out for a ride.”


He didn’t. We drove away.



 


 

Sex came true for Clifford in its own small way, stripped of all its promise, when he got himself into a good college on the second try. It wasn’t Harvard but at least it was Ivy League. Against the gritty cityscape of Morningside Heights with its eroded canyons of dingy windows and dangling fire escapes, sex was easy to
find. It seemed to flourish, like a culture in a petri dish. When summer came, he was happy to escape it at his job at East Hampton Airport pumping gas, carrying bags and taking reservations for Rogan Airways.


Refusing to stay at his father’s Bridgehampton house for another summer, Clifford took an efficiency apartment in a shabby motel in Shinnecock Hills, which did nothing to fulfill
his longing for independence and self-fulfillment. He merely felt banished from his friend and co-worker Wally O’Brien and the other summer kids he’d known for years.


Jenny Topping, the girl who would become his wife, wasn’t part of that crowd. She was a newcomer who worked for the Rogans as a
mother’s helper. She often stopped by the airport with the three kids. “Hey, Cliffie, here she comes ...
I
think she likes you,” Wally O’Brien would say, elbowing Clifford’s side.


“No, no, I think she likes you, you fool,” he’d answer.


She seemed to
like everybody. Jenny moved in a cloud of goodwill, a blithe spirit with creamy skin and bright green eyes and long blond
hair who floated from place to place with a Madonna smile, pleased to bless all men with her sexy beauty and willing laugh.


“She’s a pea brain, Cliffie,”
Wally said of her with a rare tone of affection.


“No, No ... I don’t think she is,” Clifford
protested. “There’s a lot going on inside that pointy head. She’s just a little ditzy, that’s all.”


Clifford
called her a “yeti head,”
which made her laugh. Her blond hair was parted in the middle and the part followed
a long rise to the crown of her head. Its shape seemed intended by
nature to better display the waving streams of gold that flowed past her face to her shoulders. The curtain of
hair hid the roundness and width of her face, which Clifford called an “open moon-face sandwich.”


He ached to peel her snug jeans to the floor but for weeks there was no sex or even necking. Clifford spent his evenings with her like a friend, hearing of her days with Bob Rogan’s kids — Jenny liked them, which inspired him to reconsider his loathing for them. She barely spoke of home and seemed to prefer no questions about it. She had a “very sweet” mother and a “mean” father and four sisters. They lived in far-away Buffalo.


Clifford wasn’t sure that she liked him any more than she liked anybody but she seemed to want to
see him whenever he called.


“See you later, alligator,” she would say with a sexy lilt at the end of an evening.


“In a while, crocodile,” she had taught him to answer. Clifford would drive off wondering pleasantly what to make of
her.


She liked to fly. Packed in tight jeans and white blouse with its tails knotted above her belly button, Jenny let her body lounge atop the plastic seat beside his when he took her up for the first time in the old two-place Cessna he rented that summer. She peered out the windows, eagerly leaning across him to see what lay below his side of the plane.


“It’s so beautiful,” she said into his ear. “You are so lucky you can do this, Clifford!
The ocean is blue-green and the fields are a warm beige and the trees are such a dark shade of green.”


He didn’t expect her to love flying the way he did. It was a lonely passion. He’d learned that no one but a pilot could understand the joy he felt at the controls, lifting the nose wheel off the runway and riding into the sky, where there were no complications. But Jenny seemed to enjoy being aloft, like a child who couldn’t believe it was true.


When she agreed in August to fly with
him to Cape Cod for the day, Clifford thought his long wait would soon be over. By then it was midsummer and he’d begun to wonder why the moment never had come to kiss her with any more
passion than a goodnight peck. She never gave him any signals and their “dates” —
if that’s what they were — left Clifford so becalmed that he would have felt like a pervert lunging at her with his lips puckered.


At sunrise, they flew across the Sound to the New England shoreline and followed it to Provincetown. The day was hazy and warm, the air as smooth as glass. It was Clifford’s first long flight since getting his private license —
most of his flying money was spent working with an instructor for his next rating — and the first pleasure flight to have any purpose other than circling the Montauk Lighthouse. It made him feel strong and wise to be guiding an airplane through the trackless sky over places he’d never known — villages where he was a stranger, woods and roads where the sound of his engine was a fading drone above the treetops, beaches where people might squint past the sun and see the gray silhouette of his distant wings. The world was so clean and comprehensible, laid out like a
magnificent board game. It was his gift to Jenny, who gazed in wonder at the landscape passing more than a mile below the aluminum shell on which their feet rested.


He thought of other girls. There hadn’t been many and the idea of
them — girls he’d known in college — made him wince. Maybe Jenny was the one he could love, as much as he’d loved Anne Stratton, the one he had wanted to
capture and keep forever when he was 17. She had learned to be cruel to him, in her offhanded way. So
even
the thought of Anne made
him wince. But she still wrote him occasionally. He wasn’t sure why. They were annoying letters about her busy college life and her summers on Martha’s Vineyard. He always wrote back. Sooner or later, he knew, they’d see each other again. It would be a test for him. He’d prove that he had changed.
If there were anything still between them, he’d show
that it wasn’t need and loneliness that had made him love her.


After landing at Provincetown, Jenny and Clifford took a cab into
the village, walked the crowded
honky-tonk streets, bought food for a picnic and rented bicycles. They found a place by a roadside that led to the beach through a desert of grass and sand. There, out of
sight of the road, they sat on a blanket and ate sandwiches. But when Clifford suggested they stretch out and relax side by side, Jenny sprang to her feet and called for a return
to the bicycles. “It’s too hot out
here,” she said.


“Aw, come on. Let’s hang out for a while here. We’re all alone! It’s fantastic!” he said, feeling the sun bake the bridge of his nose.


“No, I don’t want to,” she answered with unusual forcefulness and an edge of panic.


Clifford looked at her, considered arguing, and decided it would only ruin the day. “Okay,” he said, gathering up the blanket,
telling himself not to spoil everything by sulking. Still, he suffered with the bad feeling that he would always be alone in this girl’s presence. He couldn’t help his silences through the rest of the afternoon.


Jenny fell asleep on the long flight back. Clifford,
sitting up
straight with the control yolk in his left hand and her head on his shoulder, felt peaceful again. Her trust astonished him. Pride and affection washed away the
last shards of his resentment.


It was dusk when they landed, dark when they finished a dinner at a seafood bar, and to Clifford’s surprise she said it was too
late to go home to
her room at the Rogans’. Silently they rode the miles to
Shinnecock and his plaster motel room. As if they had done it a thousand times before, they stripped to their underwear, got in his bed and turned off the light.


Jenny faced away from Clifford and he kept his distance. In the hard light of a sodium vapor lamp that shined through the window
above them, he studied her glowing back, which curved from the edge of the sheet at her hip to the wings of her shoulders. Her hair was fanned across her pillow beside him. He let his fingers rest in it.


“See you later, alligator,” she whispered. “In a while, crocodile.”


That acknowledgment was enough to let him sleep. But in the morning, with the light of daybreak slowly filling the room, he
found himself burrowing into her hair, kissing her neck, holding her little belly with one finger
slipping beneath the elastic waistband of her panties. She opened her mouth for his tongue and held him as he moved above her. As if he were a virgin,
the phrase “This is it! This is it!” ran through Clifford’s mind like words on an electronic billboard and he wondered if she could feel the madman’s smile trying to take over his mouth.


When he shifted his weight to free one hand and
push down her panties, she threw her head against the pillow and released her hold
on him. Her body turned heavy. Ignoring her, he worked the panties over her feet,
tore off his underwear and spread himself over her. But her body didn’t respond.
Hiding his face in her neck, he nudged open her thighs and forced himself between them. Kissing her ear and her neck, he ground
away,
pretending that he didn’t know how
wrong it felt.


“Stop. Take it out,” she said quietly.


He lifted his head and looked at her face. “What?” “Take it
out,” she repeated.


He withdrew, calmed by the act of compliance, collapsing on his side beside her. Before there was any time for words, she took him and finished him with her hand.


Years later, he could barely remember the scene but he realized how odd it had been that nothing had been said or acknowledged that morning or ever after. In their thirties, when their sex life seemed healthy if not pointless, he did ask about that long-ago summer morning. There seemed little risk in doing so, although he felt a distant thrill of terror that made his pulse quicken and chest tighten.


Jenny denied any recollection of it. “Maybe I was getting my period. Maybe I was in
a bad mood. Who knows?” she said.


Clifford, once he had met her gangly, gaunt father, brooding over his butterfly collection
in his basement office, suspected he was a tyrannical old man who might have abused her — either that or
she’d had a bad time of it just before that summer with one of her strange artist boyfriends. Whatever the reason, he had admired Jenny’s lifelong silence. Some people are compelled to confess their demons like weepy drunks with mottled faces; some shut them out with fierce defiance. Jenny did neither. She simply went on without history. She pleased Clifford,
who disliked confessors, like himself.


















 

Chapter Three



 


 

His brother Paul had fine red hair and green eyes and translucent white skin with freckles. His hands were beautiful, long and thin and delicate. He spoke to dogs. “Howdy,” he’d say when he passed one on the sidewalk. I liked that about him. I saw him do that when Clifford and I drove down to New Jersey and took him out for supper at a diner.


Paul was lovely. Soft-spoken and kind. He seemed more relaxed than Clifford. I never knew it when people were crazy. Before my first summer with Clifford, I had lived with some other students. One of them was a boy I liked, an art student like me, a photographer. His photographs were beautiful, sad things. He was 20 years old and one night he sliced both his eyes with a razor blade.


I
don’t know why he did it. If he was crazy, I
might have known it from the way he laughed when we had sex. He laughed like a demon. So I told him no more sex, that he frightened me. He said he understood; that he frightened himself. “Celibacy will be a good thing,” he said.


Then one day months later he sliced his eyes. I visited him a lot afterwards. He lived at home with his parents. He seemed content and I wasn’t afraid of him or what he’d done. He seemed not to need me. We drifted apart. So I went to Long Island for the summer and never thought about
him.



 


 

Clifford was sure of it. The Old Man didn’t like Jenny much. She had failed to produce what he called any “issue” and she didn’t respond when he had a few drinks and started flirting with her in his cloying way.


“Someday I want you to have this, doll,” he told her as he gazed fondly at the oddly dainty gold watch on his wrist. Its face was smaller than most man’s watches, its brown leather strap narrower.


He was sitting beside her at a restaurant table for
six with Clifford and a couple from his club in Bridgehampton and their houseguest. The Old Man unstrapped the watch and held it up. Clifford caught the performance out of the corner of his eye as he tried to
conduct a conversation with Mr. Elbert W. Cloughey and his wife Millicent and their houseguest, a spinster named Nambie Prattle, about the safety of commuter airlines. It was their position that commuter airlines were a national hazard. “Those horrid little airplanes are so bumpy
I don’t see how they can be allowed,” opined Mrs. Cloughey.


Never having talked to Clifford about anything except the way they wanted their iced teas served when Clifford was 14
and worked at the golf club, they seized on the proximity of a living, breathing commuter pilot to vent their disapproval. They couldn’t help themselves, Clifford presumed; they must have been agitated by his queer job, flying little airplanes to dreadful places like New London and Worcester. It was rare for club people to have dinner with anyone who didn’t work on Wall Street or
at least for a company that affected the Dow Jones Industrial Average. Like his father, they must have wondered why on earth
he hadn’t gone to New York and made something of himself.


Fueled by two gin and tonics, Clifford cheerfully acknowledged that problems plagued the smaller commuters but they rarely threatened life or limb. He went on to eagerly describe his accident-free flying career, feeling like a fool even as he spoke.
Why was he trying to please these poor, dumb assholes, Clifford asked himself as he talked. The Clougheys weren’t listening. They were bored and appalled that Clifford would attempt to instruct them about anything.


As the words came out of his mouth, Clifford glanced at his father. He was dangling the watch
in front of Jenny with a self-satisfied halfsmile, muttering stories about its history, value and meaning that Jenny obviously couldn’t hear. She looked at the Old Man with a weak smile of puzzlement, her pretty shoulders and collarbones erect and square but her head tilted toward him
in a kindly, respectful
effort to understand.


Clifford admired her. She could handle the Old Man. Her essential detachment made it impossible for her to be mean.


“What was all that crap you were taking from the Old Man about his stupid watch?” Clifford asked her at home that night.


“He was showing it to me. He says he’s leaving it to me in his will.”


“Why?” Clifford sneered. “What’s the big deal about his fucking watch? And why is he leaving it to you? What does he think? You’re going to be all gooey-eyed about it and walk around with a man’s watch on because you loved him so much?”


She plopped down beside him
on the sofa in their TV room, a nightly act Clifford would have missed if his nagging wish for
a life more fully lived had come true. As usual, they pivoted their legs toward each other like scissors so they could massage each other’s feet.


“Clifford, you keep saying ‘fuck’ all the time,” Jenny said. “I wonder if you’re developing Tourettes Syndrome or
something.”


“He wanted
you to fucking worship him,
you know,”
Clifford said.


“He does that with all women. He thought he was being just so marvelous and you weren’t buying any of
it.”


“I wasn’t?”


“No way. You were
beautiful.”


Years later, those days of outrage and ease would take on a hazy glow and be remembered
as a better time. For all Clifford’s ranting, nothing seemed to matter much then, even the end of his brother’s sad story. In the middle of a summer
night, not long after dinner with the Clougheys, the Old Man woke up Clifford and Jenny with a phone call. “Paul is dead,” he announced, sounding sober and resilient. The police, he
said, had found Paul in his room at his boarding house in Morristown, near the mental
hospital where he had been confined on and off for years. They found him
lying
on top of the bed face up, his head on the pillow, as if he’d lain back to take a rest.


“We have to go clean out his room and go to the funeral
home. Will you be able to do that? I suppose we should bring your mother.” “Yes, yes, of course Dad,” Clifford
said, dreading the inevitable ordeal —
those two together in his presence for the first time since he was a
child.


“I knew this was coming. I could feel it,” his father said. Clifford listened carefully, afraid the Old
Man would begin to weep. What a fool he was, Clifford thought. Of course it was coming. What did he think was going to happen to a guy
who lived on cigarettes and Chuckles and Thorazine and fell in love with anchormen on local news shows?


“It seemed no matter what we did Paul just kept sliding downhill
and lately I really have felt that any day I would get this call.”


“Yes, yes ... ” Clifford said stupidly, trying to
be sympathetic. The poor man. He had lost his best and brightest son. How
must it be for
him, Clifford wondered.


“He just couldn’t pull himself out of it, could he?”


It was an incredible assertion. Pull himself out of schizophrenia? “No, I guess not, Dad. It wasn’t the kind of thing you can pull out of, I don’t think. It was hopeless. No one could have done a thing for him.”


“No, no ...
I suppose you’re right.”


Clifford could breath again when the call was over. “What happened?” Jenny whispered behind him. “It’s Paul. He died.”


She was
silent for a moment. “Poor Paul,” she whispered to the room.


“I’m so glad you got a chance to
meet
him last year. I’m so glad we made the trip and took him out for dinner. He liked you.”


“I liked him. He was great. He didn’t seem crazy to me.”


“I liked him too. But I feel he’s been gone for a long, long time.”
Clifford lay awake for only a little while before falling into a deep and easy sleep.


It wasn’t certain that Paul had committed suicide. There was a piece of
paper in his typewriter with the plea “Help me” typed on it but the coroner listed drug abuse as only a factor
and heart failure as the cause of his death. He was 31. Heart trouble ran in the family. Clifford’s two grandfathers had died of it and his mother had a heart attack at age 53; she would have another and die a year after Paul. His father would last until age 78, suffering a few mild strokes before his first heart attack, which would kill him.


















 

Chapter Four



 


 

When I
was a little girl, I drew pictures of a little red house in rolling green hills. There were meadows and woods and I knew there were animals watching but I didn’t know where
they were. I used to dream of a huge bird that flew overhead, trying to find me, and I’d hide in the little red house terrified of the light from the windows and the slabs of sky they framed. Sometimes I’d see the bird – far away, through
the window — a flying dinosaur, like that old Japanese horror movie creature, Rodan.



 


 

There was a time in their marriage when Clifford
and Jenny talked about Vermont. He had gotten it into
his head that he deserved a retreat there someday to make up
for everything his family never was. His grandfather had kept a place in Vermont and Clifford had a few fragmented but fond memories of languorous days with unknown relatives and laughing cousins in an exotic country of green meadows and fat mountains dappled with the shadows of clouds.


Jenny agreed Vermont might be a nice place to
have a home, which surprised Clifford. She liked
the beach. She liked
Long Island. She had moved there on purpose; he had fallen into it. He didn’t know she could long for
the woods and the
hills of
New England. One October they checked into a motel in Manchester for a week and
spent their time searching
for their piece of the state.


Edgy and
bored, Clifford pored over real estate ads and called brokers. The brokers took them up gravel roads in wooded foothills to show them modular boxes with frayed carpeting and sliding glass doors. Something old, something with charm, was rare in their price range, they were told, so they decided to look at land instead of houses. That meant hours of driving to hilltop subdivisions in distant towns with jabbering brokers, ladies dressed with suburban sophistication that signaled their desire to be very rich some day.
Clifford told all the strangers he once had a grandfather with a big old house in the area when he was growing up. It was so nice to have roots in a place, one of
the brokers said. “You appreciate Vermont. I know it.”


They went alone to look at one piece of land. When they found it, Clifford got out of the car and stepped into the woods. He returned in minutes. “How are you supposed to decide you like a bunch of woods?” he asked. He felt defeated, as if his fantasy were teaching him a lesson. “Let’s go to
the end of
the road, just for the hell of it,” he said.


Jenny nodded. “Just for the halibut,” she said.


The road rounded
a bend, dropped into a glen and straightened into a hard climb that required Clifford to stomp on the gas pedal. The car roared like an airplane in a full-power climb.


The overhanging trees parted to reveal an avenue of blue sky and sunlight. Jenny and Clifford sensed changing prospects and studied the woods carefully. The unwelcoming jumble of growth on the right abruptly gave way to
an even line of
young
white pines behind an old
stonewall. Beyond them a narrow meadow peeked between the boughs, shining in the sunlight.


The last pine in the row slipped by and the view opened to reveal a swath of lawn, a wide circle of lilac, a gnarled apple tree and a small red clapboard farmhouse, outlined in white trim, perched on a knoll
overlooking the hill they had just ascended.


Clifford stopped the car. “Jesus,” he said.


They stared in silence, delighted by every line and angle, every crooked window and sagging beam. The house fit snugly on its knoll,
worn into the landscape as if
it had been left behind by the receding glacier. Trim and neat, at peace with time and place, it seemed to
be waiting for someone to
come up the road and claim it.


“I know this place,”
Clifford whispered, looking away from the house long enough to see that Jenny’s eyes were moist and red. “I think this place is for sale! I saw an ad for
it in The News Guide. It had a picture. I noticed it. They only want $85,000!”


He couldn’t believe how the house hit her. She stared at it with tears filling her eyes and her fingertips over her mouth. How he would love to give her something out of this marriage, Clifford thought, realizing all at once how selfish and self-absorbed he’d always been, just like his father. He had always taken his easy companion for granted. He didn’t understand what Jenny wanted. She always seemed content and never asked for anything. Now she seemed to
come apart at the sight of this little house on a hilltop in Vermont. Clifford
had never seen Jenny come undone.


They’d give up the vacations and the long weekends and the dinners out, Clifford
thought. And maybe his father would help. Maybe he’d love a foothold in his own father’s beloved state of Vermont again. For a house like this, nestled at the end of a dirt road in a green
clearing in the woods, with fireplaces and a porch and a pretty curving lawn and a saddle-backed roof, he would find a way, even if it meant doing business with his father.


When Clifford
called the broker, she
said the house
had
been taken off the market. “That’s why I never showed it
to you, Mr. Nelson,” she said. Out-of-staters owned it, the woman explained, and they hardly ever used it. When they told their far-flung grown-up
children they were selling, the children
had howled and the bemused parents had relented with renewed hopes for more reunions with the kids and grandkids in the Green Mountains.


For the rest of
their week in Vermont, Clifford and Jenny suffered. They could think of nothing except the red farmhouse. It was perfect for them. It had to be theirs. No place else would ever do. Whenever they visited Vermont each summer, they went to see it. Under the blue sky and towering mountain clouds of
July that spat lightning and thunder
by 5 o’clock, it always looked the same, basking in the heat, empty but as alive as the clouds, waiting for Clifford and Jenny to come and claim it. That lonely ritual lasted only a few years. One summer, without discussion, they silently decided their Vermont fantasy had been a pointless exercise that reminded them only of the passage of
time.

















Chapter Five



 


 

Clifford told me everything. I told him nothing. It seemed to satisfy him and I had no urge to tell. I was happy. I thought I had achieved something: a peaceful home, a
career of my own. It did not seem to bother either of us that we had
no children.


Then one summer Clifford started to change. His brooding had always been tranquil. Suddenly he seemed to resent me. He’d make remarks I didn’t know how to answer. People do that when something goes wrong inside, don’t they? When somehow they know death
is sneaking up on them. This was the time that Anne came back to haunt us.


Why Anne? She was nobody.



 


 

Clifford’s time came when he was 44. He was at Logan Airport in Boston, staring over his mug of airport coffee, picturing
for
the thousandth time what he’d seen that morning: his wife Jenny flat on her back in their bed, her neck arched
and her head pressed backward into the pillow, the twin bumps of her knees spread wide, the valley between them jumping
and twitching as if she had something alive underneath the covers with her.


He had returned
to
the house for his flight bag. Clifford
never used to forget things; this was something new. Now he stood in the bedroom doorway
staring at the valley between his wife’s raised knees, feeling like a child who had stumbled into some frightening adult ritual from which he had always been
protected. The thing beneath the sheets jumped so urgently and jerkily that it reminded him of an animal hit by a car, violently
twitching before it died.


Clifford wiped his palm across his forehead and sipped his coffee. He didn’t feel well. His polyester pilot’s shirt with the silly epaulettes felt hot against his skin. He detected
a hint of body odor rising
from his armpits, which alarmed him. Clifford knew his armpits stank only when he was afraid.


Telling himself that it was exciting to see his wife in
such
need, a good thing for both of them in the long run, he let his eyes focus on
the people on the far side of the U-shaped
coffee counter. He wondered if any might be passengers on his next flight. Most travelers from Boston to the Vineyard had a look about them — if not fullblown Ralph Lauren preppy then at least they were scrubbed and healthy, whether rich or poor, investment banker or truck driver. At first he didn’t see any prospects. This was the usual bunch of pallid city people feeding glumly on the poisons of an airport coffee shop.


He let his gaze fall on the one exception. She was a neat and handsome woman in a trim wool suit, her silver hair curving into her jaw line. She seemed to
be staring at him almost in
anger, as if she knew him and deserved
an explanation for the epaulettes. Clifford studied her, trying to
convince himself that he had to be mistaken, that she could have no
reason
to glare at a sweating and uncomfortable man who happened to be a pilot for a commuter airline. As she stared, a knot formed in the center of his chest. He quietly forced up a burp, which he repressed with a hand over his mouth.


She struck Clifford
as a proud country-club matron, in her late 60s or older, long finished with the chores of suburban motherhood, her children
graduates of Deerfield or
Andover and Harvard or Yale, off raising kids of their own in Wellfleet or Greenwich. She was the kind of WASP matron he’d grown up learning to greet politely at beach-club picnics or picking up a date. His dull little middle-class life had taken him far away from this kind of woman but he thought he understood her, except for her stare, which began to alarm him.


Clifford looked away, his indigestion turning boisterous. He pushed another burp into his fist and remembered how smoothly Jenny had pretended
not to care. “Oh are you back?” she had said sleepily, making a luxuriant slow roll to the side that ended with her arms coming up and reaching backwards for the headboard as her legs straightened out in a full-body stretch.


Her graceful deception inspired in him a terror that he almost enjoyed, hoping it might turn into lust if he could make it through the day without losing himself to a strange, sickly exhaustion that was leaving him drowning every evening.


Clifford, ending his brief daydream of Jenny, looked across the counter. The woman was gone.


His indigestion got worse through the afternoon. After takeoff, a burp escaped before he could cover his mouth. The voice-activated boom mike on
his headset picked it up and filled his copilot Eddie Kingston’s ears with it.


“What’s that you say old buddy?” asked Eddie.


“Nothing, Eddie,” he muttered.
“Something I ate. Sorry


Old Boy”


Gripping the control yolk, Clifford
tried to ignore the junkyard jumble of aches and twinges that littered the interior
of his chest. Blind to the hazy watercolor view of southern New England laid out
below him, he shook his head slowly. He was eating and drinking too much, more than his daily exercising at the gym could make up for. Usually the twinges and aches started in the evenings when he sat on the couch beside Jenny to watch television while she tinkered with her rings and necklaces and bracelets. Today they started early. It must have been nerves, set off by Jenny and then that staring woman. Miles from Boston and 5,000 feet in the air, the little knot she had lodged in the middle of his chest was still there, hard and cold like a steel ball, distracting Clifford from the pleasure he always took at the controls of an airplane.


Why, he wondered
as the autopilot kept the Twin Otter straight and level, didn’t she care about anything except keeping herself busy with her God damned jewelry shop? Was the girl really stupid? She couldn’t have been. She had turned her crafts business into a success
and she seemed to love running it as much as she’d always loved making her artsy-fartsy jewels and baubles. She’d reinvented herself. Now she was an entrepreneur. The pea-brained blond from Clifford’s youth
was a star. What a gal, who would have thought it, certainly not the frigging Old Man if he’d been alive to see it.


It wasn’t resentment, Clifford
thought. Something else was wrong. Perhaps he feared that she would leave him. He wasn’t good alone. He’d been some kind of Roskolnikov in college — not a nut job like his poor brother but alone like a madman,
quite possibly capable of insane and murderous rages. He had a hermit’s existence, alone for days at a time before venturing out like a rodent to scurry through the city streets and return home with food — cans of ravioli and corned
beef hash. Somehow he’d found women but failed to love any of them. He’d tried to brace himself and recover, as he had done at Exeter. Only Jenny had saved him, returning to
his life out of nowhere. Steady inscrutable Jenny, with her past denied and her future an endless promise of ease and deflected pain.


He would
never have cheapened
his marriage by discussing Jenny with
Eddie. So he talked about his late father, of whom he’d been strangely reminded by the staring woman at the airport.
There was some vague connection between them, something awful. His father had never made a cent but the Old
Man had gone to Harvard, acted the part of a blue-blooded Brahmin and judged
people as if he thought his tweeds and his pipe proved that he came from some material finer than dust and ashes. No matter that he’d been a drunk.


“I’m in one weird state, Eddie old
friend,” Clifford said into the boom mike. “It’s the way I used to
get when the Old Man pissed me off but worse. I’m on edge. My guts are crawling all over themselves.” Seizing on a fond memory, he added, “Hey! Do
you remember when I told you he had said I was ‘too comfortable’? Christ! ‘Too comfortable!’ Shit, I’m not comfortable. I’m a wreck! The guy’s been dead a year and he’s still pissing me off.”


As if on cue, Eddie emitted his hyena laugh. “The Old
Boy’s still pulling your chain, pal?”


“I guess he is.”


Clifford’s lazy friend and co-pilot
always laughed at Clifford’s slightly faked anguish. There was a dash of
mockery in Eddie’s laughter but Clifford accepted it as therapeutic.


Clifford shook his head and stared blindly through the windshield, wondering why Eddie had no doubts. He was a fallen WASP too.
A mere staff pilot for Rogan Airways, Eddie had a measly $32,000 a
year and whatever his wife made working for the school district to pay the mortgage on their little ranch house in Hampton Bays and support their two
teenage sons. Eddie seemed happy with his circumstances —
“I like to fly, old buddy,” he once said, “as long as it pays the bills” —
but to Clifford, it didn’t seem like much of a life for an Amherst graduate who had gone to Andover and grown up on Park Avenue. Clifford was chief pilot. He hired and fired the other flyers. He made $55,000 not including overtime and he didn’t have kids to raise.


No matter. Eddie was always good for comic relief. He was a rationalizer but he knew about self-loathing. He and Clifford often shared family tales as if to challenge each other for the right to claim the most neurotic and least nurturing upbringing.


“My Old Man,” Eddie said, “taught me how to drink,
gamble and chase women at age 12. He prepared
me for a fine adolescence and young adulthood burying my nose in booze and cocaine. He was a great man.” Drug-free for
a decade, Eddie almost doubled over in his seat laughing at the idea of it.


“Mine didn’t teach me anything,” Clifford offered, and with dramatized exasperation and sincere glee, he retold the story of
his doddering father’s “too comfortable” speech about the state of Clifford’s life, made one Sunday
the year before he died, on the way home from a weekend
trip to Exeter for the Old Man’s 60th high school reunion.


It should have been a catharsis, father and son alone together for
the first time in decades — at Exeter, no less, where for both Nelsons memories hung over
the
campus like the Northern
Lights. Instead Clifford had written off the whole weekend as an exercise in day care for a vain and self-absorbed old fool, who seemed to think he had done Clifford a favor by paying for the gas and separate motel rooms and the meals, as if his father’s high school reunion were a treat for his 42year-old son.


On the drive back as soon as the dashboard clock had read noon
somewhere on Route 495 west of Boston, the Old Man —
age 77 and long finished acknowledging that he’d ever had
a drinking problem —
carefully poured himself a martini from
a mayonnaise jar he had stashed in a little kit he had brought from home. Filling the car with the stinging scent of gin, he wandered into his usual droning, dreamy monologue, sickeningly amiable and avuncular —
a cover for the real him: Clifford,
pal, he said (Eddie liked
to use that word “pal” too but without the smug, patronizing edge Clifford heard when his father used it), I want you to be happy. That’s what success is all about. Happiness. And to be happy you have to have choices. And to have choices you have to make something of yourself. Clifford, you face no
challenges in life, you are too comfortable, you have made
too much of a nest for yourself with that pretty (for “pretty” the Old Man actually meant “dumb”)
wife of yours, you will be a frustrated person in a few years if you aren’t now, a man with no challenges ahead and “without issue” to mark your place in time.


Clifford’s face darkened at the reference to childlessness and he stared out the car’s windshield in a rage as his father muttered
on, barely audible above the rush of wind and the hiss of tires. 


“What, Dad? I really can’t hear you,” Clifford finally said in the overly patient tone he had used all weekend. There was no point, Clifford decided, in telling his father off. He had never done it before and now that he imagined he had the will to do it he would not. The man might have disowned him. He’d seen his father’s irrational, red-faced rages when waiters failed to
render
him proper respect. He knew that his father, who
liked to mutter at Clifford about his will, would have seized on it as a bludgeon with which to crush his only surviving son. There wasn’t much money — just a portion of the nest egg left by his grandfather. But it was more than Clifford would ever have been able to save after paying the bills and taking his little weekend trips and vacations with Jenny.


The Quonset
Approach controller’s voice interrupted Clifford’s well-worn tale of hypocrisy, self-delusion and injustice with a clearance to fly a heading of 165 degrees, descend to 2,000 and expect vectors for a visual approach into Martha’s Vineyard.


“Roger, down to 2,000 and 165 on the heading, Rogan 331,” Eddie said, lifting his finger from the transmit button
on his control yolk to add, “Well, buddy. I guess you got the last laugh. You got his bucks and you got his number. Ain’t life grand after all?”


“It’s swell,”
Clifford said, afraid Eddie might hate him for the money, which had been just enough to change Clifford and Jenny’s lives. She had borrowed some of it to start her shop on Madison Street in Sag Harbor. As for Clifford, it gave him a soothing but deluded sense of independence from his boss, Bob Rogan. Also,
Clifford had a vague notion that one day he’d revive the old dream that he and Jenny once had shared of finding a little farmhouse somewhere in Vermont.


As he rolled Rogan Airway’s stubby Twin Otter out of its turn, Clifford pressed his hand to his chest, tried to burp and had a curious thought. If his newfound discomfort in life had a beginning, it may have had nothing to do with Jenny, at least not at first. It may have started when his father died. Clifford
had cried like a blubbering child at the funeral, astonishing himself. And once he’d dried his eyes and considered his situation, the money had inspired in him a distant sense of panic instead of relief. It was an ending instead of a beginning. He’d had his inheritance. There would be no more. For all the freedom he suddenly had — to pay his bills, to live his little life without
Bob Rogan sneering at him — his future seemed diminished.


The Twin Otter gathered speed as it descended smoothly over the gray sea, passing a layer of scattered cumulus clouds on the way through 3,000 feet.
Clifford nudged Eddie to indicate that he should fly the approach
and landing. He pointed
at a cloud off to the right. Clifford wanted Eddie to fly through it. Clifford
loved clouds. They helped him remember where he was —
in the smooth open sky into which he’d escaped as a boy, soloing at age 16 and loving it ever since, as if it were a real place instead of a void.


Eddie nodded and edged the airplane into
a shallow bank and took
aim at the cloud, which grew bigger and darker as it approached, its complex bulges and canyons
and shadows emerging into relief like another world into which their spaceship would soon crash. Instead the cloud swallowed the Twin Otter whole. Clifford calmly shifted his gaze from the blank
windscreen to the instrument panel and scanned it once before looking up again, waiting. There
was a dull ache now in the center of
his chest. Unlike all the other pains, it did not instantly fade away. It lingered a second
too long, shortening Clifford’s breath and hardening his pulse. He considered mentioning it to Eddie but instead tried to distract himself.


“I had this woman staring
at me today in the coffee shop at Logan,” he said. “It was strange as hell. She seemed to know me. Some suburban country-club lady well past her prime in
a Talbot’s suit.”


He could tell that Eddie was waiting for more. He knew it
was odd for him to
be chatting now,
in the final stages of a flight — especially coming into Martha’s Vineyard, where Clifford sometimes seemed to fall into a reverential silence — and Eddie must have expected a quick conclusion to this new topic.
But
Clifford could not go on. The peculiar ache would not go away and now it frightened him too much to pretend all was well. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to relax.


“Hey skipper! What’s going on? Are you all right over there?”


He heard Eddie’s voice but
he was too busy to answer, too busy exploring the mouth of
a beautiful dark-haired girl with his tongue. As they kissed, she draped
her red-corduroyed legs over his lap, pinning his straining cock in
a painful curl.
They kissed in a dark room but Clifford could feel the bright, warm day outside, a day in mid-May when the town of Exeter’s gardens explode into color.


“Hey!” Eddie said. “What’s going on over there, pal? You all right, chief?”


Clifford lifted his head, blinked at Martha’s Vineyard spread out before the windscreen and struggled to clear his mind of the girl’s brilliant afterimage, her face an inch away from his own, her brown eyes gazing into his with a smile that told him she just might love him forever more.


“God damn,” Clifford muttered blearily. It was the face of Anne Stratton, his first real girlfriend, the first one he’d ever loved, the one he’d loved the best, looking as clear and fresh and alive as she had that May afternoon, as if
the cloud had sent him back in time to
the day he’d first held her and kissed her and stared into her eyes.


“Hey! I think you passed out!” Eddie said, leaning forward to look at Clifford’s face.


“No, no ...
I’m here. I’m here.”


“But I think you passed out for a few seconds there, Cliffie.”


He had never seen Eddie worried. The sight of it filled Clifford with dread. “I don’t know what I did,” he said. “I fell asleep.”


He was still in
the refuge of Anne’s shadow, feeling the same crazy longing for her that had tormented
him when he was 17. He could almost believe that all the years had meant nothing,
that he was still 17,
still counting the hours between her letters, phone calls and visits and his next chance to
make
her love him. As if
a witch had cast a spell to cure him, his guts fell calm.


“You’d better check that out, pal! Your head dropped like a bowling ball,” Eddie said, laughing with theatrical hysteria, as if
Clifford’s impending destruction were a joke.


Clifford forced a smile but his lips curled into an involuntary snarl as he thought: I have never cheated on my wife — not because I am faithful and good but because I am just a boy.


“I’ll check it out,” he told Eddie, forcing himself to straighten up in his seat. “It’s nothing but I’ll check it
out.” That was as far as he could go toward the truth.


















 

Chapter Six



 


 

You can’t know about the way Clifford loved me and the way


I
loved him. I was so grateful in the beginning that he didn’t push me. We lived together as friends that spring and summer, when I came back from Europe and found him. We’d lie in each other’s arms and fall asleep.


When we were married, I was terribly afraid. He held me. He didn’t ask questions. He led me along very slowly, step by step, over the days and weeks and months. Clifford’s weakness, his passivity, was his strength. In time, it let me learn to disappear when we made love.



 


 

Clifford and Jenny lay back to back in
bed.
She seemed ready to
drift off — he could tell by her slow and steady breathing; it was the certain, calm respiration of an innocent or
a fool, he had never been quite sure which — but Clifford was wide awake, haunted by the brown-eyed girl and the glowering woman.


He hadn’t told Jenny about either, which was odd for Clifford, or so he imagined. Nor had he told her about the incident
in the Twin Otter, which Clifford had talked himself into dismissing as one of
those meaningless every-day mysteries one has to ignore to keep life manageable. He had learned in his thirties, after his blood pressure had taken off and he’d lost his job with Delta, not to panic every time he felt a twinge or a cramp in
his chest. He’d lost weight and gotten his blood pressure under control. He’d started exercising. His heart was strong. He’d just passed another biannual stress test for the FAA.


He burped and guiltily reached behind himself to
touch Jenny, grasping the bend of
her hip. She put
her hand on
his and patted it. “Burping in
bed?
You never burp in bed. Are your guts getting worse?” “I’m getting fat. I have to loose a couple of pounds, that’s all,” he said.


“Well go to sleep,” Jenny muttered. “Calm yourself.”


The admonition annoyed Clifford. She thought he was a mental case. She had come to attribute everything that ever bothered
him lately — insomnia, lethargy, headache, upset stomach, gas, foul moods, gluttony, a tough day at work, a lousy run on the treadmill at the gym — to family-bred neurosis. Jenny knew too much, Clifford had begun to suspect. He had told her too much over the years. She knew his family. She had known his mother and father
and even his brother. She even knew about Anne Stratton. Anne was the one, Jenny knew, who’d said she should have “saved it” for Clifford.


“Saved what?”
Jenny had said, amazing Clifford.
It
was the kind of thing that made his father think she was dumb.


Clifford’s heart pounded. He
was
wide awake, staring
into the
dark.


He should have made love to Anne that weekend he’d spent with her upstate, the year after she’d dumped him. Christ almighty, he thought, why hadn’t he climbed into the bed with her? What was wrong with him? Wasn’t that the reason she had written him and invited him up to Hancock? To tell him she wasn’t a virgin anymore and to let him have what he’d wanted so badly all along? She would have let him.
She’d given him the signal: “I should have saved that for you.” What a jackass thing to say. But why else would she have said it? Driven by
his lust and terror, he would have made love to her like no man ever had or would again, better than he ever made love to Jenny. Anne would have loved him for it.
She finally would have given in. His life would not have been the same. If not in Hancock, why not the next and the very last time he saw her, in New York three years later, their senior year in college, when in one day he drove all the way up
to Hancock to get her and then drove all the way back? Those were miserable lonely days for him, before Jenny came back. He and Anne spent hours riding in
the car, talking and talking about
God knew what, he couldn’t even imagine it now.
How odd that, remembering that ride, he couldn’t see her. He could see only the dashboard and the bag of chips and six-pack of beer between the seats but he couldn’t see Anne. He must have been afraid to look at her, afraid to fall in love with her again.


He drove her all the way out to Long Island and showed her his father’s house in Bridgehampton and then took her back to his sad tenement flat on 109th Street and gave her his gloomy bedroom with the window facing a brick wall. He slept on the couch in the living room, which he’d painted brick red only to find he’d made it even more like hell, and in the morning he saw her in the dim light, her bare thighs glowing with a holy aura through the crooked
alignment of the hallway and her open door as she stood in his bedroom in her panties, slipping on her jeans. He had looked away, as if to avoid a curse.


Oh Anne, if
only I could see you again. Somewhere you lie right now under the same stars as me. Think of me, think of me.


The simple thought that he would never make love to Anne Stratton opened his eyes wide and stopped his breath. He stared into the darkness, thinking with a distant terror of all the people and things he would never see again. His mother, his father, his brother. His own
full
head of hair. The Hardy Boy books on his brother’s shelf. His grandfather’s farm in Vermont. The Candy Kitchen in Bridgehampton when Old Man Stavropoulos was still alive, bald headed and glowering behind the counter, and the counter stools were red and the tin ceiling was a dirty beige and for ten cents each you could buy ChoCho cups, homemade
chocolate malted ice cream on a stick in upside-down Dixie cups, long before the Yuppies developed all the potato fields and turned everything on Montauk Highway into an incomprehensible tangle of boutiques and restaurants for rich New Yorkers. No more Cho-Cho cups. It had been years since they sold Cho-Cho cups. When did they stop? He and Paul would ride their bikes there after dinner, their tires whirring through the moist summer night, the streetlights shrouded in the brilliant green of
illuminated maple leaves, his and Paul’s shadows
snapping like elastic from one remote pool of light to the next, just to buy a Cho-Cho cup each.


No more
Cho-Cho cups. No more Paul.


On one side of
Clifford hung these fragile memories, gossamer strands of nothing, and on the other side, ready to crush him, the rest of time.


Clifford began to
breath
but too rapidly. His face turned hot.
He tried to think of something else. He tried to
think of making love to Jenny. Surprise her in
the dark. Do
her better than she does herself, just for old time’s sake. The
fantasy turned Jenny into Anne and calmed his breathing.


He was still awake at 1
a.m.
The staring woman glowered at him
and Anne’s brown
eyes gazed into his and the room in the boarding house where Paul died stank of cheese. Was that how the dead smelled in the heat of a New Jersey summer? You could see the dent in the pillow and the hollow in the sheets where he had lain for days before the police opened the door. Poor, poor
Paul, who had always kept his room at home so neat and so perfect with all its fine things. Books and a globe and a map of the solar system on the wall and his own TV. But there was that night when little Clifford,
looking down the upstairs hallway from his own mess of a room,
saw
Paul at his desk, where he did his homework every night like the good boy he was, and something bad was happening, something very bad. Paul was clasping his head in his hands and soundlessly gasping — Clifford could see the open mouth in profile — and then Paul was pulling at his hair and stretching his face with his hands. Clifford didn’t want to see. He jumped from his desk and sat on the edge of his bed with his hands squeezed between his legs, sorry to be afraid, sorry not
to ask Paul if he needed help, sorry not to
go downstairs and tell his mother.


It was 2 a.m. Clifford
slipped from the sheets and careened through the dark into the den, where he closed the door, threw himself on the couch and turned on the TV. It helped. Lying on the couch staring for an hour at a dated, grainy 1970s movie, he finally crossed into sleep taking Anne to
meet
his dead brother Paul. In the dream, Paul was a carnival barker outside a freak show. They all had a nice chat in the staring woman’s tent. “Don’t mind her,” Paul said in a stage whisper. “She does that to everybody, poor woman. Look at her face (Paul pronounced it “feece”), you’ll find it dear.” He sang it
in a funny little cartoon voice. It was a thing he used to chant about one of the family cats when they were kids.


In the morning, he told Jenny he’d had a terrible night. Already his guts were churning.


“Clifford, I think you should see a doctor. This
isn’t good,” Jenny said.


“I just need to go on a diet,” he said, sitting at the kitchen counter in T-shirt and jeans while she emptied the dishwasher in her bathrobe. “I ought to
put you on a diet — as if
I could make you do anything. And I ought to put you to work in
my shop. Bob Rogan drives you crazy and I think you’re going to let him kill you with frustration.” Clifford
worked
his face into a red scowl. He’d never heard her play the tough-guy boss of the marriage before. “You ought to what?” he boomed. “Put me to
work
in your shop? I don’t need a job from my
wife! I have my own job. If I want a new one I certainly won’t be looking to sweep up
after
you and your creepy girlfriends in some fruity shop in
Sag Harbor. And what do you mean Bob Rogan’s going to kill me? I believe in working hard. What’s the point of a job that you don’t want to work hard at?”


He glared at her but Jenny was ignoring him as she continued emptying the dishwasher. “Hey!” he shouted, his voice shaking. “I get paid twice as much as any other pilot because I run the operation. Rogan knows I’m the best man he’ll ever find. And you think I should be working for you in
your little shop instead? Screw you, lady!”


Horrified with himself —
he had sounded like his father in one of his faggy rages — Clifford lurched from the kitchen counter and banged into the bedroom, where he
grabbed a uniform and his packed gym bag from the closet. He regretted his strange performance but it didn’t matter. Jenny was impossible to hurt. She was too strong or too dumb.


“The bitch,”
he thought,
melting, miserable at the thought he would spend the day missing her. When he found her guarding the hallway, as if she wanted to block his departure, he put his head down, forced back
a burp, and made to push his way past her. What she said amazed him.


“Clifford. Fuck you. Just fuck you.”


He stared at her as if she were crazy. “Aren’t you sweet! What the hell happened to
you?”
He fumbled at the front door. He had to put down the gym bag to work the latch. “Shit!” he screeched. Finally he stomped outside and slammed the door.


History had been made. She had never turned on him like that. And when they had fought before, it was over in minutes: The two would be partners again with the slightest mention of
any diversion — what dinner should be or
who should make the trip to the dump.


On the treadmill at the gym, his body felt heavy, his legs like weights. He attributed his fatigue to his bad night’s sleep and his frazzled nerves and he blamed the sickness he felt on the loss of Jenny’s goodwill. But she had asked
for it. She kept
too many secrets — not just from him, from herself. “Take it out,” he remembered her saying so long before. “Take it out now.”


Clifford looked at the timer on the treadmill. He’d been jogging for only six minutes but he couldn’t go on. He stepped off and wobbled to a bench. His chest ached, probably a sore muscle or a cold coming on. It was not like the pain he’d felt in the airplane and he refused to be afraid. This was not his heart. He was too young for that. His brother sniffed inhalers and stuffed himself with sedatives. His mother smoked and drank and made a crisis out
of everything. His father smoked and ate sweetbreads and foie gras and drank like a fish. Clifford worked out at the gym. Clifford quit smoking. Clifford
didn’t drink much these days. Clifford had a good life,
a comfortable life. He was putting on a little weight but it was nothing like the paunch
he carried when Delta dumped him. Someday his heart would get him but
not now, surely not now.


He retreated
to
the locker room, where he stood woozy in the shower, planning his phone call to Jenny to say he was sorry.



 
















Chapter Seven



 


 

Clifford used to laugh when other people were with us.


At a Christmas party singing ‘O Holy Night’ in this very good pseudo-basso voice. Or that song from My Fair Lady, ‘On the Street Where You Live.’ He’d sing it like that cartoon
dog, Goofy, a thick


idiot’s voice all full of itself.


‘People stop and stare, they don’t bother me


‘For there’s nowhere else on earth that I
would rather be …’


You had
to hear him do it. It was his impression of ‘The Perfect


Horse’s Ass.’


When he came back from the doctor and said there might be something wrong with his heart, I
didn’t even hug him. I was afraid of him.


So it seems now. I don’t really know what I thought at the time.


I
froze,
as I have always done. My thoughts stopped and I went on with
my business. It was something I used to think Clifford loved about me.



 


 

At the Logan Airport coffee shop where the staring lady had sat in judgment over him the day before, Clifford collapsed. One moment he was sitting at the counter holding his coffee, thinking about her, and the next moment he was on the floor, staring dumbly at the underside of the counter stool on which he’d been sitting. He fixed on it to avoid having to look at the jumping, jowled faces that rimmed his vision like monsters in a childhood nightmare. They frightened him and for a few seconds he thought the hot damp feeling in his lap was urine that the bloated, twisted faces had scared out of him.


Somebody said get an ambulance, which brought Clifford to his senses. “No!” he blurted. “I’m okay.” He propped
himself up, looked at his lap soaked in coffee, and said, “Oh shit.” He reconsidered the idea of an ambulance; on a gurney, at least he would not have to walk through the airport
like a crazy man, a pilot gone nuts with wet pants and a look of terror on his face. Then he saw the brown coffee stain on his white uniform
shirt, which eased his mind. Everyone would
know it was just coffee.


Clifford was taller than the people staring down at him. As he stood up, his head throbbing and his heart pounding, they turned their faces up to follow his, which made him remember his professional predicament. He was a pilot in uniform, a God among men, or so he had imagined when he was a teenager longing to fly. Of course he was merely what his father had said he was, a mediocre man with nothing much to show for his existence, but these people would be wondering how he could possibly take command of an airplane full of passengers, even a beat-up 19-passenger Twin Otter that should have been retired in 1985.


“I’m okay,” he said to no one. “I’ve got a bug. I should have stayed home today. I didn’t sleep all night.”


“You could have hurt yourself, falling like that, buddy,” said a fat little man — Clifford guessed he was a cabby — who patted Clifford’s shoulder and studied his face with concern. Clifford seemed to appeal to people; he was still handsome, despite the fraying edges of
middle age, and he
often bore a hopeful, kindly expression like an eager-toplease schoolboy. The cabby seemed genuinely worried about him. “You hit me on the way down,”
he said. “I broke your fall. I helped you
land so you didn’t hurt yourself.” He giggled at the irony of it, a fat cabby helping a pilot land.


Clifford
grabbed his arm too hard. “Thank you,” he said urgently, trying to smile.


The cabby’s grin vanished and he pulled away. “You should see a doctor. That kind of thing ain’t right.” He forced back the grin and gave Clifford a slap on the shoulder.


Clifford nodded rapidly, his eyes closed. “I know, I know.”


The crowd was breaking up, the buzz of
voices blending into the usual coffee shop background noise. An Hispanic man in a stained white uniform appeared at Clifford’s feet, swabbing the floor with a mop. The waitress who had been peering over the counter at him asked if
he wanted another
cup. He declined.


He felt woozy. His head ached.
He cloaked his fear
in embarrassment and a dogged concern for his professional vanity. Thank God no
one from the FAA or Rogan Airways or any airline had seen him go down, he thought, making his way out of the coffee shop, glancing at the booths and the counter to find only people who looked like typical passengers and airport characters.


He had reached
the concourse and begun his erratic walk to the general aviation terminal when he felt a warm, mild ache in his chest. He held still, waiting for the ache to go away. It didn’t hurt but it had a rich presence, more like a siren song than the cacophonous jumble of twinges and pangs that he ascribed to gas and indigestion. It was the same pain he’d felt in the Twin Otter the day before when Anne Stratton had taken over his mind. He braced himself against the green concrete wall.


He had to call Jenny. He had to find a phone and tell her something was very wrong, something serious, and he was so sorry to have been so rotten, judging her every moment of
his waking life, comparing her to every hope and dream he’d ever had. It did not occur to him that he’d been so sour and tormented because he was sick, even on the verge of death.


But somewhere inside himself, he knew death was near, even if he didn’t admit it. He stood at the wall for several minutes, afraid the time had come. His heart pounded.
He wanted to
live and see Jenny again. Then it was over. The pain was passing. A beefy businessman walking by with his tie askew and his shirt buttons straining against his bulk seemed startled,
even offended, by Clifford’s appearance. A young couple glanced at him nervously and seemed to cower. Thank God they didn’t stop to help me, Clifford
thought. He dreaded embarrassment more than death. No one had helped his brother Paul step into death; he’d done it alone, locked in his room with his candy wrappers and Bible scrawled with crazy notes jammed in every margin.


Someone put
an arm around his back and he turned to find a young dark-haired Delta flight attendant looking up into his face. Her eyes were large and brown, as
pretty as Anne Stratton’s.


“You all right, captain?” she said with a Southern accent and tone of affection that made Clifford want to go home with her.


“Terrible flu or something.” He looked down at his shirt. “I must look like a drunk, or a crazy man. I’ve got to get myself home.”


“You want me to get you some help or
are
you going to be okay?” “I know I look like hell,” he said, forcing a smile, “but I think I’ll be fine.”


“Okay then,” she said skeptically. “Well, take care of yourself, darlin’.” 


Clifford watched her go, almost stupefied, falling in love because she’d treated him
like
an old pro, a brave member
of the team, instead of a dead man. 


He passed a newsstand and bought a Globe to
hold over his middle. People weren’t glancing at him anymore. He was doing better. He reached
a phone bank and called Jenny at the shop. Her voice was all business. She was still angry.


“I’m sorry about this morning,” he said. He waited but she didn’t respond. “I’m calling to
tell you that but
also to tell you something’s going on with me, something that’s not good. I passed out in the coffee shop. I fell off the stool. I woke up on the floor looking at all these God-damned people.”


He was swearing again. Something about talking to
Jenny traded his anxiety for anger.


“Clifford! Shouldn’t you go to an emergency room and have them look at you?”


“No! I don’t want to go to
any hospitals up here!”


“Where are you now, Clifford?” Jenny demanded, almost angry.


A feeling from the past flickered in
his mind, a whole experience distilled into a ghostly essence. He realized he had almost remembered who the staring woman was.


“Clifford!”


“I’m at Logan,” he nearly shouted. Quieting himself, he said it again. “I’m at Logan. I’m in the concourse on the way to the terminal. My flight leaves in 20 minutes. I’ll let the kid I’m
with do the flying. I’ll be all right. Whatever it was is passing. I think I have a bug or something.” He regretted having been so melodramatic. Maybe there was something psychosomatic about all this.


He changed in the locker room and hid in the cockpit
of the Twin Otter while the co-pilot, somebody Clifford had hired a few months before, conducted the preflight walk-around, loaded the passengers, secured the door and climbed up
into the right seat. “Listen, kid. I’m a wreck. You fly this rig,” Clifford told him. “I’m sick. I feel like shit. You need me for
anything just call.”


He sat back with the bill of his cap pulled down over his face and his arms crossed over his chest. He had no pains all the way home, just two sneezing fits, which comforted him further. He even slept, a violation of federal regulations he considered justified by whatever was wrong with him.


When he dragged
himself home that night, Jenny put him to bed, their battle forgotten. He went alone to see the doctor
in the morning, convinced that he’d be leaving with a prescription for some kind
of antibiotic to knock out whatever strange infection had settled in his chest. The doctor listened to Clifford’s story and when it was done, he looked at Clifford
silently for a moment — deciding in that instant, perhaps, that a direct approach was the kindest in the long run — and said, “I don’t want you to
pick up a rake or a suitcase or do one single thing to put yourself in greater
jeopardy than you already
are. You’re in
danger. We have to presume this is your heart.”


“My God,” Clifford said to the doctor. “No shit?”
“No shit.”


Outside, free of
the need to decide how to
behave, Clifford walked miserably to his car with a prescription for
nitroglycerin in
his pocket. He stopped and looked at the autumn trees against the searing blue sky. Harsh and artificial, they made no sense. Nothing made sense, not once-familiar people driving by, not once-familiar roads or shops or woods or fields. It was Clifford’s first look at a world that would go on without him,
as if he’d never existed.

















Chapter Eight



 


 

I can see him now, after the operation, with all those tubes and bandages. I knew he wouldn’t die. I knew he was safe. They would fix him and I pretended our life would be the way
it had been in our best days, before anything had the time to go wrong.


But I was afraid. When I looked at Clifford in his hospital bed, I saw myself. I had looked like that in a hospital once and Clifford reminded me of everything I had never told him about me – things I didn’t even know myself.



 


 

By the time Clifford was admitted to
the hospital to wait for his operation, a calm had settled over him like a gentle fall of ashes. All he wanted was his old life back so he could sit once more on the
couch beside Jenny and stare at the TV
news and sitcoms, peacefully tormented and unfulfilled, watching the world go by. Anne Stratton and the staring woman were forgotten.
Flying, Bob Rogan’s tricks and slights, his dead father’s disapproval, his impenetrable wife’s independence, his failure to make any money, leave a mark, have a child
... all of that seemed like the Good
Old Days.


A bypass and a pacemaker
would save him. The bypass because he was young and healthy and he would tolerate the surgery well and if they did angioplasty instead he might have had a bad heart attack during the procedure.
A pacemaker because his heart kept stopping for seconds at a time; that’s why he’d been fainting. They told him he would be fine, that chances
were he would be doing all the things he had done before. With his heartbeat reassuringly displayed around the clock on a monitor high in the corner of his room, Clifford
relished the advent of his salvation.


He presumed Jenny felt the same. Seeing her arrive in the doorway beyond
the foot of his bed every day delighted him. She was so pretty, prettier than he’d realized for so long. And so strong. She seemed to be managing the crisis just as she managed
her shop — with simplicity, good sense and silence. She expected nothing from him. How could she? Circumstances justified it. She bided her time in his room without complaint, perhaps a little bored, a little uncomfortable, letting Clifford talk about anything that entered his head: his good fortune
having escaped a sudden and early death; his feeling of serenity, knowing that the doctors would guard him from
peril and even fix him; his plan to write the FAA as soon as he returned home to find out how and when he could win
back his medical certificate.


He had turned the shadow of death into a spotlight. He was the star, Jenny his captive audience. If she took pleasure in his high spirits, he couldn’t tell. If she was scared, sad or lonely, he saw no sign of it. He imagined that she shared his elaborately constructed optimism, even though she seemed distracted. Clifford let it
pass.
The hospital, he assumed,
reminded her of her disastrous pregnancies.


When she left each day in the early afternoon to
drive home and check in at her shop, he didn’t miss her. He knew that they would talk on the phone and he would see her the next morning. That was enough to let him drift and dream in peace, eagerly awaiting word from
the surgeon. They had brought Clifford into the hospital as an emergency case and it
would
take time to fit him into the operating room schedule. Clifford anticipated it
like a child waiting for Christmas, safely bound in an otherworldly
web
of timelessness and expectation.


In the dark recess beyond his toes lay his roommate Don Charles, an overweight ruddy-faced man of about 45 with a red beard and greasy brown hair. He dozed shamelessly in his skimpy hospital gown and boxer shorts atop his bedcovers. His equally fat and sloppy wife had spent hours with him that morning, talking
cheerfully about their kids and household problems — a garage door that wouldn’t close, a dog that wouldn’t eat, a daughter who wanted a tongue stud — as if Don’s heart trouble were just another bump on the road of
life.


Clifford thought they were either contemptible idiots or the most decent people he’d ever seen, blessed with a simple joyfulness and wisdom that panicky, tormented Clifford could never achieve. They annoyed him or made him feel warm and weepy, like a teenage girl. He blamed the teariness on his circumstances. It was an emotional time.


In the gloomy late afternoon stillness, Don
groaned out loud, stretched
his arms in the air and lifted his head, a happy suburban dad awakening from a Sunday nap
to wonder why the kids were so quiet.


“So hey,” Don said, peering past his bare fat legs and stockinged feet to see Clifford sitting up in his bed gazing into the room. “I never asked you before. What are you in
for?”


“Angina,” Clifford answered, suddenly miserable to be somebody who could swap tales of coronary artery disease with a sloppy fat man. “Angina,” Don muttered, lifting his ass off
the sheets to pull the fabric of
his boxer shorts from his rear end. “What the hell is ‘angina?’ You
mean you’re in pain right now?”


“No, no!” Clifford protested. “Only when I exercise. Or get worked up, I guess.”


“Huh,” Don responded. “You got kids?” “No, no. We ... ”


“I’ve got three. I’ve got angina all the time, if that’s what you
want to call it. They don’t know what it is. I get this shortness of breath and this feeling of pressure all the time, even just sitting around.”


“Jesus,” Clifford
said, immediately sorry for revealing how much Don’s predicament horrified him. The man seemed as good as dead. “They going to fix you up?”


“They don’t know what they’re going to do. They got to figure out what it
is first.” Don stretched his arms into the air again and yawned. After making a licking noise with his mouth, he added, “I’m waiting for them to give me another angiogram. If they find a blockage, they’ll probably give me another ream job then and there I guess.”


“That’s good. That’ll fix you up,” Clifford offered, wondering why
despair hadn’t silenced this man.


“Well, maybe. They just gave me an angioplasty a month ago. Three arteries clogged up. Boom, they opened them. Very nice. I felt great for two weeks. I work for the phone company. I was back climbing poles in
no time. No
more
feeling of pressure at all. Then wham. I was sitting on the train on the way to work like always and I felt it come on again out of nowhere, only worse.”


This story made Clifford think of himself as a terrified Buckwheat in the old “Our Gang” films, his white eyes bulging and his corn
rows standing on
end. “Brother, that’ll drive you crazy,” he said.


“So what do
you do?” Don asked, staring at the ceiling and scratching a beefy arm.


“I’m a pilot,” he said flatly. Clifford
regretted the answer. Now he would seem tragic.


“A pilot! No shit? Aw, man, I’ve been wanting to fly all my life. I
was a gunship crew chief back in
Nam. I got so much time in
those Slicks I could fly one with my eyes closed.” Pushing himself back against his pillow in order to sit up and enjoy his memories, he went on with quiet pleasure: “I did the ground school and they were going to let me make the switch into the program. I knew a lot of those guys. Shit, they let me fly the things, they didn’t care. I’d climb
up from the back on the
way back to base after a mission, if we didn’t have anybody bleeding to death in back you know. I’d fly the thing. Said I had a natural talent for
it.”


Clifford wasn’t sure he understood Don’s story — either he was a pilot or he wasn’t. Or did they really let a crew chief take the controls in the middle of
combat? “I love to fly too, ” Clifford
said, “ever since I was a little kid.”


“Oh yeah. That fucker could take a beating. On this one drop we made into the fucking bushes outside Danang, my guys were howling for us to
get the fuck out of there and I couldn’t believe the shit we were taking, you could hear those 50 cals just ripping into our armor. And I’m yanking on the cyclic
feeling like something’s wrong, I can tell it’s not pitching the way it should.”


Clifford had never liked helicopters. They lacked the passive grace of airplanes. A helicopter was a Rube Goldberg absurdity and without
the sound and fury of its whirling blades and roaring transmission it would fall out of the sky like a bucket of bolts. An airplane flew because its form followed its function. It wanted to
fly. It was a distinction Don couldn’t appreciate, Clifford
decided. Don had no love of
flight. His jumbled, suspicious war story was about something else.


“How long were you in
Vietnam?” Clifford asked.


“Two years, brother. Phone company
right after that. I can retire in a year.”


Don didn’t ask if
Clifford had served in
Vietnam. Nor
did he ask about his flying career. It was just as well, Clifford decided. As a college student, he had opposed
the war like everyone else he had known except for the weird Howdy
Doody-faced conservatives on campus. He’d even joined the biggest march on Washington ever staged until that time but only as a fluke; he hadn’t meant to join it. He’d gone to
Washington to look for his old prep-school friend, Sewell Wallace. But
the march, he
recalled now, had been a magical moment. It had made him feel good. It had intensified existence, made the colors of the sky sharper and the air bloom in his lungs. He’d even gotten laid, finally ridding himself of the burden of virginity. Not very satisfactorily at the time, but it seemed good now, the girl slipping into his sleeping bag and easing herself onto him.
But now, here in the presence
of Don Charles, Clifford’s antiwar episode and his narrow escape from certain induction — thanks to crazy Paul, of all people, who had learned of a loophole in the draft law —
seemed
cowardly and trite.


Nor did he want to
embarrass himself with stories about his life flying clunky old Twin Otters all over southern New England. Don wouldn’t have been impressed with that. Don wanted bullets and burning engines and mushroom
clouds of post-crash smoke. Still, within the confines of that dim and dingy hospital room, Clifford liked Don. He liked him for having fought in
Vietnam and he liked him
for caring nothing about his circumstances, including the end of his life. “How was it over there?” Clifford
asked
with honest interest. “I mean, was it a big ugly mess trying to fight the war or did you feel good about it
somehow?”


“Good about it? I don’t know if I ever felt good about
it. I just did it.
Did my job and stayed alive and came home.”


Clifford looked at a shaft of sunlight that fell as a trapezoid on the wall beside him. “What about your heart?” he asked. “When did you start having trouble with it?”


“Three months ago,” Don answered thickly, opening his eyes — he nearly had dozed off. “I could barely turn a page in the newspaper much less climb a pole. I been on disability ever since, except for those two weeks after the first angioplasty.”


Clifford made a grunt — a rough offering of consolation that would carry no overtones
of
pity. After another silence, during which Clifford
considered
whether or
not to
offer his story, he said, “I didn’t know what was going on with me but I kept working. I was flying people around for quite a while with one of my arteries practically shut off.”


Don didn’t reply. He was still propped up, either sleeping or looking right at Clifford — Clifford wasn’t sure which. Only the rising sound of
Don’s slow, steady breathing solved the riddle.


Jenny, who
had taken a hotel room in Garden City, was there when the nurse came that night to tell Clifford
that he would be first in the operating room the next morning. The lights were low. Don
slept in his alcove. A tiny television on an extension arm beside Clifford’s bed glowed silently, its volume turned down.


“Hallelujah,” Clifford
said. “I’m going to be saved.”


The nurse gave him a tranquilizer to help him sleep but its effects took some time. When Jenny leaned down to
kiss him goodnight, he lunged at her, burying himself in her arms and sobbing into her shoulder. “They’re going to cut me open with a saw and split me apart like a chicken!” It was a revelation, this outburst. He had never held her
with such need and he sensed
that Jenny didn’t know what to
do.


“Don’t be afraid, Clifford.
I couldn’t stand it if you’re afraid.”


He released her, his tears over. “You’ll be here through the surgery?” he asked as she righted herself and stood up. “You’ll wait in the hospital?”


That had been the plan all along. It had been discussed. Jenny would drive to the hospital from her hotel as soon as she got up in the morning. Not 5 a.m. Maybe 6, certainly by 7. They said Clifford wouldn’t be out of surgery until 8 or 9.


She repeated all this to Clifford, who tried to nod like a combat pilot at a pre-mission briefing but his head bobbled and his eyes were wide and empty.


“Just don’t be scared,
Clifford.
Please, please, I can’t stand to think of you being scared,” she told him.


It dawned on him that perhaps, somehow, she found her strength in him. It was a surprising thought, one that made him wonder once again if she were dumb. Then, quite suddenly, he wasn’t scared. The drug was working. He was glad she was leaving so he could go to sleep and get on with it. He watched her wave from the doorway
with that sweet smile he’d known on summer nights long ago, when she
was a glimmering mystery to him.



 
















Chapter Nine



 


 

You, Sewell, imagine Clifford hallucinating, seeing Anne everywhere he looked. (Or did he tell you all this when you two had
your bachelors’ reunion?) Wherever I looked, I saw a man named Giovanni. Long black hair, beautiful eyes. He was a sculptor, a few years older than I,
from
a rich family. He took me under his wing when I was all alone, a student in Florence, pretending that I
could one day be a great artist. He was very mysterious, very brooding, very romantic. He drank. It angered him that I wouldn’t let him touch me. But I thought I would, in time. I began to dream of it.



 


 

A pleasant round black woman woke him up before dawn, when the room was thick with exhaled sleep and lit by only the hallway’s pasty orange glow. She handed him a towel and a new hospital gown and a bar of antibacterial soap. She showed him
to the shower off the hall and instructed him to wash himself twice. Clifford
washed meticulously, as if the success
of the surgery depended on it. When he was done, he returned to
his bed in his fresh gown and waited in the dark until the floor nurse arrived
with two syringes. “These will make you forget all your troubles,” she said. He rolled over. She injected a needle into
each flank and pulled
up the aluminum railings of the bed. They clanged like the closing doors of
a prison cell. Across the room,
Don snored gently.


“What kind of a day is it?” he asked the woman, who pushed his gurney from such a distance that he could not see her.


“Ice and snow. The roads,
they’s a mess out there.”


“Jenny,” Clifford whispered, rolling
his eyes closed. He opened them to find himself stretched out
naked
before a big black man in
a white uniform who seemed to be stirring a mug of shaving cream. “Are you the body barber
in this joint?” Clifford asked, unafraid.


“Body barber? That’s a good one.”


“You look just like Apollo Creed in those ‘Rocky’ movies.” “Never heard that before.”


Clifford felt the hot lather hit his legs. He rolled his eyes closed and opened
them to find himself on the move again. He was entering a room full of machines with dials and hoses and glass cylinders. He would have continued to watch — he felt vaguely curious — but a ghastly pain jabbed him in the chest.


He couldn’t see but they had him sitting up and there were voices everywhere and people pushing and pulling at him.
“Wait! I’m still awake! I’m still awake!” he tried to cry, certain they were about
to cut him open. Nothing happened.
Not a muscle moved. His voice did not
work. His eyes did not see.


His heart took off like a stallion in a storm. It galloped out of its mind through lightning bolts and downpours,
crazy enough to
smash itself to death.


There was a commotion around him and louder voices barking words he couldn’t understand. When his heart began to slow and everything in his mind began to fade, Clifford understood. He was dying. So this was how it
is. With his last glimmer of
consciousness, Clifford savored the chance that soon he would see Paul again and that somehow all the misery Paul had endured
alone, without family or lover, would be forgotten, as if
it had never happened.


Then somebody young and male with a Boston accent barked at him. “Clifford! Clifford!
It’s your wife. She’s here to see you, Clifford!” He stirred and felt that terrible pain in his chest again.


Whoever was talking so loudly in his ear sounded like a hockey coach trying to trick some faltering player into a renaissance. “Come on, now, buddy. Open up!
Let the world in! Nap time is long over!”


Clifford opened his eyes. Standing beyond his bare legs and toes was Anne Stratton, her brown eyes laughing.


He could only imagine a response.
His body lay still and his eyes stared groggily into space. But Clifford
pictured himself crying “Anne!” and sitting up with a smile and a shock of hair falling over his forehead into his eyes. “Anne Stratton! Well I’ll be God damned! I knew I’d see you again!”


“He’s opening his eyes again,”
said a female voice somewhere nearby. “Can you nod, Clifford?”


Clifford stared at the face of a nurse that filled his field of
view. When it disappeared, he shifted his eyes to look for Anne. She wasn’t there beyond his feet. It was his wife, Jenny.


“You can’t talk,”
said the coach, “because of the endotracheal tube, buddy.”


He hustled through Clifford’s field of view wearing a green hospital smock, carrying some kind of medical equipment, his shoulders hunched so Clifford couldn’t see his face. A woman in a green
smock went by, a stethoscope draped behind her neck and onto her shoulders. Clifford began to
understand. This was the recovery room. He couldn’t speak because of
the tube wedged into his throat. He couldn’t move because he was strapped down.


Clifford closed his eyes. He opened them when the coach said very close to his ear that it was time for him to begin breathing on his own, a little bit at a time. “Good,”
the coach said after a pause. “Very good.” Clifford couldn’t tell what had changed and closed his eyes.


They made him sit up like a rag doll to take out the endotrachial tube. He rolled his eyes, looking for Anne or Jenny. Someone propped him up and barked
instructions at him. The tube came out with a suction that seemed to pull him inside out, drawing a hot
liquid from his guts into his mouth. “Don’t swallow it, Clifford!” the coach shouted at him but he had to swallow it or drown. Somebody wiped his face and helped him lie down. The pain, like an ax piercing
his bones, seared the center of his chest.


“Cliff! It’s your wife again, Cliff.
Wake up now. Say hello to
your wife and then we’ll see about getting you out
of here.” To somebody else the coach said, “We had to give him something because he went into tachycardia — it’s very common, nothing to worry about — but it takes a little longer to get them to come around.”


He opened his eyes. Jenny stood beyond his feet. “Hi,” he croaked, lifting a hand to wave.


“Hi,” she said, afraid to
move any closer. “You look like an astronaut.”


He peered down. A
sheet covered him from the waist down. He was naked above except for the strips of tape that held the tubes and wires in place and the bandage that covered the center of his chest. One tube protruded
from a little shrine of bandages above his belly.


“Christ. Look at me.” “How do you feel?”


“I don’t know. Listen ... was there somebody else to see me? I thought I saw somebody
else here.”


Jenny shook her head. “Nobody else. Just me.”


Clifford fell silent and stared at the wall. “Hey!” he rasped,
trying to jog himself. “I guess I’m all fixed now. Good as new.” He lifted both hands off the sheets and held up his palms to her. “How long have you been stuck here? What time is it?” He was beginning to feel ecstatic. He wasn’t dead. He wasn’t even sick any more. They had fixed him.


“Five o’clock. It’s dark out already. They had you here a long time. I was getting worried.”


“Aw honey. You go home. Have a drink on me.”


“I will. At the hotel. You can count on it.” The attendants somewhere in
the
room laughed. “I’ll see you as soon as I can tomorrow. They only let me in here five minutes at a time anyway.”


She swept a few strands of golden hair from her forehead and hooked them behind
her ear. She had that Madonna look on her face, her blue eyes wise and certain,
her lips just beginning to break into a smile. “See you later alligator,” she said with a little wave.


“In a while crocodile.”


Time had gone elastic on him. They hadn’t exchanged that silly farewell in years, not since their first summer. Poor Jenny. She couldn’t stand the sight of him with all his tubes and bandages. He put back his head and closed his eyes so he could savor
the
certainty of Jenny’s return and the vivid image of Anne Stratton
standing beyond his bed.

















Chapter 10



 


 

Girls amazed Clifford when he was a schoolboy. They were alien beings that dazzled him. He wanted them so much he was afraid of them. Boys came easily to me. Dumb blond. Nervous laughter at anybody’s jokes. All alone because boys soon learn that how hot a girl may look isn’t a measure of whether or not she’ll fuck.


When he told me about past girlfriends, long before I knew they mattered, his stories only told me that he was apart, like me. I thought of Anne as a kind of ally for the longest time; she had given him to me. But she didn’t give him fully.


Clifford would have adored me, if
only we’d met early, before he fell in love with Anne in his schoolboy days of dreams and promise, those fine spring days before disappointment and the discovery of our limits.



 


 

He met her on an April night. For the rest of his life, he would think of her when the peepers sang in the last blush of a cold spring dusk.


Flashing from behind the pines along the interstate, the setting sun turned the windows on the west side of the bus a Kool Aid crimson. Dread dried Clifford’s mouth and tongue. When the bus braked for the exit, he lit
a cigarette and broke a long silence.


“So Wise Ones, I’m getting a little nervous here. Tell me. How the hell are you supposed
to make a girl like you?”


“Tell lots of jokes, Clifford,” Sewell Wallace said. “You’ve got to
keep them laughing.”


Clifford felt himself disappearing. “I don’t know any jokes,” he said, “unless making fart noises or pretending you’re vomiting or talking about what an asshole somebody is can be considered lots of fun.”
He held the back of his hand to
his mouth and used it to make a loud, trumpeting fart. “Is that good?”


Sewell and Arnold Perry laughed. They had no
idea how scared he was.


“Should I tell her how a wing flies? Should I give her Bernoulli’s Theorem and explain that a fast-moving gas creates a low-pressure zone into which everything wants to flow? This is what we call ‘lift,’ boys. I’ve been reading books all about this stuff instead of what I’m supposed to
be reading for English.”


“Don’t talk about books, Clifford. Not Herman Melville,
not Bernoulli’s Theorem,” Sewell said emphatically. “You just be your
charming lovely self.”


“Oh Christ. I’m getting nervous.” Clifford slammed his head backward into the seat and squinted. “I hate being nervous.”


Like the moon in a solar eclipse, Arnold’s big round head floated in darkness against the red sky, his hair a corona of gold flames. “It’s not jokes or being funny that count so
much,”
Arnold said as seriously as he might have contributed
a comment in English class. “It’s being ... relaxed. They don’t want you to
take anything too hard. It will spook them.”


Clifford opened his eyes and stared
into space. He never should have agreed to go to this dance, he thought. He was going to be in terrible pain on the way home: exposed as a failure, a geek, a loser. As weird as his genius brother but
not as smart.


The bus pulled to a stop in front of a whitewashed brick
building after an hour’s ride. As the boys popped one by one from the bus, aging matrons in long belted dresses told them to go inside and line up in the long foyer according to height, the shortest nearest the entry and the tallest nearest the ballroom. There a cluster of scruffy teenagers in leather jackets from South Brandon
was setting up a band called The Shadows, according to the emblem on their bass drum.


Clifford affected nonchalance and tried to absorb himself
in the familiar process of comparing heights and switching places. At first he didn’t notice the line of girls entering the foyer like a breeze, already in perfect order. This was like swimming in the ocean with the Bridgehampton kids when the rollers get huge, he told himself. Just pretend it doesn’t terrify you and maybe no one will figure it
out.


There was a commotion off to the left. A short girl with shoulderlength brown hair was making a dash to
change
places in the line,
the pink sash of
her dress flying, her cheeks turning fiery. She skidded to a stop and forced herself into a spot directly across the floor
from Clifford.


It did not occur to him that she had changed places because she wanted him. He was too numb to think, too preoccupied with the calming sight of her. She almost looked silly in her little girl’s frilly
dress. This was not some sleek blond daughter of perfect parents, an honor student and field hockey star wanted by every boy in school and headed for
Wellesley or Radcliffe, a girl with happy brothers
and sisters and family ski trips and a summer house full of tennis racquets and beach towels. This was somebody more complicated, someone who didn’t fit into easy categories, someone who might like him.


When the couples were told to step across the floor
to introduce themselves and proceed into
the ballroom, Clifford’s girl approached, her face aglow with a beaming smile. Whatever her life story happened to be, whatever reasons she had to be happy, her smile came from beyond all that, from a place where little girls believed their daddies were perfect, all children grew tall and strong and all parents lived long and hearty lives, forever proud of their families, generation after generation. It was almost enough to make him
afraid again.


She didn’t seem to care that Clifford
had no idea how to beam back at her, although he tried with a goofy, expectant grin. She pressed her fingers across his open palm. He closed his hand to
hold them. “I’m Anne Stratton,
” she said fearlessly.


For an instant he forgot to speak. When she cocked her head and peered into his eyes, he started as if
somebody had given him a small shock. “Oh! I’m Clifford
Nelson,” he blurted.


“Well come on, Clifford,” she said, tugging him along as she made for the ballroom. “Do you like to dance?”


He was in the thick of it now. There was no turning back. But so far it was easy. There was nothing to do but dance and look at her and act as if he’d been to lots of dances and knew plenty of girls. He did
frantic variations of the Swim and the Monkey, peering at her from his cocoon of noise and sweat. Sewell waved. Arnold laughed. Their dates seemed slightly bored, less interested in them than Anne seemed to
be in him. She kept saying things to him that he couldn’t hear. She stepped on her toes, put a hand on his shoulder to make him stoop and placed her mouth an inch from his ear so he could feel her breath in it.


“It’s an awful band!” she said.


“Christ awful!” Clifford
said, rolling his eyes.


He was hot and his hair was sweaty on his forehead when she led him by the hand out a set of French doors that opened onto a slate porch. The band’s
dull thumping stopped momentarily to
reveal the bell-like song of spring peepers. “Do you smoke?” she asked. Clifford said that he did.


“Me too, but we can’t smoke on school grounds,” she said. “They kick
you out for that here at Pincer. Too bad we can’t drive off and smoke cigarettes in the car and talk all night, Clifford.”


He calmed himself — there was no way it
really could happen, going off with her in a car and talking all night —
and he nonchalantly agreed.


She told him about her
family. She had brothers and sisters, two
older, one younger. They lived in
Wiscossett, a town on the bay north
of Boston, and her father was a banker. They went to
church
on Sundays and they spent summers on Martha’s Vineyard, which she adored more than anything. She had to work in the summers to have any spending money and that made it
hard to go to
the beach and swim with her friends as much as
she wanted to. She could spend her life at the beach, she said. She loved the beach and the ocean.


Already her life amazed him, as if it were a rare thing for a girl to have a home and a family and a place to go in
the summer. Careful to keep his fear and fascination hidden, he told her about his family. An older brother at Harvard — “a brilliant guy but
a little nutty,” he said as a kind of offering to the gods, hoping it would be enough — a mother in New Jersey, a father in New York with a house on Long Island. He didn’t mention his father’s oppressive letters and his dapper clothes and scent of pipe tobacco and fine sense of honor and duty and decency. Nor did he mention his mother’s weepy rages and increasing intake of booze and the strange men she brought to the house. Nor did he tell how surprised his dorm master was that Clifford had survived the school year.


Instead he told her about flying. Not Bernoulli’s Theorem but how
much
he loved flying so much he sometimes lay awake for hours thinking about it. He had started lessons the summer before on Long Island. He had paid for them by working at the airport so he didn’t have much time for the beach. He really liked the mountains more than the beach, he told Anne. In fact he loved Vermont. He hadn’t been there in years but something about Vermont meant more to him than the beach. His grandfather once had
a home there. It was sold when his grandfather died. He hadn’t been there for years. He just remembered it from a long time ago.


“Clifford,” Anne asked,
“what did you mean when you said your
brother was ‘nutty?’”


“Oh! I just meant he’s ...
he’s a funny guy. Makes a lot of jokes. Kids around. I don’t know what I meant, to tell you the truth. He is a little weird, I guess. You know. Those really smart people can be a little weird. I don’t know him so well really. I hardly ever see him. He was in the hospital a lot when we were kids, then he went away to school.” “That’s too bad,” she said, stopping Clifford’s breath for a moment.


“Why was he in the hospital?”


“It’s called colitis. Apparently it’s okay now. My
mother says he was older than me when she and my
father were divorced and that’s why it hit him a lot harder than it hit me. I don’t know. It wasn’t as if I was a little kid or something.” He had a bad feeling that he had said too much.


She gazed at him with a half smile.


“I’d rather tell you about flying,” he said, relieved that her expression did not change. “I can’t believe they make machines you can get into and drive off the ground and steer up into the sky,” Clifford told her with hunched shoulders and whispered amazement. “It’s too good to be true!”


She let him go on like that and he filled up with the pleasure of
his new stature, a passionate young man who knew what he
wanted. They’d been out in the chilly darkness for half an hour when he realized how long he’d been talking and how well she’d been listening. It made him feel as if
he’d
known Anne for a long time. He told her so, saying it as soon as the thought entered his head, unaware it was precisely the kind of thing that Arnold and Sewell had cautioned him against on the bus.


She gripped his hand and smiled a sparkling smile that made a tiny crease appear between her nose and upper lip. “I feel that way too,
Clifford,” she said. It struck him then that she was beautiful. He hadn’t seen it
before but now her brown eyes and perfect lips and nose and the little crease between them amazed him.


When The Shadows neared the evening’s end with their lead singer’s warbling and flattened
rendition of “Yesterday,” Clifford
and Anne embraced for the slow dance. She ran her fingers through his hair as he pressed his hands against the small of her back, feeling the ridge of her slip’s waistband under his little finger. He tried not to
think too much about stepping into unknown territory, a place where momentous personal history might be made and a new life begun, but it seemed he might kiss her soon and if he did it might mean she loved him as surely he loved her.


The Shadows finished the song and announced that it was 11:30
and the dance over. A
matron
switched on the chandeliers and a dull roar of voices arose in the ballroom as couples left the floor, squinting in the light, wandering to the foyer like cruise passengers yanked from
their cabins for a fire drill.


Clifford and Anne held hands as they walked. She had almost decided not to come at the last minute, she confessed. “It was fate,” she said. “If I hadn’t, I never would have met you, Clifford. Imagine how
I never would have known you for the rest of my life.”


He’d never heard anything like it. He moved to kiss her. As other couples were saying their good-byes and the matrons stood watching along the wall, Clifford leaned forward, drowning in the expectation of her lips against his. Instead, she hopped backwards like a
surprised filly, yanking at Clifford’s hand so that he had to lurch
after
her.


“I can’t. It’s not allowed. Not with all the faculty
watching,” she gasped with a pained smile, crazily pulling on his arm as she retreated in aimless circles.


Clifford didn’t mind at all. He had met the challenge and had made his move; that was more than enough.
But then he noticed a
few
other couples kissing goodnight. He nodded their way. “What about them?” he asked.


“They’re not
supposed to do that,” she said firmly, as if she’d learned long ago that there were people who broke the rules and the rest of the world sometimes had to make amends for them. “We just have to
say goodnight, Clifford.” Finally she stopped tugging at him and stood still, looking into his eyes. “We’ll see each other again,” she said.


It was a promise that he would not
let her forget.
Back at Exeter that night, sitting up in the light of his desk lamp while Arnold slept, Clifford wrote a letter inviting her to the spring dance in May.


The kisses came at the end of
the dance weekend. On a hot sunny Sunday afternoon, the boys of
Clifford’s dorm descended with their dates to a cool dark room in the basement they had furnished with borrowed armchairs and sofas, posters and side tables and a lava lamp and a stereo.


As soon as Anne and Clifford had sat down on a couch and someone had switched off
the lights, she shifted her hips and swung her legs over his lap. They kissed softly and lightly at first, tasting each other’s lips with their eyes closed. A dart of his tongue against her teeth parted them just enough so he could probe further. “Light My Fire” came on the stereo and Anne broke away just long enough to
whisper “How appropriate.” Clifford didn’t know what she meant.


As if
he had practiced kissing girls for years, he traced her lips with his tongue and listened to the whisper of fabric against fabric as the others in the room shifted in the dark. Somewhere
nearby Sewell was making out with Anne’s friend, Kathy Brannon,
even though they hardly knew each other. It troubled him but Clifford held Anne tighter and felt her breasts against his forearm and forged ahead into his new life.


He wrestled her tongue with
his. He traced the skyline of her teeth and the outline of her lips. Even more than her kisses and the feel of her body, it was her surrender that sweetly drugged him. Time disappeared. He wanted to hold and kiss her forever. Draped in a dream, he never opened his eyes. The sun crossed the sky and the afternoon shadows stretched across the lawns of Exeter but in the basement of Howe Cottage Clifford loved the darkness like a mole. His only moments of doubt
came
when he considered unbuttoning her jeans or at least her blouse but he knew he couldn’t, not in a room
full of other couples. The time for that might come at her home, to
which she had invited him
for two days in
June.



 
















Chapter 11



 


 

I hope you understand. I have no desire to have sex with you, Sewell. Maybe it will happen. Meanwhile, I’m just using you in another way. I don’t know why. There’s something about
you. That ease of yours. I don’t like it but it calms me. How must life be for you? I envy you, for Clifford’s sake.


Do you know the happiest time I
remember for him and me was that winter after his bypass, when he spent so many days without guilt or terror, feeling that he’d been given a new chance at life? It was like a fresh start, the whole slate swiped clean. I loved caring for him
in a way I never had.


His new interest in sex didn’t fit. It was mechanical sex, therapeutic sex, animal sex. There was no love in it. I would never have told him how much it
disturbed me.



 


 

Until Clifford came home from the hospital, the living room of
his and Jenny’s ranch house outside Sag Harbor hadn’t seen much life for years. Early in their marriage, long before Jenny had opened her shop, there had been dinner parties and get-togethers with old friends and new acquaintances — Jenny whirling in the kitchen,
delivering astonishing hors d’oeuvres
and marvelous dinners, Clifford
laughing and drinking too much and late at night picking at the
bounty of leftovers after the company had gone, downing an irresistible bottle of cold beer to top off all the vodka or gin he’d consumed, chattering at Jenny about who he had liked and who he had disliked and how nice it would have been to have had a warmer, prettier old house with charm and history in which
to laugh with friends and raise a family.


Over the years, those days had receded into their own distant epoch. There had been the increasingly nauseating hangovers, the expanding belly and rising blood pressure that eventually convinced Delta to let Clifford go. As if his fall from grace touched off
a global transformation, favorite couples split up, each partner disappearing into a litter of Christmas cards, eager hellos on the street, old photographs in Jenny’s albums and vaguely disturbing memories. Or
there were children, little babies piling up all over town like a dimpled, pink
invasion force. Parenthood shook the world in which the friendship had flourished, leaving the new mother and father doe-eyed with angst and a new sense
of mission like the survivors of an earthquake. They tended to
lose touch with their childless friends, the Nelsons. Their schedules changed. It was hard to get together.


When they did,
Clifford bent over bassinets, feeling like a tall clumsy oddball, pointing into baby hands to
see their grub-like digits curl around his absurdly huge finger. Without a hint of regret or envy,
Jenny held the babies and hugged them and called them beautiful. It was the parents, not Jenny, who seemed dumbstruck by the chasm of pain yawning between them and their gentle friend. Clifford
had marveled at her. Why did she have no sorrow? He never asked because he knew she wouldn’t explain.


Clifford’s heart surgery
resurrected the living room in a small and quiet way. He recovered among its museum relics — the array of haunted arm chairs, the empty antique sleigh bench, the silent spinet from Jenny’s youth, the pristine coffee table on which drinks and treats once had fermented into a post-party mess. At ease on
the couch by the picture window, he lay reading and listening to old records under an Afghan, in pajamas and bathrobe for a week or so and then in
jeans and sweater, feeling warm and cozy except for his icy hands as Jenny went off to her shop or rattled dishes in the
kitchen. His cold hands, one of the doctors had told him, were a peculiar side-effect of the surgery.


“Cold hands, warm heart,” Jenny said, which made him smile. He kissed her and watched her paddle off to do her chores, happy, it seemed, to
be left alone with the knowledge that Clifford was safe and sound on the
couch. They felt blessed. Peace had been restored. It troubled Clifford only mildly that Jenny disliked seeing his incision and the lump made by the pacemaker under his left collarbone. “They give me the heebie-jeebies,” she said, shuddering.


Sometimes he dreamed of dying, paralyzed and helpless as he felt himself fall. He had been told that he was doing well and that he shouldn’t worry. Still he wondered if something would go wrong. People did have setbacks, like Don his roommate at the hospital. Sometimes their arteries clogged up again in a matter
of weeks and pacemakers went haywire. Clifford
tried to find out what happened to Don but his number wasn’t listed and the hospital wouldn’t check the records and
tell him. It made Clifford weepy. Weepiness was another side effect of his ordeal.


He felt strange new sensations in his chest — an odd back pressure to his breathing, a searing pain to the left of his incision, a twinge in his heart that he suspected was the pacemaker’s electrical discharge. When he told Jenny about them, expecting her to calm him with
reassurances, she turned shrill and panicky and instructed him
to call the surgeon’s office. The surgeon told him it was common
for bypass patients to feel odd new things. “You’re operating on a whole new system,” he said incomprehensibly.


The picture window behind the couch brimmed
with hard white light during that frigid winter. Snow and ice gave the sun a weird thin power like a far-off thermonuclear flash. It lit up the pages of his new paperbacks about heart disease and cholesterol, the coffee table books he hadn’t opened in
years,
the old novels he’d never finished reading in college and the worn out record jackets that piled up
on the
floor around him. It turned the afterimage of Anne Stratton
into a washed out, overexposed relic, too delicate and frayed ever to
have been a real threat. Those vivid sightings of Anne had been nothing like the delusions that had tormented
his brother Paul in his final years, Clifford assured himself. It was harmless to remember the give of her nipple one June night in her upstairs bedroom. Or their endless kisses. He was just a middle-aged man emerging unscathed from a terrible crisis. Of course he would be a little haunted by pieces of
his past.


Nor did the sight or sound of
an airplane overhead torment him.
He believed he would
be flying again after six months, the interval
required by the FAA before it would consider granting him a “special issuance” medical certificate. Unlike his mother and his father and his dead grandfathers, Clifford
had never had a heart attack. For all its plumbing and wiring problems, the muscle was strong, his surgery had gone well, and his overall health was good. Miraculously, even his blood pressure was down. He felt blessed. His eyes brimmed with thankfulness. A survivor, a “Brave
Heart,” as the hospital called its bypass veterans, he was on the mend, free to relax and learn how to
set new priorities for his life before reentering the world. The only thing that troubled him at all was the staring woman, who still lingered in the back of his
mind like a troll under a bridge. He didn’t quite realize she was there; he did not quite remember that sometimes he saw her face as he drifted off to sleep. It was a younger
face than the one at the airport,
softened even more by the warm low light in a room in a house where he sat before her dumb and stupid.


“I got the urge again,”
he told Jenny, clutching the heart-shaped pillow the hospital had given him to hold against his sore chest whenever he sneezed or
coughed. “Got a minute?”


She serviced him in the bedroom,
perched on the edge of the bed so he could stand between her legs. He had never
felt such a need for
sex. He kissed her just to start the proceedings then pumped at her like a dog.
There was no passion to it; his own survival seemed to have filled him to bursting. Jenny did not
seem
to mind. “You look like a madman right now,” she observed.


“Oh, please. Don’t say that,” he pleaded, without interrupting himself. He pictured her alone in the bed with her knees up and her hand
under the sheets and pumped
harder, trying
to reach her without ever having to tell her that reaching her was what he wanted to do.



 
















Chapter 12



 


 

I don’t know which are worse. Fathers or mothers. My father was a tyrant. My mother was a saint. They were so busy keeping each other in their proper roles that they had little time for us. For that reason, and maybe because I was the middle girl, I hardly knew them.


I
had to make myself up as I
went along. I made my own way, as odd and lonely, sometimes, as it may have been.


It took me years to understand that Clifford wasn’t as strong as I.
Life was bitterly hard for him, Sewell. You can’t even imagine. He longed to go back to his time of promise and with that longing came his loathing for me, which I deserved completely.


Don’t touch me, Sewell. When I cry for Clifford, it’s between him and me.



 


 

Into this charmed time of forgiveness, vague promises and drifting into daydreams, Clifford’s boss-for-life Bob Rogan forced himself one day with a phone call. “How are you doing?” he asked in the old familiar way that Clifford perceived as an accusation. Having worked for him since summer vacations from prep school, Clifford knew all Bob’s moods too well.


“Fine, fine,” Clifford
said, as eager as always for the world to know he was not afflicted. He was as healthy as the next guy. They had fixed his heart and it would stay fixed.


“Well, Clifford. What are you doing? Just sitting around, right?”


Clifford furrowed his brow and felt his heart pick up speed. “Yes, I am. That’s what I’m supposed to do.”


“Clifford,” Mr. Rogan announced, letting a long silence illuminate his magnanimity, “I’ve decided to put you on at half pay.”


Clifford’s heart went into
a gallop. If he’d been in the recovery room, they would have flattened him again with sedatives. He’d given this man the best years of his life. He’d been loyal, he’d never been sick and he’d worked
like a dog. Now during Clifford’s greatest crisis Mr. Rogan thought
he was doing him a favor by keeping him on at half pay instead of firing him.


As his heart pounded, Clifford
pictured blood leaking through the sutures of his graft. “Thank you, Bob,” he said, desperate to stay calm but hating himself. He had been trained for this by his father, he knew. His father had made him the perfect victim. His father and Mr. Rogan mindlessly spewed pain and Clifford sheepishly received it.


“But what can you do for me?” Mr. Rogan said. “Can you come in and do some desk work? A few hours a day, maybe?”


“I don’t know, Bob. I am supposed to do nothing but rest. That’s what the doctor said and I want to
follow the book on this.”


“My brother-in-law had a bypass and he was back in his office in three weeks. He said it was no big deal.”


Clifford’s face burned with rage and shame. “I don’t know what to tell you, Bob,” he said quietly. “The doctor said I couldn’t go back to
work
until the middle of February. But I am getting the medical records together for the FAA so I can get back in
the air in the minimum amount of
time.”


“Well, that’s good, because
I don’t know how I’d use you if you can’t fly,” he said cheerfully, as if it were amusing. “Well all right, Clifford,”
he added, “have a nice
day.” He said it mockingly, as a kind of joke.


His clogged artery was probably all Bob Rogan’s fault, Clifford
told Jenny. More than bad genes and bad habits, it was Bob Rogan who had almost killed him
with his bullying, his sadistic teasing, his insults and humiliations.


“Don’t be like your father,” Jenny said harshly. 


“What?”


“Don’t be like your father, blowing up
at every little thing. That’s what hurt you, Clifford, not Mr. Rogan so much.”


Clifford fumed silently. It was an outrageous assertion. His father had been crazier than Clifford ever thought
of being. His father got angry at everyone. Plumbers, paper boys, waiters. Anyone
who didn’t treat him like a hero. The
ass had even gotten angry at Paul for not brushing his teeth, as if
personal habits had been the problem rather than a body ruined by illness and a mind ruined by schizophrenia. Thank God, Clifford thought, the bastard never knew about this little crisis of mine. He would have blamed me for it. Too much mayonnaise. Too soft around the middle. To much sitting around with that dumb wife avoiding challenges.


“Anyway, Clifford,” Jenny went on, interrupting his bitter reverie, “if Bob Rogan’s that big of an asshole, why don’t you just quit? You have your father’s money, the shop has been doing well. Just quit. Take some time off. Figure out what else there is to do.”


“Hey! Don't you know that except for Bob Rogan I love my job?” Clifford brayed, struggling to suppress his inherited fount of petty rage. He thought
he had somehow shed this part of
himself in the operating room. He was supposed to be calmer and happier now that his heart was fixed. At least he was
supposed to be able to talk to his boss and his wife without getting hysterical. It was all very confusing, trying to know how to behave. “Geez Jenny! What do you want me to
do, go learn how to be an insurance salesman? Flying is all I’ve got. And I love flying! Don’t you know me?”


“I know you can be happy without Bob Rogan driving you nuts, that’s all I’m saying,” Jenny said.


“Christ, you’d think my wife would know who I am,” Clifford muttered, grabbing a magazine and stomping into the living room, where he would have flung himself on the couch if
his chest hadn’t been so sore. Instead he folded himself down carefully, holding his palms firmly over his incision to keep the bones from hurting as he lay back against the cushions.


Bob Rogan did not call back. Clifford suspected that his prodding had been an exercise, a mere show of force, something he had done just
to reassure himself that he was still
in control. Time passed like a fog rolling up a hillside. Clifford indulged himself, beginning to spend a little of his father’s money. He took Jenny out for a lot of dinners. He bought a computer for his basement office and practiced instrument approaches with a program designed for pilots. He signed up for a weekend of fly-fishing lessons in Vermont the following spring. His father had been a fisherman but had never taught him the art and it was time, Clifford decided, to make up for his neglect.


For the same reason he called Keaton Mountain for a ski-school brochure. His father had been a skier, too, at least as a young man, before he gave up Vermont. And
when Exeter sent Clifford
a letter about his 25th class reunion in May, Clifford sent back a card to confirm that he and Jenny would be there. He’d never been to an Exeter reunion — his few friends there hadn’t been the kind to go to reunions — but in his sunny, antiseptic living room he decided it was time to restore Exeter as a real place in his life. No more hiding. He had nothing to be ashamed
of. It was all a matter of attitude, something he could pull off as well as the rest of them.


With his purple scar like a worm just below the last closed button on his shirtfront and his cartilage and bone still hurting whenever he sneezed, Clifford returned to work in February. He felt reborn. The little staff of reservationists, line boys and pilots gathered around him and laughed at stories of catheters and pain killers and constipation.


“We missed you, boss. Glad you’re back,”
said one.


“That’s for sure,” said another. “Rogan’s been out of control.”
Eddie Kingston leaned into his ear. “Don’t get a swelled head.


Does it
surprise you you’re better loved than Bob Rogan, the walleyed masturbater?”


Mr. Rogan seemed to
steer clear of him, leaving Clifford free to enjoy the simplicity of his days. Without comment, he put
Clifford back on full salary even though he would be doing no flying for at least half a year. Clifford suspected that his own cooler mood had brought out the best in the fat bastard, who, after all, could be quite decent when faced with no alternatives.


Somehow Clifford was never pressed for time. Angry passengers didn’t bother him and when line boys had to
be fired he felt
no guilt. Nothing seemed important enough for
anger
or fear. Perhaps he was succeeding after all. Perhaps his crisis had cleared his head as well as his heart. Perhaps this is how everyone is, he thought:
a little disengaged, saving themselves for the important things. Perhaps this is how Jenny operated.



 


 

















 

Chapter 13



 


 

I thought Vermont would save us. I thought it
would prolong that peaceful time after Clifford’s surgery, when nothing seemed to matter except simple survival and each other’s company. I could take my work anywhere. Clifford could keep himself busy fixing things up, doing things he’d never had time to do – little things around the house and yard to make him proud, like trying to save his old apple trees.


This is how simple-minded I can be. This is why Clifford wondered if I were dumb.



 


 

Clifford’s interlude of
tranquility ended at the close of his first full week at work, when he came home to find Jenny waiting for him inside the doorway
with a drink in each hand. There was amazing news, she said, handing Clifford the one vodka and tonic he was allowed each day. A real estate broker from Vermont had called, the same one who had handled the house they had loved at first sight all those years before. She had always remembered Clifford and Jenny. She thought they should know that the owners had finally decided to sell.


Jenny beamed, leaning toward him almost on her tip-toes, as if she’d announced they were having a child. Clifford broke into a crooked grin that felt strained and uncertain. He’d taught himself to stop loving the house long ago, just as he thought Jenny had done. It had become a mere episode in their lost life. They hadn’t sat together, plotting and dreaming about it
like children, in
almost 10 years. It would take time to reconstruct that
kind of feeling, if he could do it
at all.


“We can have it if we want it,” Jenny said, her shoulders sagging in an odd gesture of abandonment. At another time, it might have expressed surrender
and despair.


“How much?”


“One hundred sixty thousand.”


“Oh my God. That’s much too high, Jenny. Nobody would pay that for a glorified shack. They went and found us because they figure we’re a pair of real suckers.”


“Well we are, aren’t we? I told her we’d think about it. This time we could do it! We have the money!”


Clifford studied her. It’s easy to want something desperately when you can’t have it, Clifford
considered saying. It’s easy to know it’s all you ever wanted. Thank God they hadn’t succeeded
in buying it when they had no money; it would have ruined them. Now they had a choice and it addled him. Should he spend his father and brother’s money on an illusion? Could
he really afford it? How much would it
cost in gasoline to drive back and forth,
five or six hours each way? Would
they do that every weekend? Or
would they get sick of it, spending thousands a year on a place they never used? What would they do with themselves when they got there? Sure, they had spent long weekends in
Vermont like all the tourists from New York and Boston, driving around buying maple syrup and going out for dinner. How long can you keep that up? They didn’t know anybody in Vermont. They would be utterly alone. Would Clifford really go fishing? Would he really learn to ski? Or would these expeditions to Vermont be sad little side trips into a world in
which he would never belong?


“Just tell me something,”
he said to her. “Why do you want to
do this?”


She was getting a little tight. She must have had a drink before Clifford arrived. There was a dullness in her eyes and a wild aura to her hair. Loose ends of its floated around her ears as if she were weightless. “Because you taught me to want it.”


“That’s it? Really? I have that kind of power?”


“Clifford. Everything I am is for you. There’s nothing else.”


He wanted to say she had to be kidding
but restrained himself. It was a solemn moment, a breakthrough
of some kind. But he didn’t quite believe it. How could it be true? There was so much more to her than she let on.


He also didn’t believe that he would talk himself out of buying the place. He had to buy it. His father, with all his lectures about wisdom and maturity and happiness, had talked himself out of Vermont, selling his father’s place as soon as the old
man had died. Clifford,
with his pacemaker and bypass, had a new chance at life and he wasn’t going to waste it, quashing joy with reason and practicalities.


“What about your shop?” he asked Jenny.


“I have a girl who’s working out very well. She can run it on weekends for me.”


She stepped forward and put her arms around his neck. Clifford blinked and slipped his arms around her waist, watching her eyes almost fearfully.


“Clifford, we’re an odd little pair,” she said. “We like our independence — me lost in my art work and my shop and you flying through the clouds. We’ve even gotten odder as we’ve grown older, I suppose. Maybe it’s the way it is for everybody. I don’t know. But if this house can mean something special for us together, then I want it. I miss that. Having you home, all fixed up and healthy, made me realize how much I miss the two of us, like two peas in a pod. We used to
have it, didn’t we? Almost by accident. We didn’t try. It’s just the way it was. Then the years flew by and things got ... I don’t know; harder. Then you had your bypass.
Then the broker called. It was like magic. It was as if this house had to
happen
for us, after all these years, just when we needed
it most.”


She finished her soliloquy breathlessly, almost as if she were imitating Marylin Monroe, then tilted her head and
smiled. Clifford stared at her with a smirk of amazement and slid his arms higher, folding them across her shoulder blades and pulling her to him tightly. “You’re surprising me,” he said into her ear. “I don’t know what to make of you. I never know what to
make of you.”


“It’s not complicated,” she sang cheerily.


When they made love that night, Clifford almost lost himself in it completely. It was the gentlest and longest lovemaking he could remember, except for the day he had kissed Anne Stratton for hours in the dark. Memories of Anne, and Jenny alone in bed with her knees up, sometimes played into his mind and distracted him, making him self-consciously aware of his stratagems and maneuvers. If Jenny sensed it, he couldn’t tell.


At work, he told the story of the Vermont house
to anybody who’d listen. It was a fairy tale about a lost family paradise and a dream coming true after
years
of disappointment and crisis, just in time for
Clifford and Jenny to enjoy it in the prime of their lives: green meadows and hot summer days, proud maples shading cool dirt roads, farmhouses rimmed with hollyhocks and day lilies. Young co-pilots had to sit between flights and listen. Eddie Kingston slapped him on the back and said he deserved
it. Bob Rogan feigned interest and warned Clifford
about
Vermont taxes and land-use restrictions.


It was early May, still chilly in the Green Mountains, when they met the broker
after Clifford’s first day at the Orvis fly-fishing school. They followed her car up the dirt road to the house like children on a carnival ride, happy to be anxious. Time had not stood still. The pines that ringed the yard had grown so high they cast the house in
shadow even in late morning. The apple orchard that Clifford and Jenny remembered in
the back had disappeared. Red paint peeled from the clapboard siding. White paint blistered on the trim. Mildew fogged the upstairs dormer’s plate-glass windows.


Inside, Clifford barely paid attention to the rooms and their layout. He was concerned
about the stifling humidity. He found water seeping through the stone walls in the cellar and dripping from the first-floor joists like dew in a rain forest. It was the first time they had ever been inside. Clifford sensed disasters. Jenny gazed in reverential silence at the living room’s exposed
beams, wide-planked floor
and fieldstone fireplace
and the curious
but charming white-stained pine ceiling that sagged slightly in the middle of the room.


The broker gave them the key and drove away, telling them to call whenever they were ready to make an offer or to just leave the key under the mat if they changed their minds.


Standing with Clifford
just outside the front door, Jenny bowed her head and started to weep. Clifford hadn’t been paying attention to her. It took him a moment of panic to realize that the shuddering shoulders and the whimpering
into her hands was a crying fit. He wondered if
she was crazy.


“What’s wrong, sweetie?” he said. It was one of his father’s words;


he couldn’t imagine why he’d used it.


“Oh, I don’t know,” she said in her old flaky way. “I’m overwhelmed.”


Clifford put his arm around her. “Well, that’s probably good. Me, I’m nervous,” he said. He walked with her to the car, explaining all his reservations about cracked
chimneys and waterlogged wood.


When the time came for
all the phone calls back and forth between Clifford and the broker
and between the broker and the owners in Michigan, his guts started
to
churn for the first time since before the surgery. The pains and burps worried him but he lowered his chin and reassured himself: He did not feel that hard, cold steel ball at the center of his chest, the one that had formed there when the woman at Logan Airport had stared at him. As long as he didn’t feel that again, he believed he was all right.


The only
trouble was that Anne Stratton was haunting him again. He wished he could show her his sweet house in Vermont, a house,
he realized, that he never would have had the money to
buy
if his brother Paul hadn’t died and left the little family treasure, such as it
was, for Clifford
to claim alone.



 

















 

Chapter 14



 


 

From my hospital bed, I
saw Clifford staring out the window and I knew what he was thinking. We never cried about our children: Who they might have been, how we might have loved them. Somehow what happened to me in
Italy explained it all. Life made a kind of sense that way. I
was not meant to be a mother. Clifford was not meant to be a father. He even said so. “Enough of
these Nelsons,” he said. “What a bunch.”


We did not share our grief. That tells you everything, doesn’t it? We had no idea how to do it. We had no idea how to behave.



 


 

Anne would be 45 or 46 now, a wife and a mother probably. But maybe not. There was something about her that let Clifford pretend that her life had turned out poorly — that he just might be the perfect man to save her from whatever had gone wrong.


He remembered how good she had looked when she picked him up at the bus station in Boston that June, after classes at Exeter had ended for the summer. As Anne expertly navigated the crooked streets of Boston and happily
chatted about all the activities she’d planned, Clifford
sat in the front passenger seat of the Strattons’ Oldsmobile, smoking one of her Tareytons, letting a strange, cool sense of detachment soothe him and smother his anxiety about meeting her family and friends.


“It sounds great,” he told her. “It all sounds great.”


School was over and soon the summer would separate them. He didn’t care. Too much lay ahead: two days and three
nights with Anne in which to tell her he loved her and hear her say it back to
him. He didn’t drive. He didn’t know Boston or its suburbs. He didn’t know a soul for a hundred miles except his brother at Harvard and Clifford hadn’t seem him in months. Whatever she wanted to do had to be fine with Clifford. All he wanted was to have time alone with her to lick her lips and ride his tongue over her teeth, hear her breath
in his ear, give her his gold signet ring and, if he was lucky, claim her forever.


He did love her. He was sure of it. The sight of Anne smiling at him from behind the wheel, leaning toward the passenger window as he approached from the bus station, had unburdened him instantly. His head had been cleared of a dozen troubling thoughts and he seemed to float into the car to find himself safely beside her: a brave pretty girl, full of life, in command of a big Dynamic 88 in
the grownup world of
her father’s bustling downtown Boston. As passing buildings baked in the heat and traffic roared by, Clifford basked in the sight of the lovely crease that appeared between her upper lip and nose whenever she smiled, the soft brown skin of her bare shoulders cool in the shadow of the car, the silver clasp in her hair glowing mistily with reflected June light.


“You look thinner,” Clifford said. “Did you lose weight or something?”


“Oh, I’ve been on a diet,” she said.


Masterfully she shifted into
gear and steered into the traffic, a few strands of hair blowing
free of the clasp and riding the air of her open window. Clifford watched it, imagining with just a brief twinge of fear the summer breeze of
a Martha’s Vineyard beach.


He lit a cigarette for her and squinted at the traffic ahead where sunlight glinted off
a thousand windshields. She talked about school and how her finals had gone and worked her way through local streets to the Fitzgerald Expressway with the agility of a cab driver. When they crossed the Mystic River out of the city, Clifford
— who had been chatting about flying lessons and what the FAA required before he could take his flight test —
gazed at the gray water below. Sewell and Arnold had gone on from the bus station to Logan airport and now they were waiting for their flights home. Their summers were beginning. For Clifford,
time had stopped. He was
headed for unknown
territory, wrapped in
a cloud of
peace and desire like one of the Apollo astronauts in a big, bulky space suit, taking his once-in-a-lifetime ride to the silvery moon.


Clifford felt another pang of fear
in the suburbs north of Boston when Anne turned onto a street sheltered by a towering vault of overhanging elms. “That’s it,” she said, looking out her side window at a three-story brick federal. “That’s where all your letters have been going.” Clifford,
in awe, leaned forward for a better view.


Anne turned at the nearby corner, pulled into
a short driveway and parked at the rear of the house, outside a detached brick garage, its two bays wide open,
an old station wagon in its shadows and a
ladder hung inside on its one sunlit wall. Following
Anne, he climbed the back steps to the kitchen
door and went inside, where a cat looked at him with mad yellow eyes and dashed
around a corner.


“Mother! We’re here!” Anne called into the dim passageways off the kitchen. Through
an open doorway he saw the dining room with its big polished antique mahogany table and floor-to-ceiling lace curtains. As Anne hung up the car keys and
called after the cat — “Pookie! That’s just Clifford, Pook!” — he gazed like a dumb steer at the refrigerator and the stove and the neat countertops. He wondered which place at the kitchen table was Anne’s. He pictured her stirring a soft-boiled egg with a spoon,
pouting over a test she had to take at school as the family bustled about her preparing for the day, oblivious of the maddening beauty before their eyes.


He felt lost in
a museum
in which every corner, every patch of
floor, every piece of furniture whispered stories of her fabulous life. Wandering its galleries would have been a fine existence if he could
have had her all to himself forever and he hadn’t had to meet her mother and father and her brothers and sister. He wondered how long he would have to spend with them before he and Anne could be alone. “Come on this way, Clifford. You can put
your
bag down there because we’ll go up the back stairs to your bedroom,”
Anne said.


He followed her into the house, all cool in the dim light that filtered in
from outside. It was perfectly neat, as if
no one lived there. Anne called again to her mother. Somewhere ahead came
the
answer. “I’m on the porch cleaning windows, Anne.”


She was neat and trim, taller than Anne, with short graying hair, a face browned and wrinkled
by the sun and a tired look in her eyes. She stood on a stepladder, from which she had been cleaning the jalousie windows. When Anne introduced Clifford, she smiled and started down the ladder. “Oh yes,” she said. “Clifford.”


She was not like his own mother, who could
be embarrassingly effusive in company. She asked about his family. She wanted to
know how big it was.


“Just one brother,” he said. “He’s at Harvard.”


“That’s very nice,” Mrs. Stratton said. “Is that where you want to go?”


“Maybe,” he said. “I’m not entirely sure what I’m doing.”


Mrs. Stratton suggested that time was growing short for college planning. “You should have yourself a nice summer but I think you should be doing some thinking about it,
too,
Clifford,” she said pleasantly.


“I will. Believe me, I will,” he said.


Of her father, Anne admitted that he was “a little gruff sometimes but you’ll like him.”
When they returned
from a ride to look at the Wiscossett Beach, he was
home. A large, well built, red-faced man with gray eyes and fine graying hair, he was sitting in his shirtsleeves at the end of the living room couch with his tie loosened, a martini on
the end table beside him and the news on the television. A gold watch with black alligator band circled a strong, bronzed forearm layered with sun-blonde hairs. He had folded and tossed his suit jacket onto the seat cushion beside him, like a signal flag at sea to warn off other ships.


“Daddy, this is Clifford,” Anne said. Clifford
thought he detected a strange, plaintiff tone in her voice, which alarmed him. He smiled, struggling to remain at ease.


Mr. Stratton shifted an empty gaze from the television to the boy standing before him. “How do you do?” he said, gathering himself for the effort of rising and extending his hand to
Clifford. He was very tall, taller than Clifford, who took his hand and offered
a firm grip and said that he was glad to meet him.


For an instant Mr. Stratton stared at Clifford blankly. Then he nodded and sat down. “The news is on,” he said, “if you care to watch it. ” His eyes drifted back to the television set.


“Oh. That’s all right, Daddy,” Anne said. “I’m making Clifford
help in the kitchen. Come on,
Clifford,” she said, tugging him backwards out of the room. Before he turned to
follow Anne, Clifford saw Mr.
Stratton absently raise a hand and wave.


Mr. Stratton’s mood turned against Clifford at dinner. Taking a bite of steak, he laid down his fork, chewed aggressively and stared for several seconds at his wife. “Just what plans do you have for these couple of days you’ll be here, Clifford?” he said, turning his head to
look directly at Clifford
in full judgment.


Anne’s younger brother Billy, a little brown-haired boy with eyes like Anne’s, scowled. “Yeah, just what are your plans, Clifford?” he said.


“You shut up,” Anne snapped.


Clifford realized it was a test — that he had failed to impress Mr. Stratton and that he was being challenged to show that he had the capacity to take charge of his own life as well as Mr. Stratton’s daughter’s.


Clifford hesitated. “I was hoping we could spend some time in Boston. I don’t get to see Boston much. I usually just pass through on my way to ... ”


“Jim, I don’t think that’s quite fair,” said Mrs. Stratton, which to Clifford proved that he had been
right, it had been a test, and he’d already failed. “What can Clifford plan? He doesn’t know this area. He doesn’t have a car.”


“Daddy, Clifford doesn’t know anything about Wiscossett or what to do here. I have all sorts of things planned for us if you want to hear them,” Anne said, her eyes flashing at her father.







Mr. Stratton sharply took up his fork and attacked his steak. “No. That’s all right,” he said. “You two have fun. That’s all I meant.”


Mrs. Stratton made conversation about her two older children, who had not yet returned home from college, much to Clifford’s relief. As if she were talking to herself, she said she really didn’t mind that neither had succeeded in
gaining admission to an Ivy League school, as Clifford’s brother had, as long as each one knew what they wanted to do. Clifford
nodded attentively but couldn’t stop thinking about the silent Mr. Stratton, of
whom
he was now afraid.


When Anne and Clifford returned to Wiscossett that night after
a movie, everyone else was asleep. In the kitchen,
they embraced and kissed but Anne did not lead him off to her bedroom or even some nook in
the house where they could relive their May afternoon in
his dorm’s basement.


“I think we’d better go to
bed,”
she whispered.


He nodded. They kissed again, said goodnight, and Clifford ascended the back staircase from the kitchen to
his room on the third floor, resigned to the long detour into the preliminaries before he could
make love to her again.


The next day he followed Anne through all the activities she had planned. He met some of her friends at her country
club, which he found less awful than he had
expected, because Sewell’s date at the spring dance, Kathy Brannon, was among the little crowd of
clean-cut preppies in tennis whites and swim suits at a table under an umbrella by the pool. She greeted Clifford warmly, asked after Sewell whom she had not seen since the dance and told Clifford to take good care of her friend “the lunatic.” Clifford
laughed as if he knew what she meant and had troubled thoughts about Kathy making out with Sewell at Exeter.


“I think
Mr. Stratton thinks I’m the lunatic in the house right now,” Clifford
told the group, setting himself up to perform better than he had performed
at dinner the night before. Parents didn’t matter so much anyway, Clifford thought; parents were a lost cause. It was the friends
you really had to impress. “I think I failed the Mr. Stratton test.”


There was a little wave of laughter at the table. A blond boy with a sharp chin and Roman nose said, “He can be hard to please, big Jim can.”


“He wanted me to
give him my itinerary for my stay in Wiscossett,” Clifford
went on, feeling Anne watching this new side of him. “I mean, what’s he think? I’m just a little prep school kid who’s not even allowed to drive yet. I’m totally dependent on this delightful daughter of
his here” — Clifford at this point leaned sideways in his patio chair and held Anne tightly by the shoulders for a moment, shaking her slightly — “to tell me what the hell I’m supposed to
be doing at any given minute. I don’t have a clue. I mean I can’t tell the guy that all I want to do is head off with her to Cape Cod or wherever and find some place to make out, can I?”


They were all laughing now
— not so much at what he said, Clifford understood, but at his creepy audaciousness. Anne blushed and giggled.


“And with her mother I’m like Eddie Haskell on ‘Leave It to
Beaver.’
Hello
Mrs. Stratton. I want to
go to Harvard, Mrs. Stratton. I’m very interested in the banking industry, Mrs. Stratton. Yes, I would be glad to
help Anne with her homework, Mrs. Stratton. Of course I’m practically flunking out of Exeter, Mrs. Stratton, but I’m sure I
can screw up
her trig assignment for you real good.”


They laughed even harder. Anne,
her face flushed, socked Clifford in the arm. He scrunched
his shoulders and chortled, relieved
to
have amused everyone and
hoping he didn’t have to
perform for anyone else.


The two
of them took the train late that afternoon into Boston with Kathy and a boy from Wiscossett named Scott Leonard
who went to Milton Academy. Anne had tickets for a Jimi Hendrix concert at the Boston Garden. As they rode, it
dawned
on Clifford that most of the time he didn’t know what the other three were talking
about: people from Wiscossett; Kathy’s stepfather, who apparently was mean to her; Scott’s recent performance as a track star at Milton.
Clifford decided he didn’t like Scott. He couldn’t imagine sitting with him behind the stadium smoking cigarettes and talking about how to behave with girls.


Now the three of
them were talking about a party that Scott would
be throwing in
July, when Clifford would be long gone.


“Too bad you can’t come, Clifford,”
Kathy said. “You’d love it. Scott does it
every
year. All of the kids who know each other from Wiscossett are there.”


“Oh Clifford, he’s got a huge house with a pool and spotlights all over the lawn,”
Anne added, shaking his newfound confidence in her. “You’re welcome to come along,” Scott said with the self-assurance of
an adult.


“That would be great but
I don’t know how I can,” Clifford
replied, trying to suppress his familiar sense of alarm. “I’ve got to work on Long Island and I don’t have a car anyway. So what’s this neighborhood we’re passing through here?” he said, desperately peering at the black windows.


“It’s Reveeah,” Anne said with a sassy pout, pronouncing “Revere” the way a local would. “Reveeah, Mass,” she added, crinkling her nose at Kathy. The two of them laughed.


Scott looked down at Clifford
with a friendly grin. “These two
are wackoes. Have been since kindergarten.”


“I like wackoes. They’re my favorite people,” Clifford
said eagerly. They all chuckled and Clifford looked out the window. For a moment he considered telling stories about his wacko brother
but he immediately overruled himself. He would have felt like a traitor. He had idolized Paul with his straight A’s and his room full of wonderful things and his future aglow with Exeter and Harvard.
Now that he was turning bizarre, Clifford
would
have felt wicked to mock him. When they were little, Paul didn’t like Clifford. He teased and tormented
him. But in the year or two
before he went away to school for the first time, when his colitis was better, Paul let Clifford
sit on the floor in his room
and watch TV with him: Alfred
Hitchcock, “The Twilight Zone,” “One Step Beyond,” movies like “The Day The Earth
Stood Still” and “The Boy With Green Hair.” He’d let Clifford look through his stamp
collection and his scrapbooks and his snapshot albums and his books about the solar system. He’d let him
ask questions about the planets and the Hardy Boys and Exeter and their grandfather’s farm in Vermont, which Paul had been to several times without Clifford. Paul would answer like a tired old teacher in the lonely afternoon hours long after classes. He had seemed weary at age 14. How odd, Clifford thought, as he stared at the lights of Revere.


They walked from North Station to the North End, each couple holding hands, strolling past the neat storefronts of
Hanover Street, unable to pick a restaurant for dinner because Anne and Kathy said the next might be better.
Clifford didn’t mind. He sensed no threat — Anne held his hand tight, as if
she
somehow had found him even more interesting in the company of her friends — and he liked the easy way she moved in this foreign city. The only city he knew was New York, where his father lived and he’d gone
on weekends and holidays to visit, sometimes with his brother, since he was a child. New York was gray and mean. Boston was brown and soft. It seemed to know Anne. Each foot of Hanover Street unrolled like a magic carpet before her.


Ages before, in the dark and mystical past when Harvard
students had maids, his father had rowed crew on the Charles, hosted cocktail parties in Adams House and dashed into town with his rich dapper friends to eat at Lockober’s. Now Clifford’s brother knew Cambridge and Boston too but not the way his father had. His brother was a loner, huddled in his room at Winthrop House, growing weirder by the year.


Two hours
later, in his shining skin-tight red white and blue outfit, his gigantic globe of hair bobbing with each blow, Jimi Hendrix was loping across the stage, gripping his guitar by the neck and joylessly smashing it against the floor. The crowd cheered him on, screaming and whistling. Scott Leonard stamped his feet and raised his fists. Kathy Brannon laughed. Anne had a hand over her mouth,
her eyes wide in amazement and delight.
Clifford stared with concern. He didn’t get it.


On the train back to Wiscossett, the other three dozed, Kathy and Scott pitched against each other on the seat facing Clifford
and Anne. She leaned against Clifford with her head on his shoulder. He liked it but he had a bad feeling that she had napped
before on boyfriends’ shoulders. A few minutes before the train pulled into Wiscossett, she stretched like a cat and smiled at him. “Are you all right, Clifford?” she asked in a whisper. “You seem a
little quiet.”


“I’m just thinking how
I won’t be seeing you until who knows when,” he whispered back. Remembering Arnold Perry’s rule that girls only liked boys who are happy, he burned with guilt.


“I’ll miss you too, Clifford. But we’ll write and talk on the phone sometimes and maybe you can fly over to
see me after you solo, like you said. And then I’ll see you again in the fall. We’ll have all next year to be together whenever we can.”


Clifford bravely nodded. “We’ll be like an old married couple then. I’ll call you Gertie
and you’ll call me Hank.”


She smiled and kissed him. “You’re so funny for such a serious guy, Clifford.”


It was 2 a.m. when they climbed the back steps to the kitchen door. Anne declared it was time for a snack and, to
Clifford’s astonishment, slapped a pound of bacon in a frying pan. As it steamed and finally began to sizzle, they talked at the kitchen table and smoked cigarettes. It took a long time for so much bacon to
cook.


She asked about his family. Clifford,
secure enough
now to let her know some of the truth, admitted that his father and mother had done a lot of drinking when he
was
little. He told her about the night his father had waved the Lugar around the kitchen and their mother made him and Paul take the gun outside and bury it.


“My God, Clifford. That’s a terrible story. I’m so sorry for you.” “Oh! Please! I don’t want you to be sorry for me!” He regretted his honesty. It had been a mistake. “Doesn’t almost everybody have bad stuff in the past they have to deal with?” He surprised himself with the question. He wasn’t “dealing with” anything. What was there to “deal with?”


“Not me. I have a very nice family, although they make me mad sometimes.”


Clifford felt ashamed. When she got up to put on
another pan to fry some eggs, he wondered
in a kind of panic if the time had come to tell her that he loved her. He didn’t want to
wait until their last night; that would seem too desperate. He didn’t want to
tell her while they were making out because he had the feeling it would be like a bucket of cold water. He didn’t want to do it while they were on the
way somewhere in the car.
Telling someone you love them in
the car, Clifford decided, made it seem like an unpleasant little chore that comes to
mind only when there’s nothing else to do.


He waited until she brought their plates to the table. “Hey,” he said. “I don’t want to
spoil another great day but I have something I need to
tell you.”


“Uh oh,” she said, leaning over her plate to wolf down a strip of bacon in
a way that surprised him with its aggressiveness. “Nothing serious, I hope.”


The burning feeling that he was going to do the wrong thing, no matter what, knotted
his stomach. “No. It’s not serious. It’s no
big deal.”


“Okay. What is it?”


He nonchalantly scraped some egg yolk onto his fork and slid it into his mouth. “Well, I want you should know something,” he said. “Now
relax.
I don’t mean to
get you upset,” he told her, holding his hand out like a policeman halting traffic. “But I believe in honesty and saying what’s on your mind. The honest truth is I love you.” He looked down at his plate, a little queasy. The little smirk he’d been affecting faded away like smoke. “I really do. I think.”


She sat up straight, smiling at him with a kind of delight. “Clifford,” she said softly. She slid her hand across the table to take his. “I don’t know what to
say. ”


He felt weak and couldn’t look at her, now that she hadn’t offered her own confession. “Well,” he said, stretching out the word as he looked to the ceiling,
“I figured what the hell. You’re beautiful. You’re fun to be with. You like bacon.”


She laughed it off and he sensed that a dangerous moment had passed. In gratitude as much as in love, he reached for her hand, pulled her out of her seat and tugged her onto his lap, where she looked down at his face, put her arms around him
and
kissed him,
the taste of bacon and eggs fresh on her tongue.


















 

Chapter 15



 


 

This is the story, Sewell, I have never told anyone. In
an alley in Florence, late at night, I heard the muffled voices of families through windows and felt the stone wall smashing my back. There was no sky above. It was black, and I wondered if
the dinosaur bird could see me. Or if this man Giovanni was the giant bird, his wings wrapped around me so far away from home.


I
had thought he was my friend. I cried. I was so afraid. I hate being afraid. I must never be afraid like that again. I listened to the warm babbling voices of families and felt the cold wall against my palms and I thought of
Clifford. He came back to me at that moment. Clifford was in trouble. Clifford needed me. I had to find him.


When it was over, he spat on me and walked away. “Bitch,” he said in English. I cried there in a heap against the stone. Then people shouted and the police came and the ambulance took me away.


Through all that time, I thought of Clifford, my angel from the past. I would save him.



 


 

The next night Clifford
and Anne had to take her little brother Billy out for a Dairy Queen before they were free to
go off alone to a movie in Lynn.


“How tall are you?” Billy
asked from the back seat, where he refused to sit still. Clifford was at the wheel; Anne had offered him the keys even though he didn’t have a license yet and seemed
to like yielding the car to
him. He peered in the rearview mirror and saw the boy
leaning toward the back of his head, making strange shapes with his mouth.


“I’m six feet,” Clifford said.


“My brother Jimmy is six foot two. My sister knows boys taller than you.”


“Billy, why don’t you just shut up?” Anne snarled, reaching backwards to
slap at him.


Clifford had more experience imagining himself flying airplanes than driving cars. He took pleasure in applying the skills and techniques he’d been reading about in aviation magazines and pilot training books: a methodical scan of the instruments and windshield for traffic; smooth control inputs; an attentive posture, prepared for the worst but forging ahead smoothly and with confidence. To better play the part, he rested his right hand on the automatic gearshift, just as he would keep his right hand on the throttle while operating a Cessna.


“Why are you putting your hand there?” Billy
demanded to know.


Clifford knew he’d sound foolish if he explained. “I just feel comfortable putting it there.”


“I never saw anybody drive a car like that before,” Billy said. “Why are you putting your hand there? Nobody puts their hand there when they drive.”


Clifford glanced at Anne. “He’s a doll,” he said. “I wish I had one so I could club
it to death, like a baby seal.”


Clifford and Anne couldn’t stop giggling. “What’s so funny?” Billy demanded.


“None of
your business, you little creep,” Anne said, wiping her eyes.


After they had dropped Billy off with his ice cream sundae and watched him climb the back steps to the kitchen, Anne and Clifford drove off into the cool June night to Lynn, licking their own ice cream cones and finally feeling as if
the world were unrolling just for them outside the windshield. Clifford had never been
so free. The car responded like a live animal to the pressure of his foot, roaring forward from stoplights and rumbling smoothly along the busy streets.


They saw “The Thomas Crown Affair” with Steve McQueen and Faye Dunaway, the complicated plot of which Clifford barely noticed because he had discovered that sitting next to Anne at the movies gave him constant contact
with her. He kept his arm around
her shoulders throughout the film, unwilling to move it even when his armpit began to ache and his hand went numb. The feel of her cool shoulders and her hair trailing
along his arm were too precious to
give up for comfort.


At home that night in the living room, they lay entwined on the couch until a grandfather clock in the hall struck 4 a.m. He thought she might let him open her blouse or even slide his hand up her thigh but something held him back — he did not want to hear her say no and he did not want to end the night with awkwardly unfinished business.


“Clifford,” she said, stopping all the whirling sounds and sensations in his head. “Clifford, I didn’t know what time it was. We have to go to bed. I have to
go to church tomorrow.”


His eyes were shut, his face buried in the crook of her neck, his arm across her belly and his hand gripping her hip. “Oh God,” he muttered into her skin.


She snickered and tickled his chin.
“Come on. Rise and shine. We’ve got to stop or we’ll be here all night.”


It was a difficult climb up the kitchen stairs to his bedroom. Hot lead filled his groin. He was glad that Anne had taken the front staircase; he could hardly walk. He tiptoed into the bathroom in the hall, far from Mr. and Mrs. Stratton’s end of
the house, and did what he had to do, meticulously cleaning up
the astonishing results.


He slept in a thick paste of dreams.
The scrape of shoes on pavement, the slam of a car door and low voices outside the window beside his bed finally roused him. The sun was up, the big trees in the backyard catching its light
in their crowns like nets soaked in
gold. Thoughts of Anne drifted back into
his head — kissing her, holding her, stupidly telling her he loved her, his semen shooting across her family’s bathroom — and he snapped to attention, rolling forward and rising on his elbow to look outside, the covers on his fluffy
single bed gathering in a bunch to expose his smooth back.


There she was, dressed in a pink suit like a little Jackie Kennedy, holding her brother’s hand, leading him to a passenger door of the station wagon as her father strode to the driver’s door. She looked stern; so did her mother, already settled in the front seat, her tired face floating in the windshield’s reflection of elm branches silhouetted against the morning sky.


Clifford felt himself lying there, spying on them, draped on one of
Mr.
Stratton’s beds in his underwear, the sight of flowing semen and toilet paper vivid in
his mind. He wondered why they hadn’t asked if he wanted to
go to church. There had been no time for it, of course; he’d hardly seen her parents in two days and Anne must have assumed he wouldn’t have been eager to join them. “Let him
sleep” must have been the family understanding. “He’s got to go back and face whatever world he comes from soon. Let him sleep.”


As he watched with unblinking eyes, Anne slipped into the back seat after Billy. The motor roared to life. Mr. Stratton’s big square hand gripped the gearshift on the steering column and
the station wagon backed heavily onto the street, idling like a powerboat until it pulled away with a low
rumble. As Clifford watched it disappear, a wave of dread broke over him. He suddenly knew that he would never possess her. No matter what he did, no matter what he told her, no matter how many times he held her, her life always would be a mystery to him.


Even so, a sweet illusion came up that afternoon
on the salty sea breeze: the unfamiliar sensation that he was strong and content, a different person from the boy who had wept against the railing near Howe Cottage in October. He had never caressed a girl then and none had cared to kiss him for hours on a couch in the dark. No matter what else happened, Anne had become a part of
his life that could
never be taken away.


He had grown quiet and calm, less careful to anticipate her
lead at every turn. She
seemed to sense the change in
him.
After a tourist’s afternoon in Gloucester, when they were walking hand in hand to
the car, she turned to him. “Clifford, you’re not like any other boys I know.”


“I’m not?”


“No. You’re very handsome, too, Clifford. I wouldn’t have been interested in you unless you attracted me. That’s only natural, don’t you think?”


“Of course. Absolutely,” he replied. She
handed him the keys. “You drive.”


When they were both inside and Clifford had turned the key, she continued thoughtfully, gazing out the windshield. “I don’t think there’s only one person in the world
for each one of us, do you? I can’t believe there’s just one person in
all the world and you have to
find that one person to
be happy for the rest of your life.”


He felt vaguely defensive; she seemed to know exactly what to say to undermine his illusions. Clifford
believed that love was a rare
gift. Maybe there was more than one person for each of us but that didn’t make love any easier to find,
he thought. Love was so hard to come by that he considered it madness to reject it.


Anne reached across the front seat and laid her hand on his knee, waiting for his answer. If she would just slide her hand up a little higher, he thought
as he steered the crooked streets of Gloucester ... “No,” he said reluctantly, “I guess there has to be more than one person for each of us.”


Anne nodded. “You’ll go out with lots of girls this summer,” she said assertively, as if she were trying to convince herself it was true.


“I want you
to have fun, Clifford.
Don’t worry about me. We’ll see each other in the fall and nothing else will matter then.”


His grand illusion was gone. She had boiled it
away
in a stew of
doubt and made him sad again.


Late that night, after they had been out to dinner at a hamburger stand and gone to
a movie, Anne let Clifford hold the bare flesh of
her breast and caress a hardened nipple with his fingertips.


They had come home to find the house silent and dark, except for the light that Anne’s mother had left on in the kitchen. Clifford could tell the house wasn’t empty. He could feel the other Strattons slowly breathing upstairs under their sheets. The proximity of their mindless bodies made him feel even closer to Anne, almost giddy with doom as his final hours with her ticked away.


As she swung open the refrigerator
door and peered inside, he hopped backwards onto the kitchen counter
beside the sink and lit a cigarette. “Anything in there to eat?” he said.


“No. Unless you want some of my father’s stewed prunes.”







They laughed like co-conspirators and she came to stand at the counter between his knees.


“Hi,” she said.


“Hi,” he said, sliding his hands behind her back. “Oh. Wait,” he said, releasing her to take the gold signet ring off his finger. “I want you to have this. Forever, if
possible.”


She took it and without pause slipped it on her finger. “Me with a boy’s ring,” she said to herself in wonder, studying it for a moment. She looked up into his face. “Come here,” she whispered, and kissed him on the mouth. She looked at him,
her eyes searching his. “I’m going to miss you, Clifford. No one has ever meant so much.”


He believed her. He wished she would add, “I love you.” Instead she led him
up the creaky back staircase and down the hall to her room on the second floor. “Be quiet,” she said. “Daddy sleeps very lightly.”


He felt as if a dangerous ride were about to begin and all he could
do was sit still,
make sure his seat belt was secure and that his head and arms didn’t extend outside the passenger compartment. “I’ll be back in
a minute,” she said, disappearing into the connecting bathroom but leaving the door open. “Don’t peek.” He couldn’t see her anyway; he could only hear the whisper of her clothes and what sounded like the click of a bone as she stepped out of something.


She returned in a pair of baggy flannel pajamas with a pattern of pink and gray elephants and hippos. He laughed out loud.


“What’s the matter. Don’t you like my pajamas?”


“I love your pajamas,”
he said, hiding his astonishment with a bemused look.


He felt as if he were seeing her for the first time. For all these weeks, they’d written, talked on the phone, seen each other at Exeter and now they had spent two days together in Wiscossett. But
they’d always prepared for their scenes apart, like actors in their separate dressing rooms. Suddenly they were offstage together and the acting was over. It was the real Anne before him, the one he’d only imagined from his narrow bed at Exeter or the fluffy guest room on the third floor.


They both lit cigarettes. They lay down on their stomachs, side by side, propped up on their elbows. He smiled, feeling an odd warmth that almost made him shake, as she began to tell a story about her first day of school in second grade. The teacher had taped pieces of paper with each child’s name to the backs of their seats and told the class to find their places. Anne couldn’t. Her name was nowhere
to be seen. “I felt so scared,”
she said, pretending that she was about to
cry. “Aw, poor little kid,” Clifford
said. Quietly he sang in a shaky voice: “Oh, you must have been a beautiful baby, you must have been a beautiful child ... ”


She slapped his shoulder. “Let me finish the story!”


“Okay, okay!”


She looked into the air, remembering. “I just stood there while all the other children
went to their seats. The teacher asked me what was wrong: couldn’t I spell my name? I told her I could but it wasn’t there.


‘Of course it’s here,’ she said. ‘Just look.’ Then I started crying so hard they had to take me outside and give me to
the school nurse.”


“My God!” said Clifford.
“You poor little
kid. Why didn’t you see your name?”


“Because I didn’t know my real name,” she blurted. “My parents had never
told me! My father hated my name! He and my mother had some kind of a big fight over it!”
She covered her face with her hands, squeaking again, even sobbing with laughter.


The silly pajamas, the oppressive, dank promise of
sex and a feeling that he might never see her
again left him nearly hysterical —
a state that he misinterpreted as some kind of manic joy. Dumbstruck by her story, watching her try to keep the squeaks inside by covering her face, he gasped in
glee and merrily joined her, reddening and wheezing until his stomach hurt and tears spilled from his eyes. It was minutes before their laughter subsided into sighs and groans.


“So Anne,” he finally managed to say. “I’m waiting for the punch line here. What the hell is your name?”


She blearily stared at him,
her face contorted as she tried to suppress another outburst.


“Really,” he said. “What is it?”


His rising concern only provoked her. She erupted with a Bronx cheer into her palm and squeezed her eyes shut, laughing again. This time Clifford only chuckled as he watched her, waiting.


Finally she wiped her eyes and looked away from him across the room. “Oh
God. Do I really have to tell?”


“You started it.”


“Okay, okay.” She sighed and lay her head down on her forearms. “My real first name is Roseanne.
And that’s the sad and awful truth.”


“Roseanne,” he whispered in wonder. The horror would take another moment.
“Roseanne? No. Not really.”


“Yes.”


No one spoke. She lay still, her head turned
away, resting on her arms. He tried to think what to say. “Well ... ‘Rosie’ is cute."


“God,” she muttered, shaking her head and turning to him, lighting up with that sweet, warm smile people would always remember about her, as bright as the July sun on the white beaches of the Vineyard, the mysterious place to
which she would be going in a matter
of days.


The sadness
in
his eyes drew her toward
him. They put their arms around each other and Clifford
kissed her eyes, her nose and her mouth. There was a sour tinge on the edges of his tongue and a swampy heaviness in his throat; he was about to cry. Instead, he closed his eyes as he kissed her and slowly slid his hand across the bunching fabric of her pajama top until he sensed the rise of flesh underneath.


She lightly gripped his hand. “I don’t know, Clifford,” she whispered. He lowered his head onto her shoulder and opened his eyes without looking at her face. “No one has ever touched me.”


“I don’t want to hurt you, Anne,”
he said.


She looked at him almost harshly. “This is all I can give you.”
“I love you. I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.


He waited, listening to
the slow, confident drumming of her heart, its deep, resonant rhythm like a message from God in the shrine of her chest. Her collarbone rose and fell against his
chin as he listened. It almost startled him when he felt her hand grasp his and guide it along her pajama top until it
fully covered her right breast. Barely breathing, he gently pressed his fingers against it, filling his palm.


Her heart beat faster, encouraging him to go on. He stretched
his fingers between two buttons of her top and eased them inside. A whispered gasp, an involuntary puff of breath from deep in
his throat, escaped his open mouth as he felt her skin on his fingertips. After all the years of wondering — How
would a breast and a nipple feel in his hands? Who would ever allow him to find out? How could it
possibly ever happen that a girl would let him come to
this? — it was happening. He slipped his fingers further inside, reaching flesh so pliant and soft it
astonished him. In tiny arcs of a few millimeters, he stroked and pressed it.


Anne lay on her back, motionless, an arm over her face. If he was giving her pleasure, she gave no
hint of it except for the urgent new pace of her heart. He cocked his thumb, searching for the nipple. With a slight shift of his hand, he found it, a hard little bump that yielded grudgingly and sprang back to attention after his thumb had passed over. Boldly he pressed harder. Anne shifted her arm to hide more of
her face under the crook of her elbow.


He wanted her top
off. He wanted to see her breasts and their jutting nipples. He wanted to reach inside her pajama bottoms
and slide himself on top of her. But even as her heart goaded him
on like a cheering voyeur, he knew he would lose her if he pushed too far. Things would take time with Anne. Even in his cloud of virginal wonder and ignorance, when her stillness began to press on his conscience, he knew that the time had come to
stop.


He withdrew his hand. She rolled away from him onto her stomach, letting his head slip onto the pillow behind her, and covered her face with her hands. She didn’t move for
a long time.


He watched her with a growing sense of dread, missing the beat of her heart. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


“You know,” she said.


Clifford had no
idea. He weakly wondered if Anne were having some kind of woman’s problem.


Abruptly she turned her head and looked at him over her shoulder. “Was it
wrong?” she said, her eyes bleary and her cheeks an appetizing Macintosh red.


Confused, almost annoyed, Clifford dipped his chin to his chest and looked toward the foot of the bed so she couldn’t see his face.


“Look at me,” Anne demanded. He lifted his face and wearily looked into the wreaths of gold at the centers of her brown eyes. “No, Anne.
It wasn’t wrong. I’m sure of it. Don’t you see I respect you?” He felt dull, plodding and unconvincing.


She studied him regally for a moment then looked up at the ceiling and let her head fall back onto the bed. “Ugh!” she groaned and closed her eyes. “I’m so exhausted. Clifford, you are taking me way ahead of myself. I’m just a dumb little girl, you know.” Without
opening her eyes, she reached
out and found his hand. “I think it’s time for bed.”


He lay beside her silently. Finally he rolled to the edge and stood up. He was exhausted but on this last night with her before the summer of their inevitable doom he wanted to fall to his knees and beg her to stop resisting. He didn’t do it. He knew begging wouldn’t work. He walked to the door.


“Goodnight,” he said, turning for a last look. “Catch you later.” Lying on her back, looking at the ceiling, she cocked her head to the side to find him. Wiggling the fingers of one hand in a little girl’s coy wave, she smiled. It was less of a smile than he wanted but still she was radiant, glowing, perfect in his eyes.



 

















 


 

Chapter 16



 


 

I called him from the airport. I was in a dream, just as if
I’d gone back in time. I was the same girl I’d been that summer, our summer, when he’d flown me over woods and fields and the sea. I never, ever told him what had happened to me and it worked. Even when we finally made love, all those months later, I never thought of anything but Clifford.


I
had no idea he had his own secrets. I had no idea Anne had been there in New York with him just before I came back. Clifford never said a word. I’m so proud of him for it
now.



 

For 24 hours straight one day in June, Clifford
had to wear a heart monitor to record his electrocardiogram for the FAA. A cassette recorder strapped to his belt, its three leads snaking between two buttons into his shirt, branded him
a defective everywhere he went.
Eddie
Kingston and the young pilots joked about it. “Whaddya doin’ there, Clifford?” Eddie said when he spotted Clifford sitting at the reservations console with his drooping wires. “Piping a James Brown tape into your sagging white-bread soul, man?”


The heart monitor
was not the only humiliating test he had to endure to
convince the FAA he would not
collapse at the controls of
an airplane. He also had to submit a pacemaker study, an echocardiogram, a cardiac blood profile, a new stress test and worst of all another angiogram, required for pilots trying to win back a first-class medical in order to
fly commercially. At least it would be conducted in private, with only doctors and nurses
as his confessors.


Clifford ignored Eddie’s jokes about the bionic man and lazy chief pilot who clogged up an artery just to get a few months off.
He told
Eddie more about the house in Vermont, on which he would close late in the summer. It was perfect for him and Jenny, Clifford said — just big enough for two people. It was 200 years old. It had history. It had character and charm, unlike the matter-of-fact whiteshingled ranch house in which they had lived for 20 years in the scrub oaks of
Noyack. It was private. No one would bother them there. The property was old farmland
gone to woods. A short hike to the east took you to a fine stream called the Honest that ran from the Green Mountains into the Battenkill. They could
fish for brown trout if Eddie ever came up. He doubted that Eddie would ever visit. Eddie was always busy on weekends with his kids.


Eddie left to
get sandwiches in town. The line boys were out smoking cigarettes. The reservationist worked only a half-day in the middle of the week and had gone home. Everyone
in town was at the beach or at work. There were no rich people arriving in jets and helicopters and no transient private pilots because it was lunchtime and the airport lacked a restaurant. Clifford
sat alone at the reservations console by an open window, feeling the villages and the highways of the Hamptons fall silent. It was the midweek, midday lull, a summer phenomenon.


With no jets or choppers or Cessnas and Pipers rattling onto the ramp, there wasn’t a sound — not until Clifford
heard
the turbines on Rogan’s two Twin Otters wind up. They were the outgoing noon
flights, for which
there
were no passengers. Clifford listened to their lovely sound as they taxied out for takeoff, closing his eyes as first one and then the other went to full power for its run into the air. Their whines hit a high note that faded into a kind
of humming chant as the airplanes lifted off.


“Ohhhmmmmmm,” Clifford sang in the same dull key. Ohhhmmmmmm.” He probably could use a little Zen, Clifford
thought, imagining his hand on the throttles and the pitch of the wing high up behind his shoulder as it
tilted into the sky.


The sound of the Otters faded away. After a long time of
staring, thinking for some reason of Anne Stratton
again, Clifford heard tires on the approach road to the parking field outside the window, too soon for them to
be Eddie Kingston’s. He shifted his stare
to the window. As if
on
cue to ruin Clifford’s peace, Mr. Rogan’s green diesel Mercedes pulled noisily into view and heaved to a stop in an ugly burst of heat and glinting sunlight.


Clifford held still, waiting for the inevitable disruption and ill wind of Mr. Rogan’s arrival. After half a minute
of silence, he barged through the swinging door of the office,
muttered hello and strode behind Clifford
into his inner sanctum, a room behind the reservations console where the first thing he always
did was slap his briefcase on his desk. Clifford heard it, as wet as a whip on somebody’s ass, and listened to its two latches pop open, as he had heard it
almost every day for more than 20
years.
Why, he wondered, did the man always dress up in blue blazer and rep tie and French cuffs, as if he were due for lunch at the Maidstone? What a twit he was, Clifford thought. A
twit with Clifford’s number.


To have something to do, Clifford keyed his computer screen to
check that evening’s passenger lists. He heard papers
rustling in the next room, then another unpleasant silence.


Mr. Rogan’s voice ended it.
“What the hell is that you’ve got on there, Clifford?” he called. He was in one of his moods, Clifford could tell — brimming with resentment and looking for victims.


“It’s a Holter monitor, they call it.
It’s for the FAA, to get back my medical.”


“Uh huh. An
EKG type of thing?” “Exactly.”


Clifford sensed trouble. Ten or 15 seconds passed. Without a sound, Mr. Rogan appeared in
his office doorway, red-faced.


“You know, we
have to talk,” he said. He looked all puffed up, even heavier than usual, his belly and chest popping out from the curtain of his blue blazer. Why the hell wasn’t he the one with the heart problem, the fat bastard, Clifford thought. “It’s not a sure
thing,” Mr. Rogan said pointedly, “that they’ll give you back your first-class medical, right?”


“I think it’s going to work out,” Clifford said, distressed to feel his heart begin to pound. Christ, here we go again. It seems to start banging away every time Mr. Rogan has something to say to me, he thought with pain. “I think I’ll be flying again in a matter of weeks.”


Mr. Rogan’s face turned dark with blood. “I’ve been carrying you, Clifford. But what are you doing for me? I don’t want to be cruel but
you’re a glorified clerk who’s making a chief pilot’s salary. I can go into
town and find some high school girl to do what you’re doing. You can’t take flights, you can’t do check rides with the new pilots.”


How do you get to be a shit-head like him, Clifford wondered. He wished he could do it. It’s how people succeeded, if not survived. Clifford had to
open
his mouth for air. For an instant, he thought that he felt the dull ache in the center
of his chest that his bypass was supposed to have cured.


“Bob,” Clifford
said, his voice shaking, “you said you’d keep me on through this period. I told you I had to
wait six months before I could even apply to ... ”


“I know, I know. But I think I’ll renege. Or
at least I’m considering reneging.”


He stepped back into his office, muttering as if
he were talking to himself. “I have too many expenses here. We had that engine overhaul in
the spring and that alone set me back 75 grand. The insurance premiums are out of sight. We’re not growing like we used to.
Every expense affects the bottom line, every cent that goes out. This is my money, Clifford,” he said loudly. “This isn’t some big faceless company we can all rip off. This is my money and everything we spend is cash that comes right out of my pocket! Every dollar of
your
salary is one less dollar for me and my family. I bet you never thought of that, did you?”


Clifford pressed his face into his hands. Family? The man’s kids were all grown up. They probably couldn’t even remember the summer Jenny had spent driving them to the beach and their sailing lessons. And the man’s wife was a drunk and an embarrassment in the Ladies Village Improvement Society, according to Eddie. Who was Rogan kidding?


Whether he kept flying or not, Clifford knew he couldn’t stay. Not if his new life was to keep him safe from clogged arteries and a killing heart attack.
He wasn’t built to survive a man like Bob Rogan. He just couldn’t laugh everything off like happy and oblivious Eddie Kingston.


In the kitchen
that night, Jenny stirred a pot of vegetarian chili on the kitchen stove, pounding at it with her wooden spoon, as Clifford waited for dinner. “He has nothing if you leave,” she said. “Let him find that
out. None of those people can do the job you do. Anybody as good and capable and hard-working as you is with a real airline. You can find something to do in Vermont, anyway, something that won’t kill you with stress.”


“There are no airlines in Vermont.”


“Why don’t you do something else? Come on, Clifford. Maybe it’s time to turn over a new leaf.”


Clifford stared unhappily at her back. It was nice to hear she thought he was good and capable and hard-working but maybe his failure to fly for a real airline was her fault as much as anybody’s. She had always wanted to
stay in the Hamptons. She had always fed Clifford whatever he wanted, ignoring how fat he got
in his thirties. She should have thought about his family’s heart disease and she should have understood what Clifford’s father had done to
him ... made him a loser, a victim, a little boy fated to
work forever for Bob Rogan.


None of this made sense, Clifford knew. He wanted to blame her and it didn’t work. None of it was her fault and what was the point of finding blame anyway? The last thing he wanted
to do was fight with her again.


“You would give up your shop here?” he asked.


“I’ll start another shop and find somebody to run this one. We can work it out. I don’t care what we do, Clifford, as long as you’re not being tortured to death. Clifford, you used to be funny. Long, long ago you were a funny guy. You laughed a lot.”


“I did?”


“Well, that’s the way I remember it.”


Clifford
rubbed at his chin.
“Wow,” he said out loud. A
funny
guy who laughed a lot. It seemed familiar. Cracking jokes
and telling stories and making people laugh. Drinking and smoking and eating whatever he wanted in the days before he first
got fat and his blood pressure took off. What a bore he must have become. He’d taken a wrong turn and left himself behind. And how brave Jenny was, braver than he ever realized in the good old days.


“I don’t see how I can quit. We need the money. I need the health insurance,” he said.


“Like I said, we can work it out.”


Getting settled in bed that night, struggling to make himself comfortable despite the Holter monitor, being careful to keep its leads from popping off their contacts, he thought he caught a look in Jenny’s eye. It was a look of revulsion. Turning away from her, lying on his side curled around the humming heart monitor, he realized with wideawake eyes that he had never stopped to consider her situation: a healthy woman with a broken husband who was old before his time. She had all the reason in
the world to want someone else. She still hated to see his scars. It was some kind of neurotic fear. She refused to look at them much less touch them or feel the bump of his pacemaker. But he couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t hate him. The look on her face must have been some random tic, some contortion as she had turned and shifted a pillow.


When Mr.
Rogan arrived at the airport the next day, Clifford braced for the climax of his crisis. But as usual Mr. Rogan said nothing more. It had all been another one of
his performances. Clifford felt like a coward,
not bringing it up himself, but he couldn’t bear the thought of
losing his job and never flying the line again.


Clifford completed his tests for the FAA, paying $7,000 for
the angiogram because his insurance company would not
foot the bill. It worried him to spend so much money, especially on a gamble, and it depressed him to lie like a veteran of affliction and disease on the cold metal slab in the claustrophobic hospital room full of looming equipment and video screens and efficient hard-ass nurses as the bored and distracted doctor in his lab coat and little blue hat like an employee at a silicon chip plant worked a catheter into his heart. It was as if he’d never left the hospital. It was as if
he belonged there forever.


The doctor told Clifford during the procedure that all his arteries (except the one that had been bypassed, which remained clogged) were normal and that his grafted artery was fully open and functioning. “You’re
heart looks very good. So happy flying. As long as things stay this way, you are no more
likely to fall over from a heart attack than I am,” the doctor said. Clifford
took little comfort in
the man’s hubris. He merely seemed a good candidate for a lesson in God’s wrath.


Clifford sent the FAA his formal request for a first-class medical certificate in June, enclosing all the test results, a three-inch-thick copy of
all his hospital and medical records and a letter
from his cardiologist testifying to Clifford’s good condition.


By late August, when he and Jenny took possession of the Vermont house on a muggy, hot day, Clifford had not received a reply. He thought he had managed
to put it out of his mind but in fact the growing feeling that he would never fly again set his days against a backdrop of
disaster.


It was a stranger’s house to
which they laid claim. The last owners had painted it as part of the deal but the work was sloppy, with flecks of white paint here and there on the brick-red
clapboarding and brick-red streaks on the white trim.
They were supposed
to have left behind some
of their furniture but
they
left behind so much of it, and so many framed prints, kitchen utensils and odds and ends, that they seemed to have wanted to mark the place as forever theirs. Either that or they had left it in a panicky hurry, desperate to get out.


On their first weekend, Jenny and Clifford started immediately, even savagely, to make the house their own, unloading things from their rented van, rearranging the furniture worth keeping, hauling the rest to
the dump, ripping up the ugly carpeting that covered a slate floor in the kitchen, hanging new pictures, cleaning the windows, and taking note of
what
needed fixing or
replacing. The old windows in the living room, Clifford noticed, were in bad shape, the dry-rotted sills held together by thick coats of paint. Some of the screening on the porch was torn. Mouse droppings littered the edges of the cabinet under the sink.


While Jenny scrubbed in
the kitchen,
Clifford took a break in midafternoon, stepping out the front door and hopping down from the porch. He walked around the house, inspecting it with growing fright. He wondered if
the engineer recommended by the broker had been a
crook. His report had said nothing about the rotten clapboards Clifford now noticed or the crumbling brickwork in the chimneys or the holes in the cellar stones through which porcupines could find a meal in the joists and flooring.


Squinting in the sunlight, Clifford
strode across the lawn into the tall grass of the uncut meadow. Grasshoppers clattered into the air around him, which made him feel happier until he stopped at the edge of the meadow, where the thick woods began.
They emitted a smell of wet pine and rot. Among the gloomy trees, hip-high ferns covered the ground, a weird Mesozoic carpet of fodder for roving dinosaurs. There was not a house or barn anywhere
in sight from Clifford’s claustrophobic patch of
Vermont — he could see only a few yards into the maples and beeches
and shadowy white pines —
but he listened, expecting to hear alien noises. He sensed the
presence of strangers. 


As he backed away, intent on returning to Jenny, he noticed
there were vines rising into the woods from the bordering brush. He looked up and saw that they infested the treetops. Among them he spotted gray limbs that had died in the struggle to find sunlight. His eyes followed them down. They extended, he discovered, from the peckerfretted trunks of old apple trees that were scattered everywhere
in the woods, dead or dying, suffocating in the darkness under the fast-growing pines that previous owners had allowed to colonize the farm. He backed away, his chest tight and his breath like sand in his throat.







“I found the orchard, or what’s left of it,” he told Jenny, who had moved on to the back bathroom where she was on her hands and knees behind the claw-foot
tub.


“You did?” she said without
looking at him. “It’s dying in those pine woods,” he said.


“We’ll plant some more apple trees then,” she said.


Clifford didn’t want to plant saplings that would clutter up the open yard. He wanted to save the
old trees dying in the woods.


He slept poorly the first night, listening to every sound.
He liked hearing an owl, asking Jenny in a whisper if she heard it too, but it was a weird, mournful
sound and it made his heart pound. Later in the night, he heard a faint, high-pitched squeal somewhere in
the air that he would
later learn came from roosting bats, which infested the attic space above the upstairs room. At intervals, mice skittered through the walls like poltergeists. Before dawn, he heard the approach
of an engine. Somebody was driving up
their
road. Whoever it
was turned around at the dead end and drove back down the hill. Clifford, his heart pounding again, listened to the motor noise and the tires in the dirt and watched the headlights make the row of pines along the road dance like broomsticks.


Jenny slept better even though she didn’t like the predawn invader or the scratchings in the wall. She snapped the sheets over her head and went back to sleep while Clifford listened. Alone beside her, he decided that he would have to consider fear an unavoidable part of this Vermont adventure. Anything new and risky would make you
afraid. In time, he told himself, the fear would go away.


There were so many problems and projects. One night when they arrived, Clifford couldn’t open the casement window in the bathroom because humidity had swollen it shut. When he tried to nudge it open with his foot, the window frame broke apart, as soft and rotten
as wet newspaper. He hired a carpenter
to rebuild the window. In the cellar, the first-floor joists were so rotten a knife penetrated halfway through. He hired a landscape contractor to install an underground drain around the base of the house to carry away rainwater. It cost $4,000. A dead bat, lying in the middle of the living room floor, greeted them on another night. He called an exterminator, who said not to bother doing anything; the bats would be leaving to find winter quarters soon enough.


Jenny painted the kitchen and stenciled a pattern around the room just below the ceiling. She hunted for an antique dining table and chairs and a new sofa to replace the plastic relic that had been left in the living room. Clifford found work in the yard: chain-sawing pines to clear paths of light for the apple trees, pulling down the vines that threatened to kill them, weeding the old iris and day lily beds, covering himself with bug spray to hunt the woods for more apple trees and more evidence of the old farm that had once occupied his hilltop.


Except for the long rides to and from Long Island, and the hour or two each evening for drinks and dinner on the screened in
porch as dusk settled into the woods, their weekends were lived apart. Clifford began sawing, chopping, painting, digging or exploring soon after dawn. He came in filthy and sweaty for lunch, taking off his new woodsman’s boots and his dirty clothes on the front porch. He ate sitting in his underwear in the grass off
the kitchen porch. He liked all this work. It made his chest sore but it also seemed to take away his fear. He believed he was stronger and healthier than he had been in years.


When red and gold first streaked the woods and the mornings turned cold, he finally found time to fish the Honest. With beginner’s luck, he caught a fat brown trout that he proudly carried home to Jenny. He stuffed it with tomato, onion and bay leaves and grilled
it in aluminum foil, as if
he’d
known all along how to cook a trout. They drank wine on the little kitchen porch as the trout sizzled on the grill, their noses chilled by the new snap of
fall in the air. When they were done eating, Clifford
took Jenny’s plate from her lap and rested his hand on her shoulder, feeling its hard curve and its sinews shift as she reached for his hand.


They had not made love for weeks, not since that night when it had been so good. They had been too busy and too tired, or else they hadn’t wanted to spoil that one good night with an empty one. Clifford felt sad and lonely. She couldn’t be doing it alone in bed or the shower, he decided. She was too busy.


The envelope from the FAA came to the house on
Long Island in early October, shortly before Clifford and Jenny were scheduled to attend Clifford’s 25th reunion at Exeter —
a chore he had begun to wish he had not signed up for so many months before. He had done it
during that spell of wintry good feeling that had cloaked him in the weeks after his surgery. Now the trip to Exeter would mean giving up a precious weekend in Vermont just to smile and shake hands with people he didn’t know, Exeter men with careers and families and hearts that worked without elaborate assistance.


Jenny left the letter from the FAA on the dining room table for
him to find after work, like all his mail. When she heard him arrive, she called to him to say it had finally come. The sight of it stopped him and drained the color from his face. He stared at
it and realized that the house was silent. Jenny was off at the far end of the house to let him face his fate alone.


He opened the envelope and unfolded
the two-page typewritten letter. His eyes jumped across the single-spaced paragraphs for a phrase that would tell him something. There were clauses and subclauses and bold-faced references to sections of the Federal Aviation Regulations and a paragraph that ended with the phrase “an airman’s medical certificate of any class has therefore been denied.” Clifford stopped breathing until
he realized that it referred to his history not to his future; it merely made official what had already happened. On page two, he found a list of things he had to do to renew his certificate in six months. “Okay, okay, so I can renew ... where’s the bottom
line here?” he said out loud. Scanning the rest of the words above the list, finally he found the phrase “an airman’s medical certificate is approved” and, falling into a chair, he called out to Jenny that he was safe, he’d be flying again the next morning.


Now he could concentrate. Smiling weakly, he read the letter from the beginning. His smile froze when he read one phrase: “a first-class certificate is therefore denied. A third-class certificate is approved subject to the
following restrictions ... ”


“Oh no,” he muttered meekly, dropping the letter.


Jenny found him there, staring into the room. “Oh Clifford,” she said, keeping her distance.


He couldn’t look at her. He felt his heart turning cold against her. “They gave me a third class. Now I have to walk into Rogan’s office and say it’s over. I’m done.”


“You’re not done.”


Still she kept her distance.


“You never understood about me and flying, did
you? You just don’t get it.”


“That’s not true. I understand. I’m so sorry, Clifford.” She stepped lightly backward, her head bowed as if he were a king. She turned and went into the kitchen.


“I can still fly,” he said too loudly after her. “They’ll let me fly like a weekend warrior,
like a kid. I can be a private pilot.
I can go fly myself in some piece of rented junk to Connecticut for a hamburger.” He shook his head in disgust and looked at the floor. “Christ,” he said loudly. “Sometimes
you are so fucking dumb.”


He got up
and went outside, slamming the door behind him.


He hated himself. He imagined his own destruction — a bullet exploding through his temple to send the opposite side of his head and all its contents bursting onto a wall — and found it grimly satisfying. Perhaps it would be better
with an airplane. Take it offshore and aim it straight down. He wondered if he could really do it.


Through the garage he went downstairs into
the basement and for hours he sat alone in his office letting the blood pound in his ears. Learning he had angina had sent Clifford
into a stupor of disbelief. Learning that the FAA considered him unfit to fly
commercially sent him into a rage that he had no way to express. He crept up the stairs, found her and quietly asked her to forgive him.


She turned her back and said, “You’re forgiven. Just do me a favor, though, and sleep in the other bedroom tonight. It might be a good
idea. But let me ask you, Clifford. If you really think I’m dumb, why are you married to me?”


“I don’t. I really don’t know one damned thing about you,”
he said, grimacing at the melodrama of it. Trying to
be sincere only had made him feel like a fake.


“What’s there to know? It’s just me, looking for a little place to nest with you. Maybe that is dumb. Maybe you can never be happy, Clifford.”


“No, no! I can be happy. I can. I know it. I’ve been happy before. I remember it. I’m having a tough time, that’s all. This is a very tough time. We’ve had such good times. You and me in our house with our old friends and those dinners you used to make ... I’ve had open-heart surgery and I’ve lost my job. Some men would be a mess about it, wouldn’t they? I’m not a mess. I’m just shaken up. A little confused. I know I’m not a good husband
these days. I was good to you once, wasn’t I? I feel stuck inside myself now. You’re amazing because you’re always so good, Jenny. You put up with me, the flightless sourpuss.”


She smiled at him. “Sounds like some kind
of bird they might have up
in the Vermont woods.”


She was all he had. He opened his arms to her and they embraced. To Clifford, it felt like a performance. Wasn’t
there are time when holding Jenny had felt right, he asked himself. 


“Were you a happy kid?”
he asked as they hugged and rocked, standing in the kitchen.


“Sure. Kind of a loner, I guess.”
“Why?”


“No special reason.”


“No bad things happened to you?” he
asked. 


“No, no bad things ... not really.” 


He waited. “You’re
sure?”


She leaned backwards and looked at him. “Sure I’m sure. Let’s go have a drink and I’ll make us some dinner, Clifford.”


For a week he told no one at the office that he had heard from
the FAA. When he finally did, Bob Rogan said, “We’ll have to talk after the summer.” Eddie put his hand on Clifford’s shoulder and told him to fight. “Look at you. You’re as healthy as a horse. Hire a lawyer. Half the pilots flying have arteries clogged with omelets and Velveeta.”


Clifford laughed, surprising himself. Why weren’t they better friends away from the airport, he wondered. The answer floated across his mind like a message on a banner. Eddie was a fool, always fighting off credit card collectors and the IRS. It would have been a waste of time to hire a lawyer and fight the FAA, Clifford believed. Only someone
like Eddie would have bothered. He’d argue any point no matter how farfetched until his opponent turned blue in
the face. Life was a conversation piece to Eddie Kingston. It never seemed
to hit home.


On a quiet day in October, when all the pilots were either off or flying, Mr. Rogan came through the
back office
with his accountant and disappeared as usual into his little room. When the accountant emerged
an hour later and passed
by with a wan smile for Clifford, Mr. Rogan — eating something so Clifford could barely understand him — called him in.


He had his blue blazer draped over the back of his chair and his white sleeves rolled up to expose his Rolex watch. The thing in his mouth was a Tootsie Roll pop, the wrapper of which he’d tried to throw into a trash basket in the corner and missed. It lay on the cheap commercial carpet.


Clifford stood in the doorway, waiting for orders. Mr. Rogan waved at the chair in
front of his desk. Clifford sat down.


“So, Clifford,” he said, pulling out the Tootsie Roll with a smack. “What are your plans?”


“I have no idea,”
he said.


“Well, Clifford, you’ve been with me a long time.” “Almost my entire working life,” he said.


Mr. Rogan chuckled. “Think you could have done better?” Clifford
chose not to provoke him. “It’s what I wanted ... or needed.”


“I don’t think you realize how much money you’ve been
making,” Mr. Rogan said. It was another one of his self-serving comments that, at any other time, would have left Clifford stunned. Mr. Rogan leaned forward with a smile, the Tootsie Roll rising erect in his beefy hand on
the desk. “Clifford, you’ve got to understand my situation.”


Clifford looked at Mr. Rogan’s expression, so earnest and smug. “Are you saying you want to
pay me less? Or that you want me out?” Already Clifford hated himself for not
having quit months before, when Jenny first pushed for it.


“That’s the choice, isn’t it? I’m sorry Clifford. This is business.” Clifford paused, dreading what he would say even though he’d dreamed of it for years. “How about we call it
quits, then? Is that a good idea?” His voice was thickening and his chest tightening. He feared he might bawl.


“All right. If that’s what you prefer. I hate to see you go, Clifford.” Clifford
considered telling Mr. Rogan everything about him that he hated. It seemed as pointless as fighting the FAA.
Clifford understood himself. Unlike his mother and
his father, he knew himself. He would have screamed and stuttered and foamed at the mouth, strangling in a babble of curse words. He would have looked like a crazy man who never should have been in an airplane in the first place.


Mr. Rogan said that he hoped Clifford would stay on until late fall, “to help with the transition.” Clifford merely nodded, relieved that he had not
lost control.


In October, he left Rogan Air just a few days before he went with Jenny to Exeter. He walked with her across the campus, visiting monuments of his past like a crippled
veteran touring the battlefields of his war. Sometime over the weekend,
lying awake in bed after the memories had congealed out of the ether like newborn planets, Clifford remembered who the staring
lady was. He did not
tell Jenny.


















 


 

Chapter 17



 


 

There was a place in the basement of our old house near Buffalo that our father called “The Punishment Room.” He thought it
was funny. When he locked us there in the dark, my
sisters would scream. I never screamed. I sat in the corner. I never understood why they screamed. It was just the old coal bin and our mother was going to have to wash our clothes.



 


 

The summer when Clifford turned 17, old enough to
drive, his father decided —
after
a long evening talk with him before dinner, during the cocktail hour — that it would be appropriate to let him stay alone in the Long Island house during the week, when Mr. Nelson would be working in the city. It was cheaper
to get Clifford a good used car than to hire
live-in domestics to drive him around, he told his son over his second gin and tonic.


“I want you to promise me that you’ll be responsible about this. No
parties, no girls here ... ”


Clifford barely heard him. Any night now some boy would be in Anne’s bra and in her pants by midsummer. Why not? She was an old pro at the preliminaries. Even if it were true that no one had ever felt her tits, Clifford
had opened that frontier. There would be other explorers going farther and farther, making all the hoopla over the old frontier into a joke. The idea of it drove him mad. She didn’t love Clifford. She was too happy to be in love. She loved the Vineyard, where she would make out
with boys just for fun and let the ones she liked the most go further than Clifford had dared to dream.


“I will
be reimbursing you for
your flight time according to the receipts you give me. So you’ve
got to make the money and pay the bill first. I think that’s only fair ... ”


Some asshole like Scott Leonard would soon be easing open her thighs — oh, she’d resist with little whimpers and pretty “no’s,” the little bitch — and soon enough she would let him stuff his fingers into
her cunt and if
the summer were long and sultry and she really liked this Martha’s Vineyard boyfriend she would return the favor, sliding her fingers under his belt and letting herself touch the tip of his dick,
his big fat ridiculous dumb dick.


“My father let me stay alone at the house in Manchester when I was your age. I must say I took it
all quite seriously. I didn’t want the bastard to have anything on me ... ”


Clifford pictured her at their parting. “I promise to be good,” she had said beside the cinderblock wall of the Eastern shuttle’s boarding gate. How ominous her vow had seemed.


His father, rubbing the top of his head absently as he stared into
the room, droned on as the second drink took hold about his own father and his own youth and how much he wanted Clifford
to be happy. At some point Clifford stropped daydreaming. “I’m more worried about Paul than you,” his father was saying, punctuating the comment with a suppressed single-noted laugh deep in his throat —
a queer little cartoon sound, a funny inhaled high-pitched “erp” that was so familiar to Clifford he didn’t stop to consider how strange it was. He knew what it meant: How appalling, how ironic,
that brilliant straightA Paul with all his books and interests and fine things had turned out
to be a bigger problem than little Clifford with his messy room and broken toys and pads of paper filled up with drawings of airplanes.


“What’s going on with Paul?” Clifford asked, his attention briefly distracted from Anne’s whoring.


“Oh, he’s having some troubles, poor guy.” It was a condemnation, not an expression of sympathy. “He’s got to stay in Cambridge this summer and make up two courses. Thank God Harvard isn’t what it used to be. I don’t think
you can flunk out anymore, even
if you want to. You just take ‘incompletes.’ That was unthinkable when I was there. My father would have cut me off.”


Clifford
nodded, lapsing back into his visions of treachery and depravity.


“I just have to assume,” Clifford’s father said staring into the middle distance, “that he’s going to snap himself out of it one of these days. He’s such a damn bright guy.”


Clifford, listening again, hunched forward and clasped his hands together between his knees. He didn’t like this topic. There was danger in
the air and it
made it hard to
absorb
himself in Anne. He was glad when his father’s lectures headed off into easier subjects —
the charge account for groceries at Mueller’s Market, the schedule for mowing the lawn and taking out the garbage, the ground rules for using the phone:
all long distance calls at Clifford’s expense, which made calling Anne an heroic act. He wasn’t eager to call her anyway when she was on the Vineyard; the very idea of it scared him.


He resumed his flying lessons as soon as he went to work pumping gas at the airport. He loved flying as much as
he loved Anne and like Anne his flying failed to soothe him. It made him ragged and tired; it drove him madder. He lay awake at night for hours, if
not thinking of Anne then his last flying lesson: the sudden roar of the engine at start-up, the jaunty bounce of the airplane as he taxied it to the runway; the wide white broken stripe that stretched into the distance as he lined up for takeoff — an expression of permission as grand and incredible as Anne’s. Then there was the smooth transition into the air, when he eased back on
the yolk to make the rumbling wheels spin free of the ground and everything turned smooth and silky and profound. It was all a miracle, as incredible as kissing and touching Anne had been.


He wrote her every night when he couldn’t sleep, describing his last flight’s most minute details, thinking she would be impressed, as if impressing her would distract her from parties and beach picnics and swaggering boys who didn’t stoop like humble Clifford. He told her he loved flying as much as
he loved her and that he couldn’t wait to take her up as his first passenger, as soon as he obtained his license. That might not be for a year, given the high cost of lessons and his limited income and time off from work. But by mid-summer, he might be ready
to fly himself alone to the Vineyard as part of his cross-country training. He couldn’t take her up — not legally anyway — but that didn’t matter. Arriving by airplane on her sacred island would be almost as good. He could let her climb in and look at the instrument panel with all its gauges and switches and radios. What other 17-yearold competitor knew how to fly?


Clifford did not mention that he could have seen her on the Vineyard almost any time. Rogan Air ran charters there nearly every day. He could have hitched a ride on
his day off. But he didn’t want to
do it. If he was going to invade this unknown world she loved so much, he needed to be somebody special — a pilot, a man whose
eyes
had scanned the horizon from a mile up, a man
who knew how to get around the sky.


If there were moments of
peace
for Clifford that summer, they came with Wally O’Brien, who had come to work at the airport the week after Clifford had arrived. Clifford
had known Wally and his family for years. They were members
of his father’s club and Clifford had always been as wary of them as he’d been of
all the old families. Now he discovered he liked Wally, a squat, sandy-haired wiseacre who enjoyed sitting on the bench outside the ramshackle terminal building with Clifford whenever there were no airplanes to be loaded or fueled. They would smoke cigarettes and laugh at their own stories about the pushy charter passengers, the dumb weekend pilots or their crazy wall-eyed boss Mr. Rogan. They laughed at themselves, too, two nerds in ridiculous red-and-white striped shirts, which
Mr. Rogan required them to
wear
at the airport, bowing and scraping for rich hot shots with weekend houses
in the Hamptons and addled private pilots with shabby old banged-up rental airplanes.


“Hey, how would you two failures like to fuel my airplane?”
Clifford liked to say, imitating a customer who always referred to them as “fellahs.” It made the two of them giggle, snicker and cringe.


Clifford discovered that Wally was as shy about girls as Clifford had always been. He told him about Anne, careful not to say he loved her or
even missed her but listing her virtues in a tone of
eager
wonder. Clifford meant it
as an act of brotherly compassion; his intention wasn’t to impress but to make the point that if a girl such as Anne could like an airplane-loving geek such as himself, then some pretty girl out there in the
world could like Wally too.


“I’ll never find
a honey at Loomis,” Wally said of his boarding school in Connecticut. “No
one has seen a girl within 100 miles of
the place since it was founded. I have to make this summer count.” So like Mutt and Jeff, they traveled together in the evenings, hanging out
with the other club kids at gatherings in basement rec rooms, backyards and garage apartments or at the beach.


By mid-July, Clifford — one of the few teenagers in the beach club crowd with his own car, a yellow Rambler station wagon with a flower decal on the driver’s door — was throwing his own parties in the dunes, making out in meaningless exchanges of
saliva with a half dozen girls he had known for years. He’d never had the nerve to pursue them before Anne. Finally he focused all his lust on a freckle-faced 15-year-old redhead with a turned-up nose, a favorite child of one of the old-guard families. She was too young for him,
which
left an emotional vacuum that allowed Clifford to stick his tongue in her mouth, grope
at her privates and burst into fits of jealous rage when he thought she
wasn’t paying enough attention to him.


It was a strange and frantic time. Clifford was always exhausted from work, his flying lessons, night-time make-out sessions in the dunes, predawn hours spent studying his pilot manuals, midnights spent writing Anne and insomnia in between. When he soloed on
July 4, Wally was there to watch and congratulate him. “Now you really are a nerd,”
he said with a snicker — he wrote Anne that it was the happiest day in his life except for the day he’d first kissed her. Her response troubled him. She said she was surprised. “It’s very sweet
but I would have thought kissing a girl was a pretty routine thing whereas flying an airplane all by yourself for the first time would be something you do once in
a lifetime.”


He wrote back
immediately to
explain that kissing her the first time was a once-in-a-lifetime
achievement too, never to be repeated. “I’ll never forget it,” he wrote, failing to notice that he had lost control
of himself. She wrote back
to tell him she was flattered but that she wished he would think of her “with less intensity.”


“Ease up, Clifford,” she wrote. “It’s summertime. Have fun!”


“I am having fun!” he wrote, but he couldn’t tell her he was very busy trying to get the 15-year-old to come to
the house alone during the week when his father wasn’t there. So far she wouldn’t do it. She’d only come in a group, which was risky because his father had forbidden any parties when he was away. Clifford broke the rule only once, after he won a bottle of Scotch at the annual Bridgehampton fireman’s carnival and the firemen
let him keep it
even
though he wasn’t 18, the legal drinking age in New York then. He brought it back to the house with Wally and a half dozen other teenagers, who polished off
the bottle and piled into the Rambler to go to
Carvel for ice cream, howling with glee as Clifford pretended to be even drunker
than he was, swerving over the sand-edged blacktop as silver maples flashed by in his headlights, making screeching noises in his throat and shouting “bang!” at the top of his lungs in imitation of repeated collisions with the trees.


Clifford’s father had told him several times over the years that he wanted his son to
be happy. Clifford thought he was proving that he was. Here he was, busy all the time, popular among the club kids, with his own girlfriend to grope and a best friend with whom to share jokes. Coming home late one Saturday night, Clifford
was appalled to find his father in
the dark
living room, sitting up sleepy-eyed with mussed hair in the cone of light cast by the floor lamp next to his chair. “What
are you doing up?” Clifford
asked, barely hiding his annoyance.


Gazing with a weak smile into middle space, his father cocked an arm behind his head and mindlessly rubbed the thick mat of
brown hair on top. “I can’t sleep. I’m worrying about you, kid,” he said with what Clifford took to be a warm,
self-congratulatory tone. “Paul’s got his problems. I guess you have yours. I don’t want to
neglect you.”


“Oh,” Clifford replied evenly. He was furious. Why did the man insist on making his son feel like a loser? Clearly there was something wrong with the bastard, something toxic that had poisoned Clifford. Anne sensed
it. Anne knew. “I have to go to
bed now,” Clifford said firmly. “We have an early charter going out tomorrow.”


His father, smiling vaguely, looked off
into the dark, still rubbing his own head as if it were a pet. “Okay, kiddo,” he said.


Clifford wished him goodnight, just so there would be no lingering scent of trouble, and went
to his room, fuming that he had the kind of father who played guilt games with his son. No wonder his brother was nuts, Clifford thought. Let the Old Man sit there and worry all he wants; it’s a performance and he’s only doing it to satisfy some weird, sick need.


Clifford sat up to write Anne, deciding it would be a good thing to vent to her about his father. “If
you think I’m weird, blame him,”
Clifford wrote. He was beginning to forget what Anne looked like so he asked her for a photo. She sent a black and white shot of herself in a two-piece suit, her face looking up at the camera, smiling that profound and pure smile of hers that Clifford
ached to understand. Sometimes at night, when remnants of
flying lessons and beach picnics buzzed in his head like a swarm
of hornets, he turned on the light and stared at the picture.


Her response to
his complaints about his father annoyed him. “He’s just trying to be a good father, dear,” she wrote. “Be patient
with him. I know how it
is.”


“What a dumb bitch she is,” Clifford
said out loud in his empty room, thrilling himself.


As the summer progressed, his expressions of love and devotion became more insistent as her letters came less frequently. “What’s wrong with being in love?” he wrote. “It’s a good
thing, isn’t it?” She did not respond to that particular question; as for the prospect of his flight to see her, she seemed unimpressed with the idea and cautioned that she might not be able
to meet him. “I’m so busy with my waitressing job and I never know what’s going to happen day to
day. God I wish I could spend the summer here without having to
work,” she told him.


When he pressed
her again, she wrote, “If you come, you’ll just have to take your chances. Maybe I can get away for an hour to see you. I would love to see you but who knows?
Please don’t be mad if
I can’t. And I don’t eat lunch so don’t plan on that in any case.”







As if
to make things even clearer to him,
she went on to write about her friend Scott Leonard’s party in Wiscossett that past weekend. It had been a real bash and she’d gone to
an upstairs bathroom and smoked marijuana for the first time. “It made me feel sort of weird but
I didn’t get what all the fuss is about,” she wrote.


Clifford fell into a jealous frenzy. The time had come, he decided, to resort to the phone. His fingers shaking in the dial, he called her before dinner that night. “You’re so lucky to catch me,” she said breathlessly. “I was just going out!”


“Anne! I had to call you! I couldn’t believe you smoked dope!”


“It was nothing, Clifford. It was no
big deal. I can’t discuss that anyway. Not now,” she said. “You’re not going to start in with this kind of
thing, are you?”


He pretended the real reason for his call was to make her negotiate a date for his visit. “I told you, Clifford, I just don’t know! I can’t schedule anything! You can’t push me like this!”


“Oh! I’m sorry!” he said honestly. He had no
idea he’d been pushing.


“It’s even worse because I have to go back to Wiscossett again to see
some doctors.”


“Doctors?”


“It’s nothing. It’s personal. My mother wants me to go.” “I love you. You
can’t tell me?”


“I have to go, dear. We’ll talk later.”


He stood against the kitchen wall with the receiver hurting his ear. It was so odd how she called him “dear,” as if she were imitating her parents talking to each other.


“It’s all right, Clifford,”
she added to break his silence. “Everything’s all right. With me, between us, everything’s all right.”


Her refusal to
say she loved him drove him mad. He dashed to his room to write an apology in which he recklessly noted that she had accepted his ring and he “thought
we had a commitment. I don’t want to push you but, please, Anne, don’t treat me like I’m just another guy.” A few more beach picnics and basement parties later —
during one of which Clifford took his 15-year-old outside behind a cluster of black pines and unsuccessfully tried to make her to unzip his fly and feel his cock — he received Anne’s reply.


“I don’t treat you or think of you as just another guy,” she wrote. “I like you very much Clifford. There’s something about you that’s very special to me. But this is just the kind of thing we shouldn’t be spending our summer worrying about. It’s too wonderful here on the Vineyard for all this worrying. But as long as you insist on getting ‘down to brass tacks,’ I looked up the word ‘commitment.’ The dictionary says this means ‘an engagement or pledge to do something; the act or process of
entrusting.’ Clifford, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about us. I don’t like to feel tied down. I’m too young to
commit myself to one person.
I don’t really know what I want yet. And this isn’t directed at any one person in particular; it’s for everybody. Do you understand?” He understood precisely. She had taken off his ring. He called her again, his hands shaking and his breath coming in short, spastic gasps.


“I got your letter today,”
he said. “Which one?” she said impatiently.


“The one where you said you didn’t want to be tied down.” “Oh, that one. I figured you’d call.”


She was sneering at him. Trying to
keep
his voice from rising an octave, he said, “Are you still wearing my ring?”


“Why do you ask that?”


“It was the first thing I thought of.”
“You’re very perceptive, Clifford.”
“You took it off?”


“Yes, I did, Clifford.”
“Why?”


“I just took it off.”


“But why? What happened?”


“I just took it off! What do you mean, ‘Why?’”
“Why did you take off the ring, Anne?”


“Because I felt like it! How’s that? I’m getting pretty sick of all these questions you keep asking me. You know, Clifford, I’ve almost had it. You are so damned needy. My mother says it’s not your fault. It’s because your family is so screwed
up.”


“What?” he screeched. “What are you talking about?”


“Let’s just change the subject.
I shouldn’t have mentioned it. It wasn’t nice. I’m such a bitch.”


His heart banged at the injustice of it. Her mother was so terribly wrong. His family was different all right but it made him wiser, more mature than boys his age. His problem wasn’t that he was dumb. His problem was he knew too much for a kid. Living with divorced parents and an alcoholic for a father and a genius for a brother
had made him strong and kind and different. Other boys rough-housed
and played football and pretended to
be tough but Clifford was wise beyond his years, quite capable of love.


He knew he’d sound like a real loser if he said all that to Anne so he groped
for a new topic, something that would cover his retreat and justify his sorry behavior. “Look, if I’ve been weird, I apologize. I’m a wreck. I’ve been working like a dog at the airport.
Fourteen-hour days. I miss you. I come home exhausted and stink of gasoline and jet fuel. I’m surprised I don’t blow up
when
I light a cigarette,” he said.


“So try a bath,” she said.


A few days later his ring came back inside a little black box stuffed with cotton and a note folded into a tiny rectangle. “This isn’t working out and I don’t want to mislead you. Take care, Clifford. I wish you only the best.”


Clifford ripped up her beach picture and threw away her summer letters. He had lots of girls to pursue. He didn’t miss Anne at all. Not if he concentrated and kept busy and believed there would be someone else someday, someone who could love him back.


But that Saturday night after dinner Mr. Nelson told Clifford
to sit down, that he wasn’t going out anywhere, that there was something very serious to discuss. There was talk around the club, he said, that Clifford had obtained liquor and allowed a number of underage people to drink. It seemed that one of
the kids who’d shared Clifford’s whiskey had told an older brother and he had told his college-age friends and after a few weeks there was talk of it among the parents and suddenly, without knowing it, Clifford
had
become a pariah.


“This is nothing less than shameful,”
his father said prissily. “I can’t have my son embarrassing me like this. Clifford, I thought I could trust you. You’ve
let me down.”


Tears poured down Clifford’s cheeks. To be shamed
— it was the worst thing possible. He thought his father was a stuffy ass, making something innocent into something evil, and he hated to be crying. As his father lectured about the possibility that he now might have two sons who needed counseling, Clifford covered his face with his hands and tried to be silent but gasps and snorts kept shooting out of his nose and throat.


“You’d better pull yourself together, Clifford,”
his father said,
“so you don’t follow in
your
brother’s footsteps, falling apart whenever the pressure’s on.” Clifford
didn’t know what he was talking about and had no intention of asking.


“Meanwhile, pal, you’re grounded,” his father said. “No more flying for you this summer. No more driving the car after
work; no more living alone. I’m canceling my week in Vermont and I’ll spend my entire summer vacation here, watching over you until Labor Day. We’ll spend that time deciding if anything more needs to be done about your mental health.”


Clifford
stopped crying
and stared stony-faced at the floor.
He refused to give his father
the pleasure of a protest
or a plea or any response at all. He wouldn’t even wipe his eyes.


The next morning Clifford saw his little redheaded girlfriend at the Bridgehampton Candy Kitchen, where Clifford
bought coffee every day on the way to the airport.


“My dad says you’re out of control and shouldn’t be living alone. You’re too young,” she told Clifford.
“You’re bad news,” she added, as if she believed it herself. She couldn’t go to
any parties with him or ride in his car anymore,
she said.


Reeling, he fled to work, where he sat on the bench with Wally pleading for reassurance. He felt hated. “I didn’t do anything so terrible! I’m not some pothead and I haven’t raped anybody’s daughter!”


“Not yet you haven’t, Mr. Cradle Robber.”


Clifford reared back. “Come on! All we do is make out!”


Wally shook his head slowly. His smile was twisted with contempt and envy. “You’ve
become a bad boy, Cliffie. Every summer there are bad boys at the club and it
looks like this is your
year. Why are you worried about it? Who cares? You should be proud of
yourself.”


His father went back to New York on Sunday, leaving a note warning Clifford that he had checked the odometer of the car. Clifford paced his bedroom, chain-smoking. He could bear the rest of the summer without flying; the summer was nearly
over anyway. What he couldn’t bear was having to stay in the house with his father, whose vacation would begin the following week. Clifford, who had barely thought of Paul for months, suddenly wanted to
see him. He wanted to talk all this out with the only person in the world who could understand.


















 


 

Chapter 18 



 


 

Clifford and I spent a summer in New York talking to nobody. He drove a cab and I worked in
a bookstore on Broadway.


How miserable it all was but how fondly I remember it now. Hot nights with the windows open, the city humming outside like something alive. We belonged nowhere and to no one. We hardly spoke. We slept, naked, sticking to the sheets, holding each other.


When autumn came, he began
to talk of getting his commercial license and going back to flying. It seemed like a good idea to me. I had loved Clifford’s flying. It made him seem strong.



 


 

Clifford showed up
at the airport just as the full moon came over the scrub oaks. There was a charter pick-up in Boston that night and he rode along on the flight, handling the takeoff,
climb and cruise from the right seat of the twin-engine Piper. The pilot stirred himself from a nap to take over the approach and landing, complimenting Clifford on his navigation. “I figured if
we were halfway to Buffalo when I woke up
we could stop and see a babe I know in Elmira,” he said.


Rogan Air’s band of
pilots, most of them no more than a
few
years older than Clifford, seemed to
like him. They told him he was a natural but teased him about fools who loved flying. They warned him to do something else with his life. These days he would never land a job with the airlines, they said, unless he risked a tour in Vietnam by joining the service and building jet time in
transports. There were so many ex-military pilots with lots of time flying jets; why would the airlines take some asshole who’d been bouncing around in Cessnas? Without military time, they said, Clifford would be stuck forever fetching bags and humping
for rich bastards, working for creeps like Bob Rogan.


The engines of Mr. Rogan’s Piper Aztec droned peacefully, its fat wings smoothly riding the night air as the swirls of light changed shape below. Clifford studied all the houses along the suburban streets, houses by the thousands full of teenage girls like Anne primping for their dates in their frilly bedrooms. He would be at peace until the flight was over and he was alone again. He had $27, the promise of a ride back on the return charter the following afternoon, a piece of paper with Paul’s dorm number written
on it, a satchel containing a shirt and clean underwear and a stolen bottle of gin from his father’s stash. The gin was for Wally, who had resisted covering Clifford’s shift until Clifford
promised to throw
in a bottle. He planned to deliver it the next day at work but
he’d
already swallowed an inch of it, brushing his teeth before leaving the house so he wouldn’t smell of gin in the close quarters of the airplane.


Logan Airport was lonely and quiet, as if
nothing had happened there since Clifford’s last kiss with Anne. She was all around him and he began to ache for her. He walked outside the general aviation terminal, looking up to watch whenever a jet took off, and made his way across access roads along deserted sidewalks to the Eastern terminal, where he’d last seen her. Inside at the gate, standing in a concrete corner, he turned to face the wall. He was crying again. Damn it
all. Maybe Anne and his father were right. Maybe he was all sick and broken inside.


He stopped with a quiet gasp when he remembered
she was in Wiscossett that week for her doctor’s appointment. He could take a train and see her before going on to Cambridge. It was a crazy idea but
he didn’t care. He loved her and nothing mattered
except seeing her one last time. He would be noble. He would be strong. He would
be courageous. She might open her arms and take him back.


He took a cab to North Station and waited an hour for the last train. Alone in
the car, he stared out the black windows, thinking of everything important she’d ever said. At Wiscossett, he stepped into the moonlight and began his walk. He thought he would seem calmer and do better if he had more gin so after he had walked out of the business district he stopped, opened his bag, found the bottle and took a long swig. It blossomed down his throat and into his head. Big houses along the way slept in the moonlight, their faces washed with an evil glow.


Clifford stood on the corner looking at Anne’s house, his heart pounding in his ears. He might have stood and stared and finally gone back to the train station but her light was on, which made him shake. He took another deep swig of gin, put it back in his bag and stumbled forward.


His feet touched the brick steps and carried him up to the front
door, where he carefully put down his satchel and took aim at the buzzer. He pressed it once. Too short,
he decided. He pressed it again, three times very fast, then considered sending an S-O-S signal with it: three short,
three long, three short. It seemed
like
a good idea. He did
it, concentrating very hard on the effort.


When Mr. Stratton yanked it
open,
the door sounded
as if it were breaking apart like tree trunks snapping in a storm. He stood still and glared at Clifford, slowly realizing who he was. “This is outrageous!” he shouted. “What is the meaning of this? What do you want?”


“I’ve got to
see Anne. I know it’s terrible but ... ” To Clifford’s horror, he sounded like a mouse.


“Do you know what time it is?” Mr. Stratton shouted.


“No. Not really,” Clifford
said, trying to hold himself together. “I know it’s very late. Look, all I want is to see Anne for just a minute.” His voice was thickening;
he had to speak quickly before the word got lost in a wail. “It’s very important. I need to
explain something to her I
don’t know what it is but I’ve got to try.” The tears started as he spoke. He looked at Mr. Stratton’s slippered feet


“Look, you,” Mr. Stratton roared, puffing up as if he were about to
explode. “This is insane behavior. I think you’re drunk. You are not going to see Anne.
You are not going to see anybody in this house. Now get off my property!”


After the door slammed in
his face, Clifford looked at the doorbell through his tears, stuck out his finger and poked it long and hard. He heard Mr. Stratton’s pounding feet inside the door, which blew open again.


“This isn’t like me,” Clifford told him politely. “I’m not a bad person, I’m really not. I don’t mean to
cause
you any trouble. Just let me see Anne, will you please? I know she’s up. I saw the light on in her room.”


In a low, slow snarl, Mr. Stratton said, “As far as I’m concerned, you’re never seeing my daughter again. And if you don’t leave this property at once, I’m calling the police and having you thrown
in jail. Do you understand, young man?”


Behind Mr.
Stratton’s shoulder, Mrs. Stratton’s face appeared. “Clifford? For heaven’s sake, dear, what’s the matter with you?”


Being called a “young man” by Anne’s father made his tears stop. He wiped
his face with his hands and sniffled. “If she could just come to the top of the stairs so I could see her one last time. That’s all I’m asking. Just let me look at her. I don’t have to talk to her or
anything. I won’t even come in. All I’ve got to do is see her and I’ll go. I swear
to God.”


“I told
you! You are not going to see anyone tonight!” shouted Mr. Stratton.


“How did you get here?” Mrs. Stratton said from behind her husband. “Do you have a car, Clifford?”


“Shut up!” barked Mr.
Stratton. “For God’s sake, Cynthia, will you
not attempt to
engage
him? He is not our problem.”


Clifford looked past them into the shadows at the top of the stairs. He expected Anne to appear, illuminated like an angel,
but while he squinted the door slammed in his face again.


“I’m warning you one last time,” said Mr. Stratton from the other side of the door, “I’m calling the police if
you don’t leave.”


Clifford shuddered, sighed, picked up his bag, backed up still
facing the door and smoothly fell backwards down the steps, turning in midair just enough to land hard on his side. Grunting, he rolled himself onto all fours, pushed himself up and hobbled away. At the curb he turned
and, weaving, looked back at the house. A curtain in a living room window had been pulled
back.
Mr. Stratton was watching him.


Clifford had a plan. Unsteadily he walked away, passing three houses. He stopped and waited a few minutes, standing on the edge of the street, then went back and turned down the side street to the driveway at the rear of the Stratton house. The angle of the moonlight was just enough for
him to see the ladder mounted on the wall inside the garage. He peered at Anne’s light.


He waited a long time for the lights to go out in the Strattons’ bedroom on the far corner of the second floor. Then he waited another 10 minutes and lifted the ladder off its hooks. One end banged against the wall as Clifford angled it past the Oldsmobile and carried it outside. As he struggled, he noticed a light in an upstairs window of the neighboring
house, which stood beyond a thick border of
rhododendron
and azalea and small spruce trees behind the garage. Someone was standing in the window watching him. He didn’t care.


Struggling to keep the ladder from dipping into the ground,
Clifford stumbled past the kitchen steps and as carefully as he could put the ladder against the house. It made a noise that he assumed Anne would hear. He stepped under the ladder, pushed it away from the wall and with great concentration began extending it. The catching mechanism clicked loudly as he pushed up each rung. Perhaps
he had a minute to
reach
her window and make her come from the bed before Mr. Stratton would be upon him.
He didn’t mind. All was lost and all that
mattered was
the sight of her, even if she hated him. With satisfaction, he thought his own father
would soon have his reason to
send him off to some psychiatrist.


Panting and grinning, he ratcheted up the last rungs as fast as he could. Everyone in the neighborhood must have heard it. Lights were popping on in distant windows and Clifford heard voices. He steadied the ladder and began to climb. When his head was just below the window, he heard Mr. Stratton’s voice outside, around the side of the house. A
strange red light flashed rhythmically against the wall and across his hands. A
car door slammed, then another. He heard more voices.


He climbed one last rung and looked over the sill just as Anne in pajamas lunged toward the window, her face sunken and gaunt, her features red and twisted. With her mother approaching from behind her, she shouted, “Get away!” Inches from him now, her voice muffled by the glass, she shouted “Clifford, you get away!” He stared at the skin stretched tight over her face, the ridges of her cheekbones
and the hallow pits in which her eyes flashed. Even in his stupor Clifford knew something was wrong with her. He was sorry. He wanted to help her.


Propping herself on the sill with her hands, leaning into the glass, she yelled, “Go away, Clifford! For God’s sake! My
father’s going to kill
you!”


He grinned at her, proud that she finally knew he could be brave, but when he looked over his shoulder to assess his escape he lost his footing. Like a sack on
a chute, he slid down the ladder and crumpled into a heap on the ground.


“He’s over here!”
he
heard someone say as footsteps thudded against the earth. Clifford heaved himself up, hobbled through an open patch of
moonlight past the garage and threw himself into the thicket of bushes and trees just as the beam of a flashlight madly rippled across the edge of
his vision.


“He can’t be far,” someone said calmly.


Clifford crawled further into the bushes, his heart pounding and his hands burning and a sharp pain in one of his ankles. All he knew to
do was push deeper into the brambles and the darkness, as if he could escape by breaking into another world beyond the barrier.


He was still crawling, as blind as a mole, when a weak circle of light lit up the ground around him. He stopped, realized he was on
open lawn, looked up and saw the towering form of someone standing before him with a flashlight. Limned in moonlight, it
looked like an apparition in a white robe.


“What in
God’s name are you up to, you poor boy?” a woman whispered in a hiss.


Clifford peered up
like
a dog, his neck stretched painfully. “Huh?” he muttered.


“Pull yourself together, Romeo. Get up quickly and come in the house.”


It was a woman who flattened her vowels and sounded
as if she barely moved her mouth when she spoke. Standing up, debris spilling from him, Clifford peered at her. “Who are you?” he whispered.


“Never mind who I am. Just follow me.”


He did, looking over his shoulder as he limped behind her to see the eaves of
the Stratton house pulsing in the flat red light he had noticed from the ladder. He followed the woman up
a set of steps and into her darkened kitchen.


“They may come here looking for you. Come upstairs,” she said, leading him toward a shaft of light in the hallway at the foot of a staircase. The house around him felt lifeless. He could see dark furniture mingling with the shadows. A
big oil painting hung on the wall in the hall beyond the mahogany
banister, which he grasped to keep the weight off his bad ankle. Watching him contemptuously from
the painting were the eyes of an 18th
century family, a
stern
husband and wife and two bland-faced children posed before a tree and a distant sailing ship.







She led him upstairs past the one room with a light — her bedroom, he assumed
— to another room off the upstairs hall. “Sit down, Clifford,” she said, pointing with her muddy orange beam of
light to a small upholstered armchair. Clifford
obeyed, becalmed because she knew his name. “I’m leaving you here for a while. Don’t move, don’t say a word, just sit there.”


In the hallway light before she closed the door, he noticed her robe’s dark piping along the edge of the cuffs and the collar. Her graying hair was cut short at her jaw line. Maybe she was Mrs. Stratton’s age, somewhere in her late 40s — a very substantial age in Clifford’s mind. In the dark, he eased the air out of his lungs in a sigh and let his head fall against the back of the chair. He put the woman and his strange situation out of his mind and thought
of Anne and her ghoulish face. Watching her from the window screaming at him from
the other side of the glass, he allowed himself to imagine that she loved him after all. Satisfied, he closed his eyes and passed out.


When the woman came back into the room, she woke him up with a shake and turned on the light. “They’re gone,” she said.


Sunken in the chair like a rag doll, he watched
her sit on the foot
of the bed nearby. “Who are you? Do you know me?” Clifford said, even though she
seemed like an aunt
or a good friend’s mother — someone to be careful around but someone to
be trusted. “I know exactly who you are. You’re
Clifford Nelson, the boy who fell so madly in love with Cinnie Stratton’s daughter Anne. Cinnie has told me all about you. I saw you coming and going with Anne when you were here in June.”


“Why would she tell you all about me?”


“Because she likes you. When she mentioned
your name and said that you went to Exeter and had a brother
at Harvard, it struck me that I might know something about your family.”


“My family? What family?” Clifford whispered.


She crossed her legs and leaned forward. “My husband and your father knew each other in
Vermont. They played golf at the Ekwonok. Both of them had parents with homes there and when we’d visit for
long weekends we might run into the Nelsons. Not your mother
of course; she and James were divorced by then. Just James and his old father, a very nice gentleman with that beautiful home on West Road.” Clifford
stared at her. As if to drop the subject, he glanced past her to the empty hallway. “Isn’t your husband home?” “He’s dead. Cancer. Last year.”


“Oh,” Clifford
said.


“I lost a son too. He would have been your age.” Clifford cringed. He wanted to leave.


“He rolled a Jeep and
crushed himself two
summers ago. He shouldn’t have been driving. We had a place on the Vineyard and we let him
use the Jeep on
the
sand road to the beach.
Two other boys were thrown into the bayberry and broke a few bones. There’s a lawsuit underway; the less I hear about it
from the lawyers the better.”


Clifford blinked and stared. She frightened him. He didn’t know why this woman would tell him these things. It didn’t seem to be out of sadness or loneliness. It felt more like a test — but for which one of them Clifford wasn’t sure.


“My son was quite fond of your Anne. Not quite as fond as you
seem to be. Cinnie
says you adore her. It’s really quite charming but
it’s also pathetic, Clifford, and you’ve ruined any chances you had with her now, you know that, don’t you? How is a troubled young girl to
put up with a pathetic fool?”


Clifford looked up, crumpled his mouth and felt the tears burning his eyes. Somehow
he held them back.


“Anne is very independent, you
know. A remarkable girl. Very sharp and quite tough. She drives herself very hard. Too hard, and in the wrong ways. She has some problems. You’d think she would in that family. That father of hers. He’s such a nasty fellow. He’ll have you skinned.”


“He doesn’t like me,” Clifford muttered.


“Clifford, I think you should talk to somebody. You need some guidance, young man. I want you to
get help.” She leaned over her knees and looked at him for a response. It
was an awful thing to hear. “Yes,”
he said.


“These sort of antics seem to
suggest you’re in trouble, Clifford, and I hate to see that in a young man like you. How is your brother at Harvard?”


Clifford squeezed his hands together between his knees and nodded rapidly. “Fine,” he said.


She looked at Clifford,
said “Well,” and stood up. “Let me see those hands.”


She cleaned them with peroxide and put him in the kitchen
with a bowl of cereal and a pot of coffee. “You ought to have that ankle looked at but it’s probably just a sprain,” she told him before going upstairs to dress. He watched the doorway through
which she had disappeared then blearily ate his cereal. He was hungry. Already Anne seemed miles and years away; it was disturbing to remember she was only next door, much too close.


With the moon down and the sky just beginning to lighten in
the east, the woman drove him all the way to Cambridge, where she dropped him in Harvard Square. She would have taken him to Paul’s dormitory, she said, but Clifford didn’t know where it was and she decided it would be easier for him to find it on foot, even with his hobble, than for her to
drive in circles all morning.


“Where is home, Clifford? Do you have enough money?”


“Long Island. I have a ride back this afternoon,” he said, standing at the curb and leaning into the door of her station wagon.


“Good then. Good-bye
to you.”


“Good-bye to you,” he mimicked. “Thank you. I don’t know ...”


“Get some help, Clifford.” 


She looked away and the car rolled forward, which forced him to shut the door and hobble on his good foot until he reestablished his balance. Standing there alone in the whisper of the morning, he watched the car pull away and disappear around a turn. He would not see her again for nearly 30 years, glaring at him over the coffee counter at Logan airport.


Clifford limped through the gates onto the Harvard campus, distracted from his misery by his first sight of this sacred ground where his grandfather, his father and his brother had all walked. Perhaps it was odd that he’d never been to see his brother at Harvard. He’d never thought about it before.


An early morning jogger gave him directions to Winthrop
Hall. Slowly making his way there through
the streets, its brick buildings and clapboard houses a cheering blend of cozy old city and country
village, it revived him to think of Paul. Alone with him at his marvelous school maybe they would feel like brothers again, the way they had those few times when they were younger, home together when Paul wasn’t in the hospital or at Exeter or off at some odd summer job,
alone in an unfamiliar place, a camp counselor on the Cape or a waiter in some Bar Harbor lobster joint, a job from which he always fled before Labor Day and to which
he never returned the following year.


Clifford found Paul’s name on the directory in
the Winthrop
entryway and climbed the steel stairway to the third floor. The first door
he found belonged to Paul’s suite; he knew because someone had scratched into the black paint, “Paul Nelson is a preppy fag.”


That someone could hate Paul frightened him. So did the suffocating silence of the place. The building felt abandoned,
as if Clifford were the only one who didn’t know it had been condemned.
Even after what he had done at the Stratton’s house, Clifford was afraid to knock. He bowed his head against the door, closed his eyes and, exhausted, rapped his knuckles on the metal. There was no answer. Glancing at the hallway behind him to see where he could lie down and sleep, he rapped harder. Once more he put his head against the door and closed his eyes. “Shit,” he whispered. He tried again, using the edge of his fist now, hitting it harder, hitting it now with both fists, harder and harder until he was pounding on the door.


As the door flew open,
he fell in after it, stumbling into a bare-chested groggy-eyed student in boxer shorts who whined “What the fuck!”


“Sorry,” he said, catching himself against the wall. 


“What the fuck do you want, man? It’s five o’clock in the morning or something.”


“Sorry. I’m trying to find Paul Nelson. Is he around?”


The student, his face almost fully hidden in a tangle of long, disheveled brown hair, grimaced and without a word shuffled barefoot past Clifford. He snapped his hand toward the partly open first door on his right and muttered,
“In there.” He kept shuffling down the barren hallway and disappeared into a room at the end, slamming his door behind him.


Clifford tapped on Paul’s door and, noticing it was ajar, pushed it open wider and peered inside. He saw clothes on the floor and a desk against the far wall piled high with books and papers.
Clifford tapped again and pushed the door all the way open. There was no Paul, just a tiny room with an unmade single bed, a guitar propped in
a corner, a cowboy hat upside down atop a small oak bureau, books, records and more clothes spread on the floor leading in a trail to a heap wedged in a corner
closet. Clifford stepped in, glanced quickly at the bed and
noticed that the amplifier of the stereo beside it had been left on.


He approached the desk. One of the books on it was the Bible.
It lay open, the margins of both pages crammed with scrawled notes and symbols. Clifford
leaned over and peered at them. The symbols appeared to
be astronomical; the notes included quotes and citations and comments: “Piss on earth, goodwill toward men,” and “‘Cause nobody knows the trouble obscene,” and “Teach me thy paths, my Lord
and God.” Two verses
of Psalm 19 were circled: “But who can discern his errors? Clear thou me from hidden faults. Keep back thy servant also from presumptuous sins. Let them not have dominion over me.” 


Next to the Bible Clifford found a wooden file box; inside were two rows of note cards, divided by tabs according to the books of the Bible, with themes and citations inscribed on each in Paul’s hand:


“WINGS:


“He will
cover you with his pinions and under his wings you will find refuge — Psalms 91:4


“How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not! — Matthew 23:37


“But for you who fear my name the sun of righteousness shall rise, with healing in its wings. You shall go forth leaping like calves from the stall. — Malachi 4:2


“The Lord recompense you for what you have done, and a full reward be given you by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come to take refuge! —
Ruth 2:12”


Clifford heard footsteps outside the door behind him and turned. A Pakistani or Indian student dressed in a white
button-down shirt and black pants peered anxiously at him. “Are you looking for Paul? He’s in the hospital, I don’t know which one.”


“The hospital?” Clifford said, for no reason than
to let out a sound.


“Another student in the suite went to
ask him to turn his music down. He wouldn’t wake up. We called the ambulance and they took him away. Also the pill bottles that were here. Are you his family?”


“Yes,” Clifford whispered, almost surprised to
say it.
“I’m his brother.”


“Oh. I’m sorry,” said the student. “I wish I could tell you more. Perhaps if
you call
the police they will tell you where he is. They took a diary, his wallet.”


The student smiled, waiting for some acknowledgment from Clifford. “Good God,” Clifford said. The student disappeared.


Clifford stood still in the room, frightened by having come so close to seeing whatever Paul had done. Cold and empty, he felt Paul slip away, the comfort
of having a brother
disappearing like melting ice. It had been another one of his delusions, like thinking that Anne would ever love him.


He looked at the telephone on Paul’s desk. He would not call his father. He wanted no one to know he’d ever been there, especially his father. Slowly Clifford
backed away. He braced himself in the doorway, took one last look at the room and fled.


















 


 

Chapter 19



 


 

How easily we fell into our new lives: Clifford the pilot, me the jewelry designer. We bought our ranch house and found friends who liked to laugh. Clifford got fat. I didn’t care. He seemed so happy. Even when I lost the first one, our happiness seemed only shaken. All that mattered
was the two of us keeping company. His father couldn’t hurt us. His mother was busy with assorted men. Paul wrote funny letters from the nuthouse. My family was too far away to
worry
about and even at Christmas I wasn’t missed.



 


 

With the sun burning like a star in space above him and the hard mountains of northern New England shining at him from the ragged rim of the frozen earth, Clifford stretched his arm along the back of
the two-seat chairlift and peered through
his amber goggles and his Neoprene face mask at the icy
world
over his shoulder. He might as well have been flying, he thought,
as the snow-bent
pine boughs and wind-gnarled tree limbs of Keaton Mountain’s north face dropped smoothly away behind him.


He was proud
of himself. He would deserve his vodka by the fire with Jenny in the little farmhouse at the sudden dark end of
the day. He wasn’t any better at skiing than he was at any of his father’s sports — golf, tennis or fly-fishing — but here he was, a 46-year-old man with a long purple scar down the center of his chest and the bump of a pacemaker under his left collarbone who’d just learned to
ski, bravely riding to the summit.


He knew his form would be a mess. The terrifying view down the mountain would make him lean uphill, a violation
of his Austrian instructor’s shouted command to “commit to zah downhill ski, Clifford.” But there would be precious moments when he’d get it just right and he’d feel himself “attacking the mountain,”
as the big-jawed fleecewrapped hotshots put it in the instructional video he’d bought.


He’d master it, he told himself as he floated up the steep slope, just as he’d learned to land an airplane all alone, without
a father or a
brother or even a friend to
guide him, when he was 16. You just kept at it, sweating with fear, until things started to fall into place.


Clifford had vowed he would emerge from this tactical retreat to Vermont a better man. “A year off!” he said out loud to
the sky. “One whole fucking year!” No job, no career — but no worry. Jenny had made him promise that he wouldn’t even begin
to look
for a new job
for
12 months.
He was so lucky, he told himself. With no children, his dead father’s little bundle of money and the income from Jenny’s crafts shop back on Long Island and the new one she had started in Vermont, he decided to see it her way.


It nagged him
to ride up and down the mountain alone. Jenny hadn’t liked skiing. On the slopes, she’d laughed and made fun of herself whenever she’d teetered and fallen like a rag doll. He could tell she didn’t like it. Her secret discomfort pained him. Each fall nearly made him gasp with sorrow. She gave up and stayed home when he went to
the mountain. In the old days, she might have tried harder. But something had changed in
Jenny. She had decided what she liked and didn’t like, what she could do and couldn’t do. She didn’t need to
bother trying to
conquer a new life,
as Clifford did.


At the top
of the mountain, Clifford pushed himself off the lift and wobbled onto his skis, feeling the wind grab his back and shove him forward. It frightened him, as if
it could blow him across the arctic summit and down the far side. He turned and stood alone as group of other skiers passed by. They seemed so relaxed and purposeful, striding gracefully with their friends toward their chosen trails. Clifford pushed forward, surrendering to the voice that told him to be brave and take the black-diamond run down the front of the mountain. “Stand up, stand up!” Clifford told himself as the slope took him.


He turned across the fall line, holding his hands in
front as his instructor had told him to do. “Look down the hill,” he told himself. “Keep your torso facing downhill and don’t look down at the skis. For
God’s sake, relax a little.”


The slope steepened. He bent his ankles and let gravity pull him.
It felt right. He was attacking the mountain, almost — looking downhill, letting his ski tips and his edges take care of themselves, doing all the things he’d learned in clumsy drills. He wished there were somebody watching to tell him how good he looked.


The wet hiss of fast-moving skiers licked at his back. “On your right!” somebody shouted as Clifford started a left turn away from the edge of the trail. A skier exploded past him, a red
Nylon bomb charging down the hill. “On your left!” another
shouted bitterly, as if Clifford were a fool.


Three shot across his path like fighter jets harassing the plodding old Twin Otter. Clifford wobbled. He felt a tug on one of
his skis as an edge caught a ridge of snow. His feet attacked each other in a crazy tangle. Somehow their brawl launched him off the slope, his skis prying him from the mountain and sending him corkscrewing into the air. Trees and sky spun before his eyes and suddenly the back of
his head slammed into the snow with the crispy sound of
crunching ice. Meteors shot across his darkened field of vision. As they faded, he lay flat on his back, pointed head-first downhill.


He wiggled his toes and hands to see if they responded. “Wow,” he said, pretending to be unafraid. He
wanted to stay there in the snow, its crystals
chilling his neck and the rims of his ears. He wanted to
stare at the sky, which seemed so dark and deep and close.
But he forced himself up, worried that somebody would think he was dead.


After he had reattached his skis, he studied the mountain and waited for the moment that no
one
was coming down the slope at him. When it
was
clear, he started again, aware immediately that now he was skiing too carefully. Afraid of the slope, he was leaning backwards, which made his skis wobble at every ridge and furrow. His thighs ached and his calves burned. He would go home to Jenny soon, he told himself. He’d go for a few easy runs on the
beginners’ slope just to get back his form. Then he could go home and light a fire and sit in the old claw-foot
tub for the sore back he knew he’d be feeling later and after that it would be time for a big fat drink. Then he could enjoy the good feeling that once again he’d proven that his jerry-rigged heart was strong, that it could keep him
struggling all day in the cold air at Keaton Mountain, that he really did have a chance to be a new man, better than before.


A cluster of children in
a ski class huddled at the beginner’s lift as Clifford approached, their young female instructor bending down at them to recite once more the rules for using the lift. “Now remember,”
Clifford heard her say, “look over your outside shoulder and watch for the seat to come around behind you. You’ve all done this plenty of times before.”


Clifford waited at the roped entrance to the lift, keeping his distance until the instructor could send all her charges up the hill two by
two. He was drifting, thinking about these good parents who had
given their children such an early start at taking on the world, when he realized the instructor was calling to
him.


“Sir, I could use you to go up with one of the children,” she
said.


“I’m just learning myself, actually. I’m just a beginner,” he told her.


“That’s okay. You know more than they do. You and Elizabeth can follow these two.”


Clifford forced himself to act. He pushed forward into the waist-high throng of
bobbing helmets and little bundled bodies. Elizabeth, three and a half feet tall with long brown hair fanning from under her helmet onto her parka, pressed her tongue to her upper lip and briskly poled herself next to Clifford. She reached for his hand as if all adults were interchangeably useful. He took it, feeling that she was more the grown-up
than he.


They moved into position. He regretted that he could barely feel the pressure of
her touch through his fat mittens. He wanted to know her better. “You ready, Elizabeth?” Clifford asked.


She nodded seriously. They
shuffled into the path of
the chairlift and she let his mitten go. 


Clifford marveled at her. Elizabeth knew what she was doing. She was a creature of action who did not taint each moment with doubt. When the chair hit the back of their legs, Elizabeth hopped backwards, swinging her stubby skis so the tips pointed straight into the air. “You on
okay there, Elizabeth?” Clifford asked as they took
off.


She nodded without looking at him, gripping her armrest. “Okay, here comes the bar. Watch your head.” He had the urge to call her “sweetie,” his dead father’s word for
all females, but he restrained himself.


It was a slow lift and not very high off the slope. Clifford watched a string of children below snake behind their instructor like a trail of ducklings.


“It looks like you know how to ski pretty well,” he
told Elizabeth. “At least you’re an old hand at riding the lift,
huh?” Elizabeth nodded rapidly inside her helmet,
its visor pushed up to
expose only the center of her face. Clifford
watched her perfect little nose, the only part of her face that he could
see from the side; her mouth was now hidden
under a fleece neck warmer.


“How long have you been skiing?” Clifford
asked. 


“Since I was four,” Elizabeth said. 


“Ah. That’s terrific, Elizabeth, to start so young. How old are you now?”


“Six and a half. My daddy skis, too. He’s going to ski with me later today after my lesson.”


“You’re so lucky, Elizabeth. When you’re a little older, you’ll be as good as anybody. I didn’t start skiing until this year. I’m 46. I barely know what I’m doing.” He watched the sharp tip of her nose. It reminded him of someone. “So you’re up here with your mom and your dad?”


Slowly the little nose rose and fell, two times, her pretty hair shifting on the shoulder of her parka.


“For a vacation, I guess?” 


One slow nod.


“Where do you live?”


“Connecticut!” she loudly exclaimed, as if it was the first word she had ever learned and the only one she needed to
know.


Clifford pictured a Georgian house of whitewashed brick overlooking a broad lawn beside a stone-walled country road in Greenwich. A shiny Mercedes purred from the winding drive, taking mommy off to White Plains or Stamford to shop.


“I’m living up here in
Vermont for a while,”
Clifford said to stop himself from thinking. “I’m on a vacation too, I guess you could say. Sort of a long one. Just me and my wife.”


She turned and stared at him
fiercely, like a grown-up woman, judging him — angry and beautiful and drawn to his sorrows with dread and revulsion.


Or
so it seemed to Clifford, who blinked and looked away, flustered by the awful illusion. Her brown eyes had done it, he thought. They were fiery and wise with elegantly arched brows. 


“It’s time to get off, Elizabeth,” he said, lifting the bar.


“You have to hold my hand,” she said from inside her helmet as she raised her ski tips to prepare for
the landing.


“I do?” he asked, as if he couldn’t believe she would grant him the honor
after having seen inside his soul.


“I always hold hands when I get off,” she said firmly.


She took his mitten and at just the right instant they slipped easily off the chair
together and slid down the ramp. An
instructor called to her from within a huddled group of helmeted children. They were like the baby aliens in “Close Encounters,” the movie Jenny and Clifford had taken Paul to see a few months
before he died. Elizabeth, already turning from Clifford,
released her grip and pushed herself away. He watched
her go, careful not
to say good-bye.


He went off alone to an easy trail, far from the main slope, where he struggled to concentrate on his form but the afterimage of Elizabeth’s perfect grown-up
eyes haunted him. With a sick feeling, he realized they were exactly like Anne Stratton’s eyes, looking back at him through all the years.


















 


 

Chapter 20



 


 


 

Time passed. Our marriage was changing. Clifford had his job at Delta. I started my shop. He lost weight and took up
going to the gym. Thinking back on it now, I realize there was a new urgency to his life. It was no longer enough just to keep each other’s company. Friends were raising families or moving on. We were stuck –
or so Clifford must have been thinking. He began searching. Me? I was fine. I would have been fine forever.



 


 

Almost every evening he and Jenny sat side by side before a fire in the two heavy chairs that the last owners had left behind. Jenny had rearranged them so they faced the stone fireplace, like the captain and co-captain’s seats on a flight deck. A small table between them held their drinks — vodka tonics, stiff ones, stiffer than they used to
be, mostly ice and liquor so the first swallow bloomed in his gullet like a hot balm for sore muscles. Jenny seemed to enjoy them as much as Clifford. She set out the bottle and the jigger and the glasses every day at 6, as if
she’d
been waiting all day.


“We’re drinking too
much,” Clifford said without concern, that morning’s unread New York Times on his lap, still neatly folded under a book about the Vietnam War he was trying to read. He had been daydreaming while Jenny read a novel about Navajos and crime. 


“I spend the whole day doing things, getting chores done — I even make skiing a chore, you know — so I can sit here with you and get quietly sloshed in front of the fire. I like it. When it gets warm, the goal will be to
get sloshed with you on
the porch while the hermit thrush sings and the bats come out
on patrol.”


“Sounds good
to
me,” Jenny said without looking up from her book.


“My father always said the first drink should go down fast for the hit. The second
one you savor.”


“When did he say that?”


“I have no idea. It’s just one of his pronouncements. I guess it impressed me. It was a rare moment
of clarity, some advice I finally could use.”


After a few more minutes of daydreaming, he said, “Winter went so fast. I got used to being a bum. I could be good at this.”


“Enjoy it.
You’ll find a job when the time comes.” There was a slight edge to
her voice, Clifford
thought.


“I could
be a clerk, ringing
up purchases at the Vermont Country Store.”


“Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. A no brainer. Stop thinking about yourself, Clifford. It’s part of
the exercise.”


Clifford studied the window.
“God, you certainly are getting to be one tough old bird, Jen.” She ignored the comment.


He was aching to tell her about the little girl
who reminded him of Anne Stratton,
as if doing so would make up
for keeping secret the story behind the woman who had
stared at him at the airport. When he’d remembered who she was, he realized that he had never told Jenny about what he’d done in
Wiscossett that night. Over the years he’d pushed it so far from his mind that it had disappeared. It had required no effort to hide. 


He thought he might find
the old Jenny again if he told her how strange it had been to
see the grown-up look in the little girl’s grown-up eyes. When he did
tell her, she said: “You just want to go back to prep school, Clifford. All those little WASPy girls. It all began for you there.
You ache to start over.”


He closed the Vietnam War book and looked at her. “Jesus Christ,” he said.


She smirked and ignored him, a wave of blond hair falling down
to hide her face as she looked down at the book in her lap.


The house felt lonely. This was their dream house and he loved it but it felt empty. He felt as if
he didn’t know Jenny anymore. If companionship meant everything to her, she took it
for granted — clearing her plate from the table before Clifford had finished; going to bed early and leaving Clifford alone before the fire to
read books about the war he barely had escaped, this odd new interest of his; driving off to
work at her new shop with a mere peck on the cheek.


“Are you mad at me for something?” he finally asked her, even though he knew it
would
be pointless.


“Don’t be nuts, sweet boy. Try to
keep yourself together. Read your
war book.”


He thought it
might have been his imagination or a change in himself. But then he reminded himself that Jenny always had been stronger than she seemed and he could remember
other times, years before, when her defiance and stagy bravado had impressed him. Inevitably, this kind
of thinking led him back to the night she had coldly
ordered him to “take it out,” a recollection that left him drained and blank.


A few mornings earlier, he had caught a glimpse of her that stayed with him. She’d been in the bathroom
washing up. At the moment Clifford passed by she was leaning over the sink, studying her face in the mirror. Her expression was weary and sad. Clifford had walked on as if he hadn’t seen it, as he
supposed their marriage required.


Now, by the fire, he was wondering how she could be happy, as alone as he in
their
dream house, when he noticed the watch on her wrist. It was his father’s gold watch.


“Where did you find that?” Clifford asked. She knew what he meant instantly. She looked
from her book to her wrist, where the watch shone in the bright light of the reading lamp beside her chair. “I found it in a box of
things.”


“Why are you wearing that? You’ve had it now for
years.”


“I don’t know. I just found it and put
it on. Suddenly I liked the look of it. It seemed Vermonty for me to
wear
a man’s watch with my big checked wool shirts.”


“It’s not much of
a man’s watch.”


“Oh yeah?” She looked at Clifford
with a grin and a funny sleepiness in her eyes, as if a camera flash had caught her halfway through a blink. “It makes me feel empowered.” She spoke the word slowly and mockingly, as if she’d just learned it and was trying it
out. “Clifford,” she added, a new thought
knitting her brow, “why are you so mad at him?”


“Who?”


“Your father. He could
be a fool but whose parents aren’t jerks sometimes? Why are you so mad at him?”


The question startled Clifford. It made
him worry that Jenny was leaving him behind. “Because he was a mean and self-involved old
bastard who would have disinherited me if I had said one word to criticize him. Why this sudden sympathy for the Old Man?”


“I never disliked him as much as you did. And I think he tried to do the right thing by you.”


Clifford studied her, his anger soaking in a bog of wonder and doubt. “Really!” he said. “How odd. How
odd everything is.”


“Yep,” Jenny said happily, with that same sleepy expression, before returning to
her book.


He went flying in the morning. He allowed himself a few hours of flying each month, renting an old single-engine Cessna four-seater in Rutland that had been around for years even by the time he was a teenager learning to fly. He’d make lazy circles over the house or fly off to have lunch alone at some unfamiliar airport coffee shop. Jenny usually was too busy with her shop to go along. When she did go, she didn’t seem to
enjoy
it. One day she announced she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to go again. Now that he was back to flying in circles like a kid
again, she decided she didn’t really like little airplanes, she said, especially that old Cessna he rented. It made her nervous. “I feel like I’m hanging in space and any minute everything is going to tip over and fall,” she explained.


Clifford wasn’t as disappointed as he expected to be. He liked flying alone.







After his pointless excursions, Clifford
would hang around the countertops at Rutland, chatting
about airplanes and flying and the FAA with anybody willing to listen. He wanted to
be known around the airport but nobody seemed interested in him. Clifford assumed the young
instructor with his leather jacket and sunglasses and the older fellow who ran the office thought of
him as a needy soul. They knew he had lost his flying job because he’d run into some kind of heart trouble. Clifford had told them about it to explain the thousands of hours of twin-turbine time in his logbook.


In the air, he daydreamed about Anne Stratton, trying
to
recall the last time he’d seen her. She had started it with a letter, inviting him to visit her at Hancock College. He had played his cards close to his chest, trying to
keep
from falling in love again. After three more years of letters, they had met once more. She had come to stay with him in New York for a night, when he was a senior at Columbia living in his $135-a-month tenement on 109th Street. He could not remember their meeting, just as he could not
remember his reunion with Jenny not long after. He knew that he had driven 10 hours in one day to pick up Anne in Hancock and take her all the way back to
New York. Still, after months of
trying, he could picture only fragments of that trip.


“God is love, Clifford,” she’d said, somewhere, sometime during the weekend. She’d said it with a noticeable Boston accent, which
was strange for her: “Gawd is love, Clifford.” It had bothered
him. He even may have decided he didn’t like her anymore. Whatever the reason, they never wrote or saw each other again. 


She had slept in his bedroom and he on the living room couch. In
the
morning, he had caught a glimpse of her through the alignment of
hallways and doors, standing in her panties, slipping on her jeans, her smooth bare legs aglow in the misty space of his dead rooms. She looked so small and thin, just the sort of
sickly girl to be preaching about God and love.


As he
flew south, Clifford let himself imagine her next to
him — a handsome middle-aged woman with a blush on her smooth cheeks only slightly faded by time, listening with pleasure to the man beside her at the prime of his life pointing out the sights of family interest: the Taconics, the Green Mountains, the Battenkill between them, his grandfather’s farm near the foot of
Mount Equinox; his own humble place, a little jewel in the rough at the end of the road in the woods, where his wife would meet him upon his return.


He would fly so low over the house that Anne could see the red paint laid on thick as paste over wobbly clapboarding. From the air, the house would look bigger than it really was, sprawling with all its attachments and porches atop a deep green sweep of meadow circled by a palisade of tall white pines.


He would tell Anne that its apparent size was an illusion. It was tiny, each attachment just a single room and its porches just wide enough for a couple of rockers. He would tell her that he and Jenny had expected the house to be everything to them, their refuge and their joy. Hard times would only egg them on. They would make an urgent statement full of New England defiance, just as the first occupants must have done when the house was new, back in
the days of
mule-drawn plows and kerosene
lamps: We’ll make a home here despite the frigid winters and the rocks
and the moaning forests. Here is where we go to be at peace. Leave us be.


He wondered if other men thought
about
old girlfriends as intensely as he was thinking about Anne. He wondered if
he would
cheat on Jenny if he ever ran into her. Would they embrace and kiss, finally putting aside all the mistakes that had kept them apart? He expected to see her again. It was only a matter of
time.
After all these years, he felt certain that fate would cross their paths, before it was too
late. He longed for it.


Clifford had a cup of
coffee in Bennington and then flew back to Rutland. It had been a small pleasure to fly again; sometimes he wondered if it was worth tormenting himself this way.


When he entered the office to
pay his bill, Ed Ellis, the owner of
the flight school, was standing behind the counter. He was a lawyer from Boston, recently retired, who had bought
the business as a labor of love.


“How was your flight?” he asked. “Excellent,” Clifford said. “It felt good.”


“Just keeping your hand in,” Ed said manfully, which instantly softened Clifford toward him. Clifford now could imagine that Ed admired him for his flight experience and for
enduring his unspoken troubles so bravely.


They chatted for a while about the perils and pitfalls
of the general aviation business, Clifford leaning on the counter, one foot hooked behind the other, Ed
sitting on the edge of
a desk in his city man’s crew neck sweater. He had never talked as much to Clifford before. It was satisfying for Clifford.
Perhaps they could be friends. As they spoke, he studied Ed’s work place. His desk held a phone and the airport’s base radio. A picture window beyond it looked out on the motionless ramp and runways. The radio hissed peacefully like a wood
fire, occasionally emitting the aspirate voices of far-away pilots calling out their intentions and positions on the common frequency
used at uncontrolled airports throughout the region.


“Say, Clifford, I got a favor to ask of you,” said Ed as he finally attended to Clifford’s credit card. “I’ve got a shortage of line boys today. I expect I always will
at this time of year. I’m covering for the guy who’s at lunch and he’s
running late. I don’t know where the hell he is and I need to get into Rutland by 1
o’clock for an appointment. Any chance you’d tend the radio and mind the counter for me until the kid gets back? And if worse comes to worse —
Who knows? Maybe he quit — I’ll be back in an hour, 90
minutes at the most.”


Clifford liked the offer even though he wasn’t sure he liked being seen as a man
with nothing better to
do.
After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. “Sure! It will remind me of my old days as an airport rat, when I was a kid.”


Ed wrote down the number where he could be reached.
“If anybody shows up and wants fuel, just tell them they have to wait. But I’ll bet you nobody will want anything. It’s dead here now.”


Ed drove away and Clifford sat down at the desk. He felt as if
he were 17 and back at his Rogan Air summer job, torturing himself about Anne and all her boyfriends on Martha’s Vineyard. It was funny. It made him smirk. After a minute, he picked
up the phone and dialed Jenny. The machine answered. He left a message
saying he would be late. He hung up and stared at the phone. In a matter of minutes, he could be talking with Anne, just like a panicky and delirious 17-yearold. All he had to do was come up with some line like a snake oil salesman to justify these strange greetings from long ago.


He could tell her the truth: that he had run into somebody who
looked so much like her that he couldn’t help wondering about her. That he always had been sorry that they had lost touch and that he always had wondered how she
was doing. He could say he was a pilot, still loved flying, happy to be living in a sweet old Vermont farmhouse with the same girl he’d married only a few years after the last time he’d seen Anne. No, no kids, sorry to say. We tried. Now
we’re our
own kids. And you?


He picked up the phone, breathing hard, the scarred muscles in his chest like a board under his skin and the rearranged jumble of
arteries under his collarbone straining to deliver all the red blood his pounding heart required. The terror of the moment thrilled
him. He might as well have had a full head of hair, a brother at Harvard and a lifetime
ahead of him.


He called information and obtained the Hancock alumni office. 


It was so easy. Why hadn’t he done this before? He dialed the number. A
young
woman answered, a student, Clifford
guessed, and he asked her if he could obtain an address and phone number of an alumna from the class of ‘73.


She said no in a nasal baby-sitter voice but offered to
forward a letter for him. “That would be great,” Clifford said, almost relieved and not sure he would really write. Sending a letter or even a note would be too strong a signal that things weren’t right with him. An off-the-cuff phone call was something else.


“Her name is Anne Stratton,” he told the girl. Saying it out loud, in the here and now, as if she still fit into some niche in his life, skewed his sense of time and space. He swelled with deranged pride as the
girl in Hancock clattered at the keyboard
of a computer.


Papers shuffled. Somebody whispered. Something wasn’t right.
The receiver banged in his ear as she put it down. Clifford held still. The air started to flow out of his mouth and like a punctured ball he slowly deflated
— his shoulders stooping, his chest curling forward, his stomach tightening into a knot.


The receiver rumbled. She was back, sounding worried. “Sir, I ... I just have to check on something. I’ll be with you in a minute.”


She had a situation on
her hands, something she’d never dealt with before. Clifford huddled over the desk with the phone hard against his head, already trying to decide how to behave when she gave him the news. So this was how death played its games. It got you all puffed up and ready for your own big show and then surprised you with a nasty trick offstage, just to throw you off and teach you a lesson.


She picked up the receiver again. “I’m
very sorry sir,” she said in a frightened,
quivering voice. “I have to tell you ... that person is deceased.”


He knew it was coming but still it hit him very hard — harder than news of his brother’s death, his mother or father’s death or the death of anyone else. Clifford knew the sudden incomprehensible pain and his rising sorrow were all wrong, which only made them hit him harder, as hard as a punch
in the stomach that knocked the wind
from
him. His body wanted to double over. “Oh ... ” he mumbled feebly. “Deceased? She was only in her forties. She’s deceased?”


“Sir,” she replied almost pleadingly, “all I have is her old record on the screen and it doesn’t say anything except ‘deceased’ at the top after her name.”


“My God,” he muttered into his fist, making up his reaction in an effort to satisfy the girl and conclude the call. “God almighty. Thank you. Thanks for checking. ”


“I’m so sorry,” she said, as if she knew all about Clifford
and Anne, the star-crossed lovers.


He hung up
and looked blindly across the empty runways. Another pain was coming, bigger and deeper
than the one he’d felt when the doctor told him he had angina. In numb shock, sagging in the chair at Ed Ellis’s desk, he pressed his face into his hands and remembered Anne and her kisses and he could not believe that she did
not exist somewhere in the world and that no matter what he did and how much he longed for her he would never see her again.


An hour later, when Ed bustled back from his trip into Rutland, barking out apologies, Clifford
was
still in the chair. He stood up with the look of a trapped
animal.


“Sorry I took so long,”
Ed said as he strode into the lobby, the cold
wind from the door still following him.


“No problem,” Clifford said quickly. “Very quiet here.
No problem at all.”


“Good, good,” Ed said, peeling off his fleece shell. “The kid never came back, I see. Clifford, you’re a life saver.”


For an instant Clifford considered telling Ed Ellis of his loss. Panicking that he could be such a fool, he blurted, “Time to
head
on home. My wife is going to be wondering where I went.”


“Thanks very much, Cliff. Come back and fly soon. If you want to help me out here and you’ve got the time ... ” “Sure, sure, I’d like that very much.”


He drove without seeing the road. He had no right to grieve, no
right to miss her, which made his grief thick like hot tar burning his skin. He had to tell Jenny. He couldn’t go through his evening sitting beside her, hiding it. To keep his mind clear, he planned
what he would tell her. Someone had flown
into the airport that he knew, he would say: Scott Leonard, the boy from Wiscossett who had been with him and Anne on
a double date in Boston years ago. “So how’s old Anne,” Clifford would ask him. Didn’t you know? She’s dead.


Sitting by
the fire listening to the story, Jenny seemed her old self: sweet and kind, too much a flaky innocent to
suspect anything.


“Dead! God, the poor kid. What happened to
her?”


“The guy didn’t know. He didn’t even know when. He
said he’d lost touch with Anne’s friend Kathy Brannon years ago and he had heard it somewhere, someplace ... he didn’t even remember who had told him.” The lie made his heart race. “It really hit me. I don’t know why.
It
hurts.”


“I’m sorry, Clifford,” Jenny said, startling him.


“No! I’m sorry! I’m sorry I feel this way. I suppose it’s ridiculous, these feelings for some high school girl. I haven’t seen her since I was a stupid college kid.”


“You had unfinished business,”
Jenny said simply, halting Clifford’s ranting performance.


















 

Chapter 21



 


 

Clifford developed a tendency
to obsess on things. There he was, my easy-going, lazy pilot, who liked to drink and eat and laugh when we had friends, and all
of a sudden I’d realize he was spending all his time poring through his brother Paul’s journals. He’d saved them when he and his parents went down to the boardinghouse where Paul died and cleaned out the room. They sat in a cardboard
box in the basement. Clifford would sit down there and read them for hours. It was cool in the basement in the summer.


I
think he was trying to find out what Paul had thought of him.



 


 

As if he had never banged on Anne’s door at 2 a.m. and lurched red-faced and pleading at her window, Clifford tracked down her story like a fine old family friend who was entitled to
know. It helped that Jenny, taken in by Clifford’s innocent wonder, sanctioned his quest, as if she thought it was something he had to do for his own peace of mind and soul.


It turned out to be easy to force his way into the remnants of
Anne’s life. When he
found no Strattons listed in Wiscossett, he tried Brannon instead, hoping that Kathy’s parents had survived and remained in town. There was a John P. Brannon whose phone was answered by a raspy-voiced woman who turned out to be Kathy’s mother. A trusting soul, she gave Clifford
her daughter’s married name and phone number in Connecticut.


There was no answer the first several times Clifford called and he chose not to leave a message
but the next day he tried again. When he heard Kathy’s scratchy voice, it stirred up a little breeze that almost rustled his hair and made him close his eyes and breathe in the fresh May air of the dance weekend.


Like Jenny, Kathy seemed to find it reasonable, even noble, that an old boyfriend had surfaced so long after the fact to
learn the circumstances of Anne’s death. She said it had happened
on Martha’s Vineyard. She had died on the living room couch early on one especially warm April day while her husband was at work. “It was her heart,” she told Clifford.


“Her heart?” he gasped.


“A few weeks before for she died,” Kathy said, “Anne passed out driving the car. She was so lucky. It just rolled into the bushes without a scratch. She went to
the doctor but
he couldn’t find anything wrong with her so he sent her on her way. They assumed
it had to do with
her eating problems —
which,
of course, it did.”


“Eating problems?”


“Clifford, you didn’t know? She was bulimic. Even back when she knew you. In fact, I think that’s when it
was starting.”


“My God. I had no idea,” he said, remembering her ghoulish face at the window. He wanted to howl again. For all these years, as he had come and gone, she had been there on
the Vineyard, sick and dying, the sound of his engines droning in her ears.
They had belonged together, each of
them with death hounding them. Instead each had faced death alone and Anne had been the braver one. While Clifford cheated his way out of the contest, Anne had gone all the way.


Kathy almost cheerfully told him of Anne’s life, as if
Clifford had a right to know: A
stock broker’s wife in Boston, she had been miserable, fleeing in tears many nights to Kathy and her husband,
who lived in Brookline then. It had been a terrible mistake, made at a time when Anne was trying to be someone other than herself. “She wasn’t the yuppy type, Clifford,” Kathy explained, “but back then, in
the Eighties, I think she wanted to be doing what all her friends were doing. Moving up. Having things. Making money. Raising a happy family.”


But there were no children. She rarely had a period because of
her illness. The divorce came the same year Anne’s parents were divorced. She lived with her mother
in Wiscossett for a time then moved to her beloved Martha’s Vineyard, where she taught special education for the deaf in the public schools. There were many fools for boyfriends until she met Ted Quarles, a difficult
man but perhaps just right for Anne, Kathy said. They had been married 10 years when she died.


“She always seemed so strong to me, so sure of herself,” Clifford said, trying to give Kathy a hint of his pain and wonder. “She could say things I would remember for the rest of my life. I really ... adored her. ”


If only she had married you, Clifford, he wanted to hear her say. You would have saved her and she would have saved you.


“It was the time, Clifford. That’s all,” she said instead, as if Clifford needed a hard slap in the face. “What does a 17-year-old know anyway? You mistook her petulance for strength. Isn’t that typical for a lovesick boy? She could be very cold, Clifford. I used to think she was mean as hell to her boyfriends.”


“‘Mean’? I don’t remember it that way,” he said, abandoning all hope of finding a place for himself in the story.


“Clifford, she told me in college that she wished she could have a hysterectomy so she could have sex without ever worrying about children. She was 18 or 19 years old then, Clifford! She was an odd duck.
I loved her but boy was she tough.”


Kathy told him to call Mrs. Stratton, who had moved to
the
island a year or two after Anne. “She misses Anne so much. I think she would love to hear from you, Clifford.
She loves to talk to all of Anne’s friends. I’m sure she’d remember you. I remember you too. By your laugh. You were always laughing, Clifford.” 


“I was?”


“Oh yes. You were always laughing and joking.”


“Kathy, Didn’t Anne tell you what I did the last time I saw her in Wiscossett?”


“No. I don’t think so. What did you do, Clifford?”


“You didn’t know about the ladder to her window and the police looking for me in the bushes and the lady next door who took
me in?”


“Oh that. Oh sure. I knew about that. Well hell, like I said. It was the time. Lots of boys did crazy things. That was pretty crazy but
you didn’t think you were the only one, did you, Clifford?”


He blinked, opened his mouth to answer and didn’t know what to say.


Saving him,
Kathy asked about his life. He left out the heart disease and the end of his job. He was taking some time off from the rat race — “a sabbatical, I’d guess you call it,” he said — to enjoy the Vermont house and be with his wife and think about the future. “I’m lucky to
be able to do it. No kids to put through college, a little money to keep us going for a while.”


“Yes, yes, that’s great. We wish we could do that.” But there were two kids, she said, and she and her husband both worked hard, she as a lawyer and he in advertising.


As the chilly night congealed around their old house and Jenny turned the pages of her book by the fireplace, Clifford went to the desk upstairs to write a letter to
Kathy. He wanted to
explain himself further. It had been more
than just ‘the time,’” he wrote:


“I believe I truly loved her. Why
else did it hurt so much to hear
of her death? Maybe that time in
our lives did make it easier to love someone so totally. Whatever the reason, I’m stuck with it.”


He did
not add that he believed he might have saved her — if only he’d made love to her when he finally had the chance instead of
losing her forever. He asked if Kathy had any photos of Anne. “I’d be grateful for the chance to see that face once more after all these years,” he wrote.


It took
two days of brooding to make calling Mrs.
Stratton inevitable, despite his wariness. “I remember you!” she said enthusiastically, like someone at a cocktail party.


He told her how sorry he was about the crazy way he’d acted that last time he’d seen her. The apology made him suddenly terrified. “Your husband didn’t like me and I gave him a reason for it,” Clifford said, his voice shaking and beginning to break.


“He didn’t like anyone,” she said, dismissing the subject and clearing away Clifford’s terror as if
she had swept away cobwebs
with a broom. “I felt terrible for
you,
Clifford. You poor boy. Anne could be so mean to her boyfriends.”


You poor boy. The epithet pleased Clifford. It gave him the courage to ask what happened to Anne, as if he hadn’t learned the answer from Kathy.


“It was two years ago next month, Clifford. Just before the time of
year she loved the best. You should have been there for her funeral.
So many friends. The church
was full of daffodils. Anne loved daffodils. Her ashes were spread over the salt pond just beyond their farm. It’s a lovely place.”


He pictured himself standing in
the back of the church, a stranger to everyone. He wished he had been there.


Anne had suffered from bulimia, Mrs. Stratton said. It had started in
her late teens. She had battled it all her life. It took a toll on
her — she hadn’t had her period in years by the time she died.


“Oh Clifford.
I
remember one day we all met for lunch in Boston. The whole family was there, except Jim, of course, whom I’d divorced by then, and when Anne arrived from the Vineyard and came to the table she was beaming, just glowing like I hadn’t seen her in years.


‘Guess what!’ she announced. ‘I got my period!’ Oh Clifford,
she was so happy and we all were happy
too. I keep seeing her that day, smiling and happy and positively glowing.” 


She was living with Ted Quarles by then. Somehow
Ted was just right for
her, Mrs. Stratton said. She couldn’t understand it herself but she was glad Anne had found some peace. Anne met Ted, Mrs. Stratton told him, after she had used almost all of the money she had inherited from her grandmother to buy a piece of land on the Vineyard. It was near the ocean, with its own salt pond. It happened to
be next to the Quarles family place in Chilmark.
“Ted’s a strange man,” Mrs. Stratton said. “A plumber who paints. A Vietnam vet with a temper. I didn’t think he loved her enough.
But he misses her, Clifford. I know he does. It has taken some time but I think he’s fallen to
pieces — although you’d never know the difference with Ted. He doesn’t have much to say.”


They lived a pleasant life, despite Ted’s oddities, she said. Ted built Anne a bench in a clearing on the land that she owned next to
their cottage in the Quarles compound. She
planted the ground around it
with daffodils. In April when they bloomed she would sit and look across the pond to the booming ocean. “She’s there still,” Mrs. Stratton said, “when she isn’t in the house here with me.”


She asked Clifford about himself.


“I’m doing great! Terrific!” he said, waking himself from a dream. “Taking some time off.” All the while he burned to
tell her about his heart. He wanted to
tell her of the terrible
blow when he learned he was mortally afflicted, the unjust destruction of his career despite his fine recovery, and his vague fear that his life was still in danger.


“How is your brother? The Harvard man?”


The question stopped him dead. “Oh,” he said quietly. “Paul died a long time ago. It must be 16
or 17 years.”


“That’s so awful, Clifford. I’m so sorry. What happened?”


Clifford didn’t want to put it into words. None of them meant anything. They made him feel worthless. “Nobody really knows. His heart and pills, I guess.” He didn’t want to tell her any more. Why had his body gone cold
and why had his eyes turn hot? He fought through
it, distracting himself with a question of his own. “Who was the lady next door, Mrs. Stratton? Why did she take me in? I assume you knew she did that. She said she was a friend of
yours.”


“Oh yes. Claire Ott. She’s a lovely old gal. Lost her husband and her son years ago and she’s a very dear friend of mine. I don’t remember much about it, Clifford.
I
think I’d told her about you. She wasn’t a fan of my husband’s. She lives in Boston now. Has a place on Beacon Hill.”


She made Clifford promise to visit whenever he and Jenny came to the island, as if
everyone sooner or later visited Martha’s Vineyard. Clifford
had been there a thousand times to land and discharge passengers and drink a cup of coffee but he’d never been there with Jenny and couldn’t imagine ever taking her there now.


“She’s here with me, Clifford,” Mrs. Stratton said of her dead daughter. “I feel her. We were best friends and I miss her so much. But I know she’s with me and every day I talk to her. I know she’d be happy that you cared enough to ask about her.”


He wanted more. He wanted to
know if Anne had ever mentioned him. He wanted to know if she had ever thought about him and come to realize that he had loved her more
than anyone else. He wanted it made clear he belonged among Anne’s survivors, with as much right to grieve for her incredible absence as any of
her friends and lovers. But he knew he couldn’t ask without sounding lonely and pathetic.


After they had exchanged their good-byes, Clifford said “Wait!” and asked if Anne’s husband would be put off to receive a note from one of her long-lost boyfriends. “I just want to tell him I’m sorry about Anne.”


“Ted does have a temper,” she said, “but no, I think you should do
it, Clifford. I think it would be the right thing to do.”


That night, his eyes fogging with sleep, he wrote a short note to


Ted Quarles:


”I hope you will forgive my presumption in writing you. I am an old admirer of your wife, having known her for a little while in my high school and college years. I just learned of her death and I find it a painful piece of news. I cannot
imagine the world without her in it. If the news hits me hard, I can only imagine the pain of your loss. I write in honor of Anne just to express my condolences.”


He studied the note. Rubbing his eyes, he heard Jenny yawn in her chair and took the note downstairs to show her.


“It’s fine, Clifford,” she said. “A nice thing to do, too, I guess.” “You don’t think it’s too weird? I don’t want to make an ass out of myself.”


“I don’t know ... probably not. You loved her. It’s a simple thing. Or it should be.”


“I did, didn’t I?”
he asked, suddenly aware how cold and silent the little room seemed with its crooked black windowpanes and sagging pine ceiling.


She handed the note back to him and returned to
her book. “Nobody ever loved me like that,” she said simply.


He cringed, frightened by a vision of Jenny as white as snow, her blue eyes dull and lifeless, her long blond hair smeared across the back of her chair by the last roll of her head.


“Adolescence,”
he said, trying to dismiss her comment and his guilt. “It was the time, that’s all.”


















 


 

Chapter 22



 


 


 

I thought it was normal for any man his age to read all the books he could find about the Vietnam War. I
thought it was good we each
had our separate places to go. Separate lives – somehow separate lives saved me from ever having to think about Florence or my trips to the hospital after we were married and tried for a little while to have children.


We sat together
on the couch in the evenings. Clifford’s eyes filled up with tears one night over some documentary film about the war. He turned away from me slightly and tried to pretend
he wasn’t crying but I knew he was.



 


 

Awake for hours in the middle of
the night, Clifford lay with his back to Jenny. A lost time came back to him,
flooding him with memories of many people beside Anne.


There had been another night when he could not sleep. Three feet away in
the dark, his roommate Larry and Larry’s girlfriend Sandra were at it. This time Larry seemed to be having some sort of trouble. “Are you coming?” Sandra hissed. “I can’t,” Larry whispered miserably. Clifford
had his back to them in
the dark. It sounded as though she were on top. All the huffing and puffing came from her.


A three-foot space separated his pullout sofa bed from theirs. The beds were bolted to the floor of their 12-by-10-foot room on the ground floor of Hackensack Hall at the Teaneck Campus of Benton State College. Clifford hated the room. It was obvious that it had been built to be a single not a double. He hated Larry too. It had taken him
time to realize it but Larry was dull, nothing like a friend from Exeter would have been. He had liked him once, so much so that he had switched roommates and moved in with him. Larry had nearly flunked out of Greylock, a prep school in the Berkshires, but he sported a familiar
preppy look: long James Taylor hair, denim shirts, Levi cords and topsiders and he understood the
boarding
school experience.


Clifford took Larry and Sandra’s fucking, as bad as it seemed to be for them, as an insult. It mocked everything about him: his own preppy clothes, his newfound academic superiority, his wit and sarcasm. No matter who Clifford pretended to be, Larry
and
Sandra’s fucking branded him not merely a loser and a virgin but the trio’s eunuch. He had survived Exeter only to become an outcast all over again, no better than the madman who had rung doorbells at 2 a.m. and climbed ladders to bedroom windows to beg for love.


At least he wasn’t crazy and he didn’t belong in institutions. Paul had survived his suicide attempt and somehow
managed to graduate from Harvard cum laude only to lose a job in
New York and wander Central Park ragged and dirty, lost in a prescription drug-haze, telling joggers and nannies not to worry about
the Chinese and their nuclear missiles because Richard Nixon was a good man who would protect them all. The police picked him up and put him in Bellevue. After their father had moved him to a private hospital, Clifford
visited him with his mother. Neither
she nor Clifford
took it very seriously. Clifford
didn’t know what she thought but it seemed to him that Paul wasn’t really crazy. He just acted that way sometimes to get by. Paul didn’t belong in a mental hospital any more
than Clifford did.


Harvard had
rejected Clifford, who had moped through his senior year at Exeter, going to weekend dances and writing letters to girls who wrote back once or twice but never saw him again. Benton, Clifford’s safety school, had taken him in. He was happy to find Larry there. Larry smoked
a lot of dope. With his bug eyes, crooked
smile and overeager laugh, he seemed like a good ally to stand with Clifford against Benton’s public high school graduates —
young men in sneakers and sweatshirts who doubted nothing and flocked to join the Reserve Officer Training Corps so they could drill on weekends in their uniforms.


It was the fall of 1969. Student deferments would end except for people who joined ROTC. They could finish school before going off to
war. Meanwhile, there would be a national lottery by birth
date to determine who of the others would go to Vietnam as soon as the spring term was over.


Larry and Clifford pretended not to worry about it. What could
they do except hope for good luck? The ROTC option was unthinkable to them. They couldn’t imagine jamming their feet into combat boots, barking “Yes Sir” with their chins buried in their necks and shooting at little brown people in straw hats and pajamas who farmed with water buffaloes.


Now Larry had taken up with this moose of a girl, which presented a far more immediate problem. The trouble started after the three of
them
had shared a jug of Gallo wine supplied by Clifford and smoked two joints supplied by Sandra. She and Larry had giggled and shouted “Let’s get naked!” and Clifford, figuring life was finally beginning to gather momentum and he’d better not let it
pass
him by, joined them. Stoned and pink with little freckles, birthmarks and patches of curly hair, they
had smoked cigarettes, played records and lolled away the afternoon laughing at their own warm and gauzy world.


Later, in the gray darkness,
Clifford lay on his bed in a daze listening to an Ian and Sylvia record, believing himself to comprehend its French lyrics for the first time. “Si les bateaux que nous avons bati ... ” Slowly it dawned on him that Larry and Sandra had begun to writhe. Through
the layers of his cozy stupor, he sensed trouble and pulled his pillow over his head even though it made his limp penis the most prominent feature
of his exposed body.


“Be nice to Clifford,” Larry whispered.


Sandra wasn’t pretty. A
smart music major from Asbury Park, she wore glasses and let her long mouse-brown hair hang straight down
like a hippie’s. Clifford
managed only a vague interest when she lumbered over on hands and knees and perched herself above him. He figured getting laid under any circumstances was better than remaining a virgin; perhaps it was even better
this way the first time — a meaningless joke that cost him nothing.


Clifford let the pillow slip from his face and, looking up at Sandra’s chin, raised his hips to push himself into her. But when he found home, she cocked her hips in a way that kept him from penetrating. “I’m sorry, Clifford,” she whispered in his ear. “I just can’t. I don’t feel right. I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.”


“Aw, come on,” Larry said somewhere off to Clifford’s side. “No. I just can’t,” she said.


Clifford turned his face into the pillow, his chance lost, and wondered why she was so emphatic about her sorrow.


Sandra gave him a joint that night as a peace offering. “It’s all for you,” she said. He got dressed and asked if
they wouldn’t mind if he went outside and found a place to smoke it alone just so he could unwind a little and do some thinking.


“Sure, man. Peace. It’s cool. Whatever turns you on,” Larry said with his crazy, crooked
smile. Clifford put on his father’s old Army
jacket from the Korean
war, which he had found hanging in the basement at home, and strode through the darkness across the street to the new glass and steel dorm perched above the slow, brown Hackensack River. Mounted on pillars, it had an excavated foundation full of dirt piles and lengths of
leftover coiled cable that afforded a
depressing but useful place for getting stoned.


That was the night when everything changed. Before, Sandra and Larry had been going to fuck at her dorm at the adjoining campus of Abbot College, where Sandra had a single bedroom in a suite. Now, with Clifford willing to
stand by naked and bear witness, they were sleeping together almost every night in Clifford’s company. He would roll over and try
to drift to sleep.


The night that Larry couldn’t come marked the second
week of Clifford’s banishment. Emboldened by their trouble,
he opened his eyes and glared at the wall, finally ready to
fight.


“Can’t you come?” Sandra hissed again.


There was another round of hushed pleas, another spell of rhythmic rustling so urgent and
mechanical that even a virgin could tell the situation was hopeless. Clifford,
enraged, couldn’t stop listening.







“Fuck this!” he finally shouted, throwing back his covers and stomping onto the cold concrete floor. Larry and Sandra held still. Clifford
grabbed his bathrobe, a textbook and his cigarettes and flew out the door into the jaundiced light of the hallway, letting the door
slam behind him. He spent the rest of the night in a boiler room,
chain-smoking, trying to
concentrate on a chapter about ecosystems and the food chain.


Clifford later learned from
Larry that Sandra had burst into tears, thrown on her clothes and fled the room in a bloom of shame. A week later, Larry’s repressed emotional frailty had found its expression. He developed pneumonia and disappeared into a hospital. Eventually he went home to his bewildered working-class parents, who had only wanted to
give him a chance to lead a better life. He never returned to Benton.


Clifford grew a beard, which came in red, the color of his brother’s hair. He decided he was getting fat — he had gained 10 pounds over the summer and fall — and he tried to diet, failing every few days with large chocolate bars. He wrote Columbia
for a transfer application because he was ashamed that he’d failed to
get into a school his father could be proud of and he somehow decided the harsh grim world of New York City would be good therapy for him.


He studied at the Abbott library, peeking over his books to look at pretty girls.


He took long walks up the old Hackensack Canal towpath, smoking cigarettes, until he came upon a
bloated dead dog one day floating in the scummy water. Walks were no good anyway, he decided. In a letter, Paul disagreed. Paul lived at the 34th Street YMCA looking for
work and had walked and walked all over Manhattan. “Walking is good for you, Laddyo!
Try it! You’ll like it!” He had walked from his room all the way around the edge of Manhattan Island, or as close to the edge of it as he could get. “There were no
ladies with baby carriages to be frightened,” he wrote. “The police were all kindly and polite. Black people spread out before me like the waters of the Red Sea.”


His mother never asked why Clifford kept returning to the house on Friday afternoons. She was busy
learning stenography in
case she had to
get a job. She had a boyfriend who drank a lot. Just beers, because who could blame a man with throat cancer for having a few beers. “The damn fool didn’t tell the doctor about the sore on his tongue. He’s got no one to blame but himself,” his mother told Clifford. The three
of them sat together in the living room at dinner, eating from individual foldable tables, watching the anti-war and civil rights demonstrations on the television news, usually in silence. His mother’s friend, who sold vacuum cleaners and called Clifford “Little Lord Fauntleroy” behind his back, glowered at the long-haired protesters and croaked, “I fought my war. Why can’t they fight theirs?”


In the old Rambler his father had given him, Clifford
took long drives up the old state highway that followed the west bank of the Hudson into the scruffy hill country to the north. It was a good direction to go, the direction
his grandfather had headed to go to
Vermont. In just a few miles, the marshy lowlands and wide valleys of New Jersey — obliterated by a carpet of suburbs — gave way to dirty brown foothills and ratty railroad towns squeezed into snug valleys where Mad Anthony Wayne had galloped in the Revolution. In a few miles more, the mountains started —
low, rolling and moody — a rumpled welcome mat to New England and the bleak realm of upstate New York. He wished he had a girl. He’d take her to Vermont and show her his grandfather’s farm, if he could find it.


No one talked much about the draft lottery. Not at home, not at school, not on the news. The dull sense of
its presence discouraged pointless chatter. The night it was conducted in Washington, Clifford was at the Abbot library
looking at girls. The other young men of Hackensack Hall draped themselves on the railings and steps of the dingy center stairwell listening for their birthdays to be called from a radio on the floor. When Clifford
returned, he found them laughing and wailing in the stairwell, all talking at once, the best of friends for life.


“Hey Nelson,”
one of them said, “when’s
your birthday, pal?”


He told them. Somebody who’d kept a list howled. “Hope your
aim is good, pal! You’re number five out of 365! Hello Hanoi, here he comes!”


The stairwell erupted into cheers and applause. Clifford, the big lottery winner among all the men at Hackensack, was happy to see they didn’t hate him. He grinned, teetered against the green concrete wall and slid to the floor with a stupid smile. There he sat like a crumpled bum, accepting a can of beer someone
found for him, guzzling sloppily so that side streams flowed through his shapeless beard. Someone else opened another can and from the second floor poured it on his head.


“Nelson,”
said a wiry Italian freshman from Piscataway, “Why didn’t you join Rotsee like us? You’re going to get your butt blown off
in the infantry, man! Do
you want to bend over and kiss your own ass good-bye or
you
want one of
us to do it
for you?”


A half dozen cheerful lottery losers slumped down on the floor with
Clifford, swilling a growing supply of donated beers. After four quick cans, Clifford was drenched, drunk and happy, doubling over at shouted jokes about cleaning latrines and burning
villages with Zippo
lighters. When the laughing died down and the winners drifted away from their seats on the staircase and along the railings, the losers
on the hallway floor stared into space with vague grins. 


“Too late to join ROTC, right?” Clifford asked,
pronouncing it “rotsee.”


 “I think so.”


“No way out
of this, right?”


“I don’t think so. Except enlisting. ”


Clifford wondered
if he’d finally found himself a group,
friends at least until the draft sent them all off in different directions. But one by one, they lifted themselves up and wandered away to their rooms to call their parents or their girlfriends. Clifford
didn’t know who to call. Like a family death, his predicament had to be reported
to someone but he didn’t want to
call
his father, who Clifford
feared would blame him for
losing the lottery, blame him for leaving Exeter with lousy grades, blame him for being an irresponsible dreamer and winding up at Benton, one lonely, miserable jerk. He didn’t want to
call Arnold Perry at Antioch or Sewell Wallace at Randall College in Maryland because he feared they had fared better.


“Oh my God!” his mother said with a strangely merry laugh. “Number five? Clifford, that’s awful! You poor thing.” He hadn’t wanted to call her either. Clifford finally had begun to notice how
oddly clinical his mother was about other people’s problems, even her own sons’.
She was busy now like an overworked
nurse handling the demise of
her alcoholic boyfriend and wasn’t likely to suddenly develop a capacity for sympathy. Her saving grace was that Clifford could
talk back to
her in anger.


“‘Poor thing?’ I’m fucked! I’m going to get my ass blown off for
what? That stupid fucking pointless war!” The foul language popped from his mouth like a wad of snot he didn’t know was there.


Finally he did call Sewell. It came as no surprise that he had landed on his feet, number
313 in the lottery. So had Arnold, he said, who was number 297. “Why don’t you join the Air Force, Clifford? You like to fly!”
Sewell joked on the phone, guffawing until he stopped himself and apologized. “I’m sorry. This is serious, I know.” “I don’t want to fly in Vietnam,” Clifford muttered. “With those SAMs zipping up your asshole from out of nowhere. Hey! This is for real here! We’re not just talking! I’m facing a fucking disaster!” But the whole thing was just talk. He didn’t really believe it himself, not yet.


“Come on down here to Annapolis this month and pay me a visit, Clifford,” Sewell said. “You need to get away. There are girls here. I’ll introduce you.”


So after classes one Friday in November, Clifford went on his first long-distance trip alone by automobile, pointing his Rambler south on the New Jersey Turnpike and brimming with a giddy sense of hope and purpose because
he was on the road with some place to go and someone to
see and nine long months before the war got him.


He chain-smoked. He sang to
songs on the radio. He heard on the news that people were descending on Washington for a big demonstration against the war. Only then did he notice there were Volkswagen buses and beat-up
station wagons embedded in the traffic all around him, plastered with flower stickers and peace-sign decals. A kid in a passing freakmobile flashed the “V” peace sign at him. Clifford scrambled to unroll his window and hold up his fingers in a “V” of his own before his new friend
floated too far off to see.


His sad life at Benton faded into history as he flowed along with the happy tide. But he had to leave his river of friends when he turned off the interstate to head south through Delaware, a land below the Mason-Dixon line where, to Clifford’s astonishment, people at gas stations talked with Southern accents. Local rush-hour traffic hemmed him in, a Yankee trapped among the suburban
descendants of bitter
border-state secessionists, their brakes lights flashing angrily on and off in his windshield. WABC disappeared from the radio. Some cracker preached in a whine about Jesus and the woman at the well. The sky darkened. There was a flash of light and a low
rumble
audible above the hum of the tires — Fort Sumter cannons.
Then came a cluster of bangs against the hood and roof as the view out his windshield vanished in a torrent of rain and hail. Clifford
maneuvered to the shoulder and stopped, horns blaring, the water and ice roaring. 


He’d never seen hail. In wonder at this Southern weather, he waited out the worst of the storm and continued south in a steady rain as darkness
fell,
disappearing into his adventure. Smoking his cigarettes, hunching over the wheel to read road signs with strange names, twisting the radio to get rid of preachers and gospel singers, he watched the white line unspool and waited on the edge of
his seat for
it to
take him some place safe.


When he
made his way into the streets of Annapolis and finally found the campus of Randall College, he was tired
of vaulting through the shiny darkness. He longed to be taken in. But the campus seemed deserted and when he finally found Sewell’s dorm the hallways were empty. He knocked on Sewell’s door. There was no answer. “That asshole!” he spat.


For a time, he sat in the Rambler wondering what to do. The temperature was falling and the wind made the black crowns of trees glitter in the dark. He had $20 in
his wallet and an Esso credit card the company was threatening to cancel unless he paid his bill.


He realized he hadn’t tried Sewell’s door. Like a soldier
taking command, he jumped from the Rambler and loped across the parking lot back to
the dorm.
Sewell’s door opened. In the dark, messy room,
one long-necked lamp was on, bent low to illuminate a torn piece of
notebook paper on a desk. In Sewell’s neat, rigid hand, it read: “If Clifford Nelson comes for me, tell him I’ll be at 14th and Constitution at 1 p.m. I will be in
the Maryland section in the Arlington staging area at 10 p.m. I will be at Susan Young’s apartment at 2400 Virginia
Avenue NW, Room 721, Building C after that.”


Clifford looked up into space. He had never been to Washington. The addresses
meant nothing to him. Even if he could find the city, he didn’t know how he could find Sewell. He looked around the room
and imagined himself collapsing onto one of the two unmade beds. He decided it was better to be lost on the road than to
take the chance of being found by a stranger, asleep like a lonely bum in someone’s dirty sheets. 


He took the note and returned to the car, for no good reason thinking of Anne Stratton at the wheel of her father’s Oldsmobile and the lovely way she had driven it through
the streets of Boston. The memory of her made him even lonelier but it steadied him for the challenge ahead. He’d find Washington, where he had never meant to go, and he would curse Sewell until he found him too, his old friend from
a better time. 


















 


 

Chapter 23



 


 


 

The one thing Clifford taught me was how to have a drink every night before dinner. No one in
my family was a drinker.


Clifford’s mother and father both threw them down pretty well. I got good at it in Vermont. In Vermont, the snow was the purest I had ever seen. Working there at my table, when Clifford was off skiing or chopping wood or tracking down Anne, I began to think of Florence. It was a dull thing. It did not frighten me. How good a
drink tasted those evenings by the fire.



 


 

U.S.
Route 50 felt like a death trap with its endless chain of headlights flashing in his eyes from just beyond a feeble metal divider. It was serious business, this blind driving through angry lights into the unknown. Route 50
would have been happy to kill him but instead it took him to New York Avenue, which took him into the city of
Washington, where blocks split along diagonals with one-way signs rising in his windshield and car horns honking at him from behind. There was no pattern
to the streets, just block after block of surprise turns and splits, unreadable signs in the shadows, litter and potholes and old brick buildings covered with shabby commercial facades, some with spires and turreted corners above them like the ornaments on the glum old ante-bellum brick buildings in Civil War photographs of Richmond before the fall. 


Frazzled and tired, he pulled
over and called Susan Young’s number from a pay phone as the bleak city
breathed in the shadows all around him. Her voice was smooth and soft but grown-up and businesslike. He was impressed that Sewell knew such a woman — a working person in her late 20s perhaps,
a young woman starting a career and a wonderful life who was close enough to
college-age to have college-age friends like Sewell.


“You have to get across town,” she told him, suggesting that he take New York Avenue until it merged with Pennsylvania Avenue at the White House and turned northwest
toward Georgetown. “Just take it to Washington Circle, follow the circle around to 23rd Street, take it three or four blocks down to
Virginia and take a left.” How kind
she was to think
he understood. How brave he felt to be expected to comprehend such intimate details of America’s myocardial center, Tricky
Dick’s hometown, the place where Clifford’s number had been picked to send him off to war.


“I’m really sorry about this,”
Clifford said. “You don’t have any idea who I am.”


“Don't be silly. You’re a friend of Sewell’s. We’ll see you in a little while.”


Her directions were useless. He forgot them in
seconds and had no idea what he was doing. When the White House passed by on his left — a three-dimensional island of light like an alabaster vision of heaven in the middle of a seething black hell — he peered at it frantically, like an immigrant denied a glimpse of the Statue of Liberty after a long ride across in steerage. It didn’t matter to him that Tricky
Dick was there. The sight
of the White House rooted him. This was Washington after all, Clifford’s city as much as anyone’s, the place he’d been taught to look to for heroes since fifth-grade social studies and for
villains since the war.


Random turns and lurches between stoplights finally brought him to Virginia Avenue by miracle or pure luck. Ahead he saw towering glass and marble high-rises beyond the shadows of
boarded-up tenements from the 1880s, condemned, according to posters on the plywood that hid them,to be demolished for the Washington of tomorrow.


He found a spot to
park in
the residents’ garage under Building C of the three unblemished high-rises. He took an elevator and found his way down a chrome
and glass space-station hallway to
Susan Young’s apartment on the
seventh floor. She answered the door with a smile, a thin, pale woman in her twenties wearing sweater and jeans. She took his arm — Clifford melted; he would have let her take him anywhere — and led him into a one-room apartment
where a man with a beard and a woman with long beaded necklaces sat in a nook at a dining room table lit only by candlelight, glasses of wine before them. Under a picture window in the main room, a
sad-looking young woman sat on a sectional sofa, her ankles tucked under her rump. She had dark eyes and her black hair pulled back in a wave like Anne Stratton’s, although her face was rounder
and her nose a little fatter and turned up. If she only would smile, Clifford thought, she might be pretty.


“That’s Gayle,” Susan Young said, “and these are my sister Jamie and my friend Bernie. So Sewell’s friend: Come and join as at the table. Are you here for the march?”


Clifford stooped as he nodded and grinned. “No, no ... I don’t know what I’m here for. I don’t know where the hell I am. I’ve been driving all day just to find old Sewell.”


“Well good luck with that,” said Bernie, a man of about 30 who wore a shaggy pullover and frayed jeans. “He’s been at it all day.” Jamie was dressed in a long multicolored skirt, her straight hair parted in the middle.


Clifford liked them. They were so easy about this stranger in their midst and they looked like good people — people who opposed the war and cared about a young man facing destruction. Joining them at the table and talking with them reminded him of a class at Exeter. It was like a wonderful English class for grown-ups in
which the conversation flowed with the wine. Plates of food littered the table instead of notebooks and Signet paperback editions. Clifford’s chest vibrated as he talked about his day’s grand adventures. His heart seemed to flutter once or twice but
he didn’t give it a thought. They talked about the Washington area’s Southern vestiges, the cold front that had brought the hailstorms, Nixon’s lottery and the limitations of Benton College according to Clifford Nelson.


“I won’t have to worry about Benton much longer,” Clifford
said. “I guess I’ll be heading to Danang or Saigon next summer.”


“How about Canada? Would you consider
that?” Gayle called from her place on the sofa across the
room.


“I don’t know,” Clifford said gravely, rubbing his red beard as if he’d really
think about it. “I just don’t know.” He knew he’d never go to Canada, no
matter
what the Army had in store for him. Going to Canada required too much of
a decision.


Near 10 o’clock, after they had fed their grateful wanderer a leftover lasagna and salad dinner, Clifford heard the hallway door bang open and Sewell’s unmistakable duck-like laugh. Wrapped in
a long military trench coat, his red hair pulled into a ponytail, his arm around a serenely smiling blond girl, Sewell swept into the room as if
nothing had existed before his arrival. Two more girls followed, heftier and not as pretty, their hands draped on
his shoulders from behind, breaking into a chant: “One, two, three, four, we don’t want your fucking war!” They lapsed into giggles as they split up and
bounced in different directions into the room like billiard balls.


“Clifford! You made it!” Sewell declared, detaching himself from
his girl and opening his arms. It was an uncharacteristic greeting for
an Exeter alumnus but Clifford accepted it eagerly, embracing his old friend as if
they’d been through a war together.


“I like that beard, brother,” Sewell said. “Peace and love and all that crap,” he laughed. “So what’s the deal ...
Are you going to go march tonight?”


“Is that what you’re going to do?” 


“Yessirree! I’m going out again. It’s just too intense not to be out
there. You’ve got to go do it, Clifford.”


Sewell, who never introduced the girls — Clifford had to gather their names from the conversation — ate leftover lasagna and gulped down wine as he told of crazy people in a Cadillac who had tried to run
over protesters at DuPont Circle, screaming “Fucking Commies!” as they had swerved onto the curb trying to run down stragglers in the retreating crowd. Through pure luck, no one had been hit.


“Except for that kind of shit,” Sewell said, “it’s beautiful out there. There’s a lot of positive energy going down.”


At Exeter, Clifford would have dismissed the new Sewell as an act. Now, with their Exeter days already like a shimmering dream and the war oozing from the TV around the perimeter
of his life, he admired Sewell’s enthusiasm and his commitment to a cause. He admired his harem too.


It was only during a lull, when Susan and Jamie and Bernie all got up from the table to clean up — Gayle remained on the couch reading —
that Sewell acknowledged his girlfriend. Lowering his voice and leaning toward Clifford, he said, “That’s my wife over there. Well, of course, she’s not my wife ... but that’s the way we’re thinking of it. Remember all those nights at the stadium talking about
girls? God
Clifford, I don’t know how I’d stand life without them now. Have you
ever woken up with a girl in your arms? Have you ever really slept with a girl? I don’t just mean fuck her. I mean spend the night with her and wake up with her in the daylight. It’s the most wonderful feeling in the world. It’s so natural and beautiful, man. That’s what it’s all about.” Clifford prepared to
respond but was glad to
realize that Sewell expected no reply.


“Let’s go!” Sewell cried to Clifford after telling his women that they should “rest up” for the morning’s march from the Capitol to the Mall. “I’m going to do the Death Vigil again because Clifford’s got to be a part of this.” Clifford
would have been happy to stay with the grown-ups, the wine and Sewell’s mysterious girls but he pretended
to be eager to go, throwing on his coat as he followed Sewell to the door, the two of them like ambulance volunteers answering a late-night call. “Wait up,”
called Gayle, who had closed her book and risen from the couch. “I’m coming too.”


When the cold air hit Clifford’s face, he tucked his chin into his upturned collar and shoved his hands in his pockets. Just then Gayle reached him from behind and slipped her arm through his. “Hope you don’t mind,” she said. “It’s so cold. All I have is this windbreaker.” “No, not at all,” Clifford replied, surprised and delighted. She tried to smile. It was a sad-looking half-hearted attempt but in Clifford’s eyes her self-confidence made up
for it. Suddenly his trip to
Washington had taken on a whole new mood of promise.


The city seemed deserted but they had to
walk only a few yards before the army of goodness showed itself. A van screeched
to a stop in the middle of the empty street and the bearded young driver called out to them, “You going to Arlington?”


“Sure are,” Sewell said, bounding to
the back of the van, where he opened the double doors to
expose
a platoon of marchers packed on the floor
in jeans and olive-green jackets and shaggy haircuts and beards. “Hop in!” someone said and they were off, bouncing with the others in silence like paratroopers over Normandy waiting for the big drop.


The ride was short. For the last few minutes of the trip, the van rolled slowly, like an airliner coming to the gate. When it
lurched to a stop and somebody banged
open the back doors, Clifford could see nothing but people —
loosely packed and moving easily in all directions but so many
that they erased the road, the curb, the sidewalks, the frozen grass and all other traces that would have allowed for a sense of
where
they were. Clifford, Gayle and Sewell and the rest of the little squad of reinforcements jumped out and merged instantly with a multitude that might have gone on for a thousand miles in all directions, as far as Clifford could tell.


He stood on
his tiptoes and saw above the sea of heads short spires of steam and smoke that disappeared as soon as the wind took them. He looked up to discover ghostly bare treetops, most of
their brown leaves blown away by the day’s storms. They were adorned instead by people draped over branches, their legs dangling in the air, triumphantly waving at friends below as if
they’d conquered their parents’ America. One wore an Uncle
Sam outfit including a stovepipe hat and a flowing white beard. He nodded at the people below with a look of satisfaction.


Moving through the crowd as if they were a couple, Clifford and Gayle followed Sewell, trusting him to make sense of
things. Somehow he led them through
the backs and shoulders and elbows and the sticky scent of marijuana to a place where the crowd thinned and defined its own limits around a bank of tables where large white cards were handed to people passing by in a line. Sewell took them to a place to join the line far from the tables. Gayle held on
to Clifford’s arm as if
they’d known each other forever. She didn’t seem to require him to speak. They silently watched the crowd around them and the backs of
the people ahead of them and shuffled along for a half hour
before they were handed their cards. Each bore the name of
an American soldier who had died in Vietnam. The name on
Clifford’s card was Mason Wyche.


The line remained intact and began to move with sudden purpose, pulled along by a force somewhere far ahead. In a few minutes, the background murmur of the muttering crowd died away as the procession picked up its pace. Gayle let go of Clifford’s arm and strode along beside him like a soldier. The city emerged ahead of them like a ghost, low and glowing in the distance. They crossed a low, wide white marble bridge more like a monument than a span meant for real highway traffic and moved onto empty park-like streets, aiming for a point well to the left of the Washington Monument, which stood lit up beyond the trees like a Saturn rocket in the pre-dawn before a moon launch. People waved “V” signs from the few
passing cars and soldiers posted along the way stared over the heads of
the marchers, their rifles at the ready. Clifford thought he detected the trace of a smile on many of their faces, as if
they
would join the crowd instead of shooting if there were trouble.


Sewell, who
had been through the Death Vigil twice that day, explained the procedure: the line of march would follow the iron fence bordering the south lawn to the point opposite the south portico of
the White House. As Dick Nixon sat inside glaring through the curtains or throwing down cocktails with John Mitchell and those Nazis Haldeman and Erlichman, each marcher was to step up alone to the fence, raise the placard high and shout out the name of the dead soldier he carried. The networks had camera crews and lights there. “You may find yourself on national TV. So don’t blow it!” Sewell said seriously, which confirmed there had been a transformation in him that Clifford found stirring.


“What’s your guy’s name?” he asked Gayle.


“Scott Yobloski,”
she said, holding the card up
so Clifford could read it. “Polish guy from Pennsylvania. Drunkard for a dad, fat lady who works at the hospital emptying bedpans for a mom.”


Clifford leaned forward to look at her face. She wasn’t smiling. “You’re a funny gal, Gayle.”


She shrugged without looking at him. “Very funny. I crack myself up all the time. Got
a joint?”


Clifford shook his head. “Wish I did.”


“Oh well.” She grabbed his arm hard and pulled him
toward
her, pressing her head against his shoulder. “I’ll get high on love,” she said.


Clifford didn’t know what to say so he moved
along with her, concentrating on the name of Mason Wyche.
He repeated it over and over in a whisper, afraid to blow his line. Clifford felt as if he were about to play the starring
role
in
a monumental
production, the success or failure of which could save or
ruin him. A menacing glare of white light ahead cast the marchers
before him in harsh silhouette. They neared the critical spot. One by one the marchers sprang forward into the glare and shouted the names of their dead soldiers. Gayle let go of Clifford’s arm as he straightened up in fear. Mason Wyche, whoever
he was, no matter how poor or ignorant, had joined one of history’s great moments and allowed himself to die tragically for a flawed cause. It was more than Clifford could imagine.


Gayle went ahead of him, slouching forward and muttering Scott Yabloski’s name as if he were nobody. When she was gone, Clifford pushed himself from the wings into the blinding light until he could see nothing except the black iron fence a few feet before him, the pale image of the White House out of focus in the far distance. Everything else was glare. He had come a very long way from Exeter and even his dreary room at Benton College. All America lay stretched out behind him in the dark — his disapproving father shaking his head before the TV in his Manhattan apartment, his mother and boyfriend, or whatever he was, sitting with their dinner trays still in front of them just beginning to gather a dull sense of recognition, his brother awakening from some delusion with a growing smile to see Clifford joining the forces of good in
the world ... either that or the cameras were all turned off and no one knew the difference.


For an instant he considered the moment a chance to
plead for his own life. The idea of it made him go cold. His own doom was inconsequential compared to this stranger Mason Wyche.
The boy was a hero in
Clifford’s eyes. Here was Clifford
growing
a beard, hating Benton College and peering over his books at girls in the library while Mason Wyche had put on a uniform and carried a gun off
to war. It didn’t matter that the war was wrong. That wasn’t the fault of Mason Wyche. What mattered was heaven and hell and the strength to kill and be killed.
Everything else was a silly exercise.


Lost in the battle of light and darkness, he filled his lungs so he could bellow so loud he would push Mason Wyche’s name through the closed windows and drawn shades of the president’s house. He choked,
nearly weeping. The name came out in broken pieces that evaporated a few inches from his mouth.
Clifford blinked as he watched the shards
of steam disintegrate before his face. His moment was over. It was time to
make
way for the next mourner.


















 


 

Chapter 24



 


 

When Clifford made love to me, he went someplace very far away. But at some point, he didn’t seem to need me anymore to get there. I don’t understand sex. I never had to. Clifford never cheated on me before. He didn’t understand sex either.



 


 

It was 4 a.m. by the time they hitched
a ride back to the apartment. Susan and Bernie were asleep in a foldout sofa bed in the middle of the living room and the
others were in sleeping bags on the floor. In the pale city light that seeped through the big picture window, Sewell, Gayle and Clifford
awkwardly hunted for free places on which
to step as they silently looked for the spare bedrolls.


“She may come and see you
tonight, Clifford. She’s a friend,” Sewell whispered, opening his arms and giving Clifford
a bear hug.


Clifford patted Sewell’s back, wondering at his own display of brotherly love. “Oh sure, sure,” he
said. “What do you mean, ‘She may come see you tonight’?


“I mean Gayle. Maybe you two could help each other out.”
Clifford looked at him. “Oh. Okay. You bet,” he said dumbly, watching Sewell turn and go. Clifford tiptoed into the vacant entryway where he rolled out his sleeping bag. Leaning over to
straighten it out,
he watched
through the corner of his eye as Sewell climbed in with his girlfriend, who lifted her arms to
receive him. 


Clifford took off his jeans, shirt
and sweater and climbed in. He laid his head on
the floor, using his sweater as a pillow, and craned his neck to look beyond his feet at the shapes of Sewell and the strangers in the capital city glow.


He was asleep when footsteps on
the floor awakened him. He heard rustling and felt the fabric
of his sleeping bag yield as someone sat
on the floor and poked a pair of feet in beside him. A cool naked leg slid down his side. Arms wrapped
around him.


“I’m alone. You have to let me sleep with you. Unless you hate me or something.”


Her mouth was an inch from his, her breath swirling in
little puffs against his nose. “No, no,” he said in a hoarse whisper, sloppily trying to put together in his muddled head a plan of action. All he could
think
of was to act as if he regularly received strange girls in his sleeping bag.


“Sewell says you’re
a pilot.”


“Oh! Well ... Just a student pilot. I’m working toward my license is all.”


He closed his eyes when she wrapped a leg over his hip
and kissed him. With their lips together, she reached into his briefs as if to test his doneness. As confused as he was, Clifford’s response was immediate. She pulled
her lips and leg away. She was crying, but it didn’t stop her from wriggling out of her panties and replanting her leg over his side.


“You’re not the type
for Vietnam. I can’t see you there,” she said, pressing the side of her face onto his chest as she moved her hips to mount him. He slipped into her so easily he wasn’t sure it was right. Was that all there was to it? She kissed him again, settled on top
of him so her tears dripped onto his checks.


“Why are you crying?” he whispered. “For you,” she said.


Clifford assumed it was some kind of mocking wisecrack but
she had said it without sarcasm or scorn. “Why are you crying for me?” he asked.


“Because you’re another one who’ll never love me.”


If she wasn’t joking, she was deranged, Clifford decided — but there was too much happening for him to let it trouble him. She seemed to know what she was doing. It required him
to do nothing, which let him concentrate on the warm, slippery grip into which she’d taken him. To keep the others from hearing, she and Clifford barely moved. That lack of motion, her creepiness and the probability that the others were listening kept him
from coming for only a minute.


“Oh fuck,”
she said, pounding a fist into his chest and collapsing on him with a finality that made Clifford
begin to go limp. “You’re done already?”


“I was really horny I guess,” he said. He didn’t care. He was no longer a virgin.
His old life was over. He wished she’d go away. But his hand explored the small of her back and the rise of her buttocks. He stiffened again and slowly moved his hips upward against her. She held still, except to press her palm against the side of his face and whisper, “Yes, yes, yes.” It excited him. Holding back his breath, he came again after a longer time and as he did she smothered his mouth with hers. Because his nose had suddenly clogged up, he couldn’t breathe.
He waited for her to stop and gasped for air when she freed him.


She laid her
head
on
his chest and sang quietly, “I ain’t got nobody ... ”


They both held still for a time but she continued to sing, so softly that he heard only the high-pitched click of consonants. She twirled her finger
in the hair on his chest.


“You have no idea what you’re doing here, do you, Clifford?” she
whispered.


It took him by surprise and sent a little jolt of fear into his guts. “What?” he asked.


“You’re a person who has no idea what he’s doing,” she said softly. “You don’t know why you marched
tonight and you don’t know why you’re here and you don’t know what I’m doing in this sleeping bag with you.”


She was attacking him. Astonished, Clifford
tried
to control his panic. “What are you talking about? Where is all this coming from?” Still dreamily twirling his chest hair, she said, “I know. I’m just like
you. I
spotted it the second you walked in.”


“Jeez,” he muttered, baffled. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”


“It’s okay, Clifford. I understand.”


Gayle stopped twirling his hair and fell asleep. Remembering his night in Washington, trying to watch himself and see how he had behaved, Clifford lay awake a long time, ignoring the girl asleep on his chest.


In the morning
he opened his eyes to find the room awash in
full daylight. A bubble drifted between his face and the white wall, popping as it
landed on the carpet a few inches away from his nose. A girl giggled. He lifted his head and saw the three of them, the girls who had
come in the night before with Sewell and his “wife,” sitting up in their sleeping bags wearing T-shirts. One held a jar of bubble mix on
her lap and a plastic hoop at her lips. She was blowing a stream of pink bubbles into the air. They flew over the sofa bed where Susan and Bernie sat up against their pillows, each reading a
paperback book.


Clifford dropped his head. Somebody’s foot hit the floor. Around
a corner, pots rattled, dishes clattered. In a few minutes, a percolator began to
hiss, heave and plop. Bacon sizzled in
a pan. The girl who’d fucked him was making breakfast. She peered into the living room as if to survey its occupants, her plain, thin face unchanged when her gaze fell on Clifford. In the light of day, she looked gray and sickly and thin in a rumpled
T-shirt and underpants. He wanted to
hide
but instead wondered if he should wave to her. Saving him, she disappeared around the corner as Clifford heard Sewell mutter and laugh, sleep cracking his frog-throated drawl.


It became clear
to Clifford that nothing was expected of him. The girl treated him as the newcomer
and guest that he was, although she didn’t seem to have much to do with the others either. Clifford figured that she wanted him
to make
the next move. He couldn’t. She was so odd. He disliked her for the strange thing she had said to him the night before—a thing that he now refused to think about.


When she announced
after breakfast that she was going home, Clifford stood beside her and shoved his hands in
his pockets.


“Where’s home?” he asked.


“Chevy Chase. Want the address?” “Sure,” he said. “You live there or what?”
“With my stupid parents, actually.”


Clifford nodded and blushed. She hated him. He could feel it. He was the only one who seemed to pay attention to her departure. After she had gathered her things and written down a phone number and address for Clifford, he followed her to the door, where she gave him the piece of paper. “Let me know what happens to you,” she said. She pecked his cheek, turned and left.


He was proud
not to be a virgin any more, proud that he had fucked a girl he didn’t love. 


















 


 

Chapter 25



 


 


 

I never think about the boy I
had sex with first. It was a clumsy affair and I really didn’t like him. I was so young and I
didn’t let it happen again for a long time. When I did, the man sliced out his eyes. It had nothing to do with me. He hated his father. It appears I’ve been drawn to men who hated their fathers. They hide their anger in their dreams.



 


 

The trip
to Washington haunted him for days. Clifford wrote a long letter to Paul about it
because he knew that Paul, of all people, would appreciate a good delusion. “Peace, love and unconditional friendship — you get any of
that in the life you’re living?” Clifford wrote. “Maybe there will be a lot of it when I get to Vietnam next summer. Do you think mom would like me to send home a box
of VC ears? Good on steak, like mushrooms, I hear. And maybe Dad finally would be proud of something I’d done. You know, something like Outward Bound with grenades.” He couldn’t pretend to be as clever as his brother but he hoped Paul would be amused.


He thought of Gayle with guilt and pride. Having sex with someone he’d never see again struck him as a major accomplishment. But
she was someone
needy and alone and he didn’t like treating her cruelly. If only his first girl had been Anne Stratton
or somebody like her, there would have been no regret. 


The next day Clifford found
in his mail one first-class envelope in a sheaf of circulars about scholarships and course changes. When he looked at the handwriting and the name in the upper left-hand corner, he froze. “Good God,” he said out loud, falling out of the way of traffic at the post office doorway and leaning himself upright in a corner
of the lobby. He tore it
open.


“I know you’re not going to believe this,” Anne wrote on Hancock College stationery, “but Kathy Brannon is visiting me here and she and I are sitting in my dorm and we were talking of many things, many old times, and many people; among them was you, and we decided to
write you a letter.”


She wrote nothing about what he’d done that night in Wiscossett; she seemed willing to pretend it
had never happened. She wrote instead that she hoped he liked college and that she had tracked
down his address by calling the Exeter alumni office. “After
Exeter, you must not be finding the work too difficult at Benton,” she wrote. She missed Pincer and home but the people at Hancock were all “really nice.” As he read, a sneering grin came across his face.


I often think of some pretty great times we had. There are still things that remind me of you, like Simon and Garfunkel! And remember ‘Brown Eyed Girl?’ How’s your flying? How is your brother? Do you still go to
Long
Island in the summers? I’m in love with the Vineyard, as always. Well, so long! Wishing you all the luck and happiness ever — Anne (Roseanne
B. Stratton)


Coming so soon after he had learned how to fuck, the letter tilted the world into a much sunnier alignment. He drifted in a kind of ecstasy through a lecture class and returned to his room to write her. Careful not to reveal how bleak Benton had been, he wrote how good
it was to hear from her — as if she’d never hurt him at all — and about taking part in
the big march on Washington and being number five in the draft lottery. “Keep in touch if you like,” he wrote,
signing it, after much deliberation, “Fondly, Clifford.” It was the word his father used at the end of his letters. 


He received her reply in a week. “Poor Clifford!”
she wrote. “Where were you when the luck was passed out? Fifth, huh? A uniform
would
probably look quite well on you! ZAP!”


Clifford blinked and felt his stomach tighten. What did “ZAP” mean? A
bullet
in the head? He looked up and wondered
at a girl who
could be so stupid. Still, something was up. She was thinking of him. One night he dreamed
about her. She lay next to him.
They spoke quietly and kissed. He smelled the perfume on her neck and awoke aching for her.


Paul replied in a few more days. “Cheer up, Laddyo,” he wrote in his chicken scrawl. “Uncle Sam won’t send you into the jungle on patrol. You’re too valuable. How about being a newsman for Stars and Stripes? It could happen.
Quick. Sign up for the college paper. Why,
here, try some of
this! It’s Thorazine, recommended by nine out of ten doctors for patients who chew gum! Actually, you are simply feeling the effects of
a difficult childhood, along with a little post-adolescent dread and deep-seated guilt in these troubled times. There’s a war on, you know! Stand up for your country!
Fear not! Things can only get better. It says so in the Bible in a few places but I won’t terrorize you
with Biblical quotes. Actually,
it says quite the opposite in a few more places. But alas! I am only confusing you. Shall we change
the subject and dance?”


Soon one of his father’s dreaded slate blue envelopes arrived in his mailbox. Clifford
had written him too, reporting the lottery
results. The reply contained reminiscences about Africa and Europe during World War II. “With just a little luck you’ll survive this ordeal and it may prove useful to you. I would prefer that it hadn’t happened — I don’t believe in this war — but I hope you are not despondent. You’re young and strong and someday, in what will
later seem like a very short time, it will all be over and far in
your past. You may even look on it with some pleasure.” In Italy during World War II, he wrote,
when he was in charge of an antiaircraft unit, he had read Shakespeare in his tent.


In closing, he mentioned that he was in an unhappy mood because Paul had landed in Bellevue again. Something had happened at the YMCA residence hall — an overdose
of pills, an ugly scene with another man, it was all unclear. The police and
an ambulance had been called and now Paul was locked up again, this time a ward of the city. No more Payne Whitney, the fancy private hospital where their father had put Paul at the end of the summer. “I can’t afford that, not if I’m going to leave you two with anything at all. I wish Paul would get himself together,” he concluded. “His affliction is a tremendous burden on all of us.”


Over the following
weekend at home in New Jersey, Clifford
wandered into Paul’s room and stared at all the things left over from the old days. As Clifford
sat in the dim light of a rainy day looking at Paul’s lost life, he decided to take the Rambler into New York and go see him. He missed Paul. Being brave and kind enough to visit his poor
brother would help Clifford pass this unfolding test the universe had designed for him.


There were low moans far down the hall behind him
as he stood outside the green double doors to ward P4 and rang the buzzer. Through the crack between the doors someone peeked at him, someone who vanished when the nurse came and let Clifford in. People in pajamas and paper slippers drifted by
over the dirty floor, eyeing Clifford and muttering to themselves as he was led to a sun room with tables and chairs — a place not unlike the butt room at Howe Cottage, it seemed to Clifford,
except for the pool of sunlight on the table and floor.


The nurse fetched
Paul, who shuffled in wearing a bathrobe and pajamas, a week-old red beard and a cigarette in his mouth. He looked tired but
amused: a little half smirk tilted his cigarette upward.


“God, Paul. This is some dive,”
Clifford said, as if he talked to him every day and he was casing a dorm room at Exeter or Harvard at the beginning of a new school year.


“Do you want to meet some of
the people?” Paul asked. 


“Sure,” Clifford said, nodding politely as Paul introduced him to Joan of
Arc, the Virgin Mary, Lee Harvey Oswald, Herman Melville, Napolean Bonaparte and Jesus, of
whom there were several.


“Hi, how are you,” Clifford said cheerfully, extending to them the same courtesy he extended to his brother: the premise that mental illness was a superficial affliction, something that one dabbled with on purpose or something one could
get through, sooner or later, depending on one’s mood or the circumstances. It was easy to believe. There was nothing crazy about Paul. Not really, anyway. He knew where he was and why. By
the look on his face, Paul himself seemed to find it almost funny that an Exeter boy and a Harvard
grad could find himself full of tranquilizers paddling around with all these broken people from Queens.


Beethoven was a lovely, tiny old woman with short gray curls, big brown eyes and a delicately wrinkled face. “How are you?” Clifford asked her. She stared at him from the edge of
her bed with wonder and love.


“She only speaks Yiddish,”
Paul said with a grin. “Shalom, Beethoven,” Clifford
said.


Wide-eyed, Beethoven looked into Clifford’s face, took his hands in hers and held them to
her lips. Soundlessly she kissed them.


“Ingenious,” Paul said. “I’m impressed.
My how
you’ve grown, Laddyo.”


Happy and full of energy, Clifford sat for an hour with Paul on the plastic chairs in the sunroom and talked about the horrors
of Benton, the reappearance of Anne Stratton in
his life, his draft status and the magical trip he’d taken to
Washington. “It made me see how good it can be, do you know?” he said urgently. “People all together fighting for a cause. And I got laid” — he hesitated, afraid he had beaten his older brother out of virginity, but it was too late to stop telling his story — “by this strange girl. I didn’t even know her. I feel sort of bad about it.” Then he remembered that Paul probably had done things with men that Clifford
didn’t want to know anything about.


“That’s good, that’s good,” Paul said, like a teacher at Exeter working in the evening with a problem student. “You do sound like a college student, though. I remember it well, all that urgency and belief.” He emphasized Christian faith as the answer to all life’s challenges. “The girl is nothing to worry about. The girl will find her own way. She knew what she was doing, the dirty bitch.
Do you have her number, by the way? Everyone
here is gay but a good blow job always comes in fairly handy, no matter who it’s from.”


Clifford blinked at him with the beginning of a laugh twisting his mouth.


“You have to remember,” Paul continued playfully, “everyone here is really Jesus Christ. You too, probably, might be Jesus and certainly that bearded guy over by the screened window. Don’t let it worry you. We’re everywhere. It should make you feel kind of
chipper. Now —
about
the draft thing. I have some news.”


Clifford, who had let himself drift into a manic exuberance despite the Jesus talk, came to
attention. “You do?”


“Yes indeedy. You can get out of it. And this is not a delusion. I swear, officer. I heard it from one of the big black male nurses who
sells me cigarettes.” Paul scratched his thighs with both hands and looked around. Clifford leaned forward to listen and wondered why he did not make a point of seeing Paul more often.


“He’s not
here,” Paul whispered conspiratorially. “Otherwise I’d introduce you. His name is Bob. Bob has a younger brother who is at CCNY. He’s the first kid in the family to ever go to college. I say hooray for him. He told Bob that Secretary of Defense Mel Laird has let it slip —
in a speech somewhere or a press conference; the details are fuzzy — that they wouldn’t be drafting anyone for the first three months of
1970.
Apparently there’s a loophole in the Selective Service Law that says anyone
who is exposed to the draft for three months in a row and doesn’t get drafted is considered to have survived his exposure and will be reclassified 1H — that is, as we all know, to be drafted only in times of national emergency. 







“I myself am 4H so you see I’ve been thinking of your welfare,” Paul continued, suddenly quoting from scripture: “‘His heart yearned and he sought a place to weep.’ That
would be Joseph concerning his brother. So. That’s the word in the underground, Bob says. That’s the key. It means you’re going to be okay. If you’ll just follow
these few simple steps ... ”


Paul stabbed out his cigarette and took another out of a rumpled pack. “Seriously, the thing you have to do,” he said, “is write your draft board, have them drop your student deferment effective January 1,
and wait. Come
April, you’ll get your new card and you’ll be home free — unless the Russians come in with nuclear devices in which
case I have assurances
that none of this will matter much at all. It doesn’t matter at all anyway but that’s a whole ‘nother subject.”


Clifford stared at him. “Holy shit,” he said. “You’re
sure?”


“I’ve been studying up
on this for you. I’ve asked around. I’ve looked at clouds from both sides now, from up and down and still somehow, it’s cloud’s illusions I recall. But this is the word going through the anti-war grapevine. Bob told me. He knows all about you. I told him you want to
be a pilot. That’s a good career, he said. Excellent job security. But it’s a sad profession. All that emptiness in airports. They are made of concrete you know. Concrete can attract alien life forms. Just ask your mother.”


He shoved his hands in his ratty bathrobe’s pockets and stretched at his legs. He brimmed with a kind of gloating amusement and honest pleasure, which was as close as Paul ever got to laughing.


“This draft thing is for real? Not crazy stuff?”


“It’s not the kind of thing you can call your draft board about. There’s some concern that draft boards will screw it
up by stalling on
the requests. But it’s your only hope. Lemon
tree very pretty
and the lemon flower is sweet. But the fruit of the poor lemon ... There’s no
harm in trying. What’s the difference anyway? Get drafted in
January, get drafted in June. You’re fucked either way — unless you get an office job at Stars and Stripes.” 


Clifford wished he could hug Paul the way he’d hugged Sewell but it was unimaginable. “Christ, Paul. Thanks,” Clifford said, not sure if he should believe him but beginning to sense he might have reason to celebrate. It was an ominous feeling. It made him more anxious about the draft than he had let himself be until then.


They had their obligatory discussion about their mother and father. Ever since Paul had started
seeing psychiatrists he had developed a distance from them that fascinated Clifford. “It was a marriage made in hell. And I mean that quite literally,” Paul said, grinning. “We are its legacy, not that they didn’t love us. They truly did. So be honored and good luck to you.”


Clifford had no idea what he meant and didn’t want to ask. At the green doors when it was time to go, Paul said, “Next time bring me some Marlboros if you come. And how about a six-pack of Chuckles from the A&P?” In all the years of
his distress, Paul had never asked Clifford
for anything.


“I will. I’ll write too,” Clifford said, happy to have a brother again. Paul nodded, his jaw set, a look of regret
in his eyes, the cigarette projecting up again in defiance, like FDR’s.


No one in
Clifford’s dorm had ever heard of
the loophole theory. The New York Times never ran a story about it
and Walter Cronkite never said a word. Dropping his student deferment would be like jumping from a burning building in the dark after someone said there might be firemen below with a net. He wrote
Anne — happy to
have the excuse to
do so again so soon — to ask if she had heard anything about it. She wrote back to report that she had checked
with her older sister; it had drawn a blank with them, too.


“Good luck, Clifford. Tell me what happens,” she wrote, which reminded him of that strange girl Gayle who had fucked him and cried on his chest.


Because the alternative was to do nothing and be drafted in
June, Clifford followed Paul’s instructions. It was an act of faith. A hollow terror filled his chest when he held the envelope containing the letter to his draft board at the lip of the mailbox drop slot. This wasn’t make-believe, an entertaining drama like his trip to Washington. This might be the end of
him. He let the letter go and heard his life slide through the chute.


The weeks rolled by. His correspondence with Anne carried
him into the darkest days, always disappointing him with its lack of sentiment. She told of plans to change her major, spend a semester in Rome and possibly transfer to Cornell. By January, as Clifford was preparing his application for Columbia, he was suggesting in his letters that they meet somewhere, “for a beer or something.”


The draft board sent him a new card that classified him “1A.” A
marked man,
he tucked it into his wallet and found that news stories about Vietnam dried his mouth. January passed in a blur. With the warming yellow light that February brings, and the example of Anne’s busy and happy life at Hancock, he spent more time at school. He didn’t want to go home because
his mother’s boyfriend was there, falling apart. Clifford had been sitting with him in the living room watching television one Saturday when he noticed
a gray foamy liquid oozing down the side of the man’s neck from below his ear. He was wearing an ascot by then to hide the effects of radical surgery but
it had settled into his collar, exposing the gooey trail on the remains of his misshapen, hollowed jaw. Clifford decided not to say anything about it. He didn’t want to embarrass the man. He felt like a fool when the boyfriend touched the wet place with his palm, looked at his hand and sprang to
look in the mirror over the nearby
desk. In the thick,
muffled noise that passed for the man’s speech, Clifford deciphered the words, “I’m leaking! I’m leaking! There’s a hole in my neck!”


“Are you
all right? Can I get you a tissue?” Clifford asked, unsure how to
behave.


With a sour look, the man muttered something angry and incomprehensible and marched
down the hall toward the bedroom.


As spring approached, Clifford tried to make Benton work even though he had
sent off his application to Columbia. He went with a group of the ROTC guys from his dorm to
a basketball game. He attended a meeting at the campus newspaper
for people interested in joining the staff. (He didn’t like the people who ran the meeting; he couldn’t imagine himself taking orders from them.) He even brought a girl — a cousin of his summer friend Wally O’Brien who lived in nearby Montclair — and made out with her on the sofabed in his dorm room. He didn’t know why they had bothered
to strip down to their underwear. She seemed uninspired and, he had to admit, he didn’t like her much either.


Anne’s letters were so dull it became easy
for him to control his fantasy that she might love him. He kept writing and making his suggestions for
getting together, only because of
his new conviction
that friends were hard to come by and they should be kept at all costs. (Sewell seemed unable to answer letters. Clifford had sent him two since Washington and had received no reply.)


Then Anne invited him to see her the next weekend.


“This may seem crazy,”
she wrote, “but
I’m willing to take the chance” — she underlined that phrase and connected it with an arrow to a margin note that read, “That doesn’t sound quite right!!!” —
“and ask you to come up to Hancock for our spring weekend! I would have written and asked you sooner but no one knew there was even going to be a weekend
this spring and our group, The Band, canceled and there were some other ‘details’ not working out, but we got the word,
and it’s on — they got John Sebastion for the concert!” The letter instructed him to call her collect
“if you think you could make it.”


The idea of bringing her back into his life, even talking to her on the phone, spun his stomach and scattered his thoughts all day as he wandered through his classes and chores. In the afternoon,
he bought a road atlas at the bookstore and studied the route to Hancock, stabbing out cigarettes as he planned the trip. He stared at his clothes and wondered if he should drive home and pick up his tux from
Exeter, the one he had first worn to the dance with Anne. He counted the money in his wallet and figured he could write a check for $50 that the bank would charge him $10 for covering until his next allowance payment came from his father.


At 8, he decided she would probably be in her dorm. It was time. He heard his cocoon tearing and falling away as he dialed. Writing Anne was one thing. So was slipping an envelope into a mailbox. Conjuring up Anne’s voice and letting her talk, alive and in
his ear, was something else. She could ruin him just when he seemed to
be coming alive.


He breathed hard and his fingers quivered. He shook himself like a dog and growled out loud to calm his nerves. He had to let this happen, he told himself. It was all part of
the
difficult process of
learning to become a good man.


When he heard a girl answer, he asked, “Is that Anne Stratton?” “Clifford! It’s you!” she cried.


“Yep. It’s me ... Pretty wild, huh?”


“We haven’t talked for more than a year, Clifford! It’s so good to hear you again.”


“I know, I know ... It is?”


“Of course it
is! Are you coming?”


“Absolutely. I want us to do the cancan together again.”


She laughed. “Oh God, Clifford, this is nice. I’m so glad you’re coming. It will be so good to see you again. We need to clear things up.”


“Yes, yes, we do, we do,” he said, fighting off his terrors. Somehow he was calming down — she certainly sounded warmer than her letters — although perhaps it was just a dulling paralysis that confined him. As he listened to the music of her voice, she chatted happily, explaining all the details — including the fact that her roommate would be
away and he could stay with her. Refusing to react, he answered cheerfully in
single words and short sentences.


“Let’s save all this for when we see each other,” she said after five minutes of talk that was beginning to make him
feel like an ox.


“Do I need a tux?” 


“Everybody will be wearing whatever they want. This isn’t Exeter or even Pincer, that’s for sure,” she said.
“Oh Clifford, this is great. I can’t wait to see you.”


“Me too,” he said, allowing himself an honest smile. “Twelve noon in front of your student union. I’ll be there.”


Left alone to
wait for their reunion, he indulged in dangerous ideas. He got himself so lost in the prospect of making love to Anne that he blinked at the white envelope marked “official business” from
his draft board in Hackensack, as if he had no idea what it could be about. He had pushed the draft out of his mind, pretending that somehow he’d solved that problem three months before when on blind faith alone he’d taken the risk and turned in
his student deferment. Into his mind flashed a black-and-white Life magazine picture of himself in uniform, packed to
go, hugging Anne beside a troop ship.


He tore it open. There was no letter, no explanation — just a new draft card that Clifford shook as he searched
it in a panic. Finally he found the typed-in
designation “1H” and slowly let it bring a smile to his face.


He had survived. He would never go to Vietnam. His brother Paul had done it. Paul, who couldn’t save himself, had saved Clifford.


















 


 

Chapter 26



 


 


 

In Vermont, there were always noises. Mice or bats in the walls. Coyotes and owls out in
the woods. When Clifford was there with me, I was afraid of nothing. Then came Anne, Clifford’s last great obsession. When he left me alone in Vermont to go see you in Washington, Sewell, I realized I was waiting for the man who had
raped
me in Florence to come to the door.



 


 

She appeared in
the distance like a ghost, walking toward him, smiling her old smile, coming closer until she stood with her eyes sparkling at him, a real girl who dragged away time and all the pain of his life. But he had to be careful; he had to see what she expected. She hugged him. He felt her hair against his forehead. When she released him and stepped back to look up into his face, he saw how skinny she was. Her jeans hung from below her charcoal V-neck sweater and white blouse.


“I don’t know about that beard, Clifford,” she said gaily. “You’re looking like a hippie.
You and all my friends.”


“You look smaller,” he said.


“I’ve lost some weight. Working too hard, I guess. You know how college can be.”


He had no idea but he nodded and let her grab his hand and lead him away. “We’re going to have a picnic down by the lake. That’s the first thing we’re going to do. You can meet some of
my friends. Then we can decide if we really want to
go to the dance.”


“Sounds good,” he said, confused but
grateful that the weekend already was under way and running at full steam, as if he’d gone on to a happy and challenging freshman year at Harvard and they’d kept in touch all along.


She greeted his war news with the same glee that any bit of good news might inspire in a superficial friend. “Oh that’s wonderful, Clifford. I’m so happy for you!” she said. It made him
realize he still felt a distant sense of
dread,
as if the draft board had made a mistake or the rules might change again and drag him down. He didn’t mind her obliviousness. It made him feel older and wiser than she for the first time and in a better position to begin a conquest, once he could be
sure that’s what she wanted.


Anne kept him
too busy to think. With no time wasted getting reacquainted or settling old scores, Clifford
found himself making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches at a picnic table with a dozen strangers — friends of Anne who seemed to accept him as just another college kid in the group. After introducing him whenever
a single boy or a couple came by
the picnic table for food — none of
the girls was unattached except Anne — she paid no more attention to
him than she did to anybody else. Clifford was too
seasoned now to let it bother him. He liked being just another stranger in the group, asking people about the countryside and how much snow they got during the winter and when it was warm enough to swim in Lake Cayuga. Puffy clouds backed up to
fill the sky and a cold wind picked up from the lake. There were beers in
a cooler and Clifford sipped at one, parked on a picnic-table bench smoking cigarettes as he chatted, happy not to know whose beer it was or why someone had decided to hold a picnic.


Anne took him off on a tour of the school and the adjacent campus of Cornell, where she said most of her friends were. “It’s not a snob thing. It’s just the way it happened,” she said. Clifford,
who had been wondering why
she didn’t have a boyfriend to take her to the dance, realized she had one at Cornell. They probably had a fight and Clifford
was her act of defiance. It was a troubling notion.


They rode in his car to her dorm, a rickety frame apartment building downtown that had been taken over by the school. She lived on the top floor in a cluttered double room with bunk beds. Down the dingy hallway, there was a suite full of Hancock boys — Clifford never learned the exact number — and one of them was sick, Anne told
him. She had been “taking care of him,” delivering soup from their common kitchen and fresh ice in a towel for his headache. “Otherwise,” she said, “I’m all yours. Actually, I’ll be right back. I just need to go check on him.”


Clifford sat alone in her room, dulled by all the mysteries of Anne’s new life. The roommate was a slob, Anne had written
in a letter. The mess around him confirmed that. It was a typical college room except for the oddities of its wavering wood trim and its gable window; it revealed nothing about its occupants except for a zany obsession with books, records, posters and assorted bits of paper.


Anne asked if he really wanted to
go to the dance. “I don’t care what we do,” he said, slightly disappointed, wondering what she was up to but feeling that he was her guest and in no position to question or contradict her. “I’ve developed a taste for fire water,” Anne said. “Any excuse for drinking, I’ll take it.” So they spent the evening sitting across from each other at a table gouged by graffiti in a booth at a scruffy college bar, drinking gin and tonics and then beer by the pitcher with their hamburger dinners. For Clifford, the right to drink at age 18 in New York State made sitting for hours with a dear old friend in
a snug public place, getting potted for
all the world to see after a long day of
bewilderment, a new and pleasant adventure.


“You’re drunker than I am,” she giggled, one bite missing from her now cold hamburger. “I really like you a lot, you know.”


Nodding, he smiled and let it go. “And Clifford, you know what else?” 


“What?”


“You’re getting a pot belly.”


He grinned to erase a scowl. “I know. I’ve got to get rid of it.” “I don’t mind it.”


“I’ll start a diet tomorrow.” He filled up her glass with
beer. “Meanwhile, to hell with tomorrow, I say.”


She stared at her glass. “You know, Clifford ... It has been quite a year for me. Quite a lot of changes.
I’ve had a boyfriend here. He goes to Cornell.”


“Mmmm,” Clifford
said with a single nod, finishing a swallow.


“I guess we’re on the rocks right now but I’m not sure if it’s really over or not ... ”


He wished she wouldn’t get into this. She was getting all dreamy-eyed.


“ ... I suppose I still like him. He has a single room, you know, and I spent a lot of time with him there. You know he has a picture of
his family in a frame on his desk. He’s a real straight arrow, Clifford. He’s going to go into pre-med and he takes everything very seriously ... ”


Clifford hated him already and he didn’t like the way she was warming up to her tale, as if
she thought he wanted to
hear
it.


“ ... And the first time we ... well, you know
what he did? He put down the face of the picture
of his family on his desk as if he was afraid they’d be watching or something.”


Clifford let the hand holding
his glass fall to the table with a loud
thud
and a splash of beer. “What a fucking asshole he is,” Clifford snarled, empowered by his own sexual indoctrination. “Jesus H. Christ.” Thank God he wasn’t a virgin anymore, he thought, but still he wanted to press his hands to his ears and clench his eyes shut. “What are you doing with some kind of a jackass like that, Anne?”


Anne looked into his eyes and reached across the table with
two outstretched hands to touch his fingertips. “I should have saved that for you, Clifford,”
she said with her sweet smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t. You should have been the first.” She watched him, waiting for his answer. Clifford’s face was dull and expressionless, like a wax figure in a tacky tourist museum.


Having fucked Gayle didn’t make any difference to Clifford. The unsurprising news that Anne had lost her virginity to some fool who didn’t love her nearly blinded him with visions of her spread-eagled, receiving her craven lover. A girl who could barely let him touch a breast! And what did she think? That taking her as a virgin was some kind of gift from God? If this confession were meant to
be an invitation, it chilled him to the core. He couldn’t imagine sleeping with her as some kind of a booby prize. Now he knew that he still loved her —
the crease between her nose and her lip, the hazel ring inside her fierce brown eyes, the way she moved her pretty hands and mouth, her annoying unceasing enthusiasm for life, her birdbrained blather about school and her shitty courses and even her refusal to give in —
he still loved every inch of her and he couldn’t survive a single night in her arms unless there was hope they would live together happily ever after. Without that, the light of morning would kill him for sure.


But it didn’t matter. As he stared at her lovely face, it dawned on
him it wasn’t an invitation. She had simply made an announcement that Clifford was history, a fork in the road not taken. He’d never make love to her. The only way she could change history was to say she loved him without conditions and he knew she never would, never in her whole life.


He felt the heat behind his eyes and closed them, bowing his head. He wiped his hand across his forehead. He opened his eyes and looked at his beer. He tried to distract himself by thinking of something to say.


Lifting his hand to rest it on top of hers, he looked at her. “Well, you said it yourself. There’s got to be more than one single person out there for each of
us, right?”


“That’s right,” she said.


“So let’s eat, drink and be merry ... ”


“For tomorrow we die,” she said like a songbird, extending her neck and tilting her head, smiling as always.


They undressed for bed in the dark, Anne climbing into her bunk
on top and Clifford slipping into the sheets below. He didn’t look at her as she slipped off her clothes because he knew they would never make love. With the lights out, they talked like fifth-grade buddies sleeping over. She enjoyed her courses and liked to work hard and had met so many interesting people and loved to be out of the house and on her own. Clifford told how his brother Paul had saved him from Vietnam and talked about his trip to Washington. When he heard
her slow, rhythmic breathing, he knew he could stop.


He lay awake, listening to her breath. “Clifford,” she said.


“I thought you were asleep.”


“I was but I thought of something that woke me up. Do you know what? I like sex. It’s fun.”


He didn’t know what to say. “That sounds reasonable.” “Don’t you?”


“So far, so good. I suppose it could have been better though. I hardly knew the girl.”


“Really Clifford? That doesn’t seem like you.”
“I know.”


There was a long silence. Then she said, “Clifford,
do you still love me?”


He closed his eyes and tried to keep himself calm. “Do you ever stop loving someone? I doubt it.”


He wondered if she would get out of bed and climb down to
him. He wanted her to. But she lay still and silent and so did
he. He had made his vows; she was the one who had to act. If he got up and stood beside her and told her he loved her and climbed into her bed, he would be in
terrible danger. She could crush
him any time, if not that night then in a week or
a month or
a year.


“Good night,”
he finally said.


“Good night, dear,” Anne answered softly. He thought she sounded sad.


He ran out of money Sunday
morning after he took her out
for breakfast. All she had to
lend
for his ride back to New Jersey was $5. She kissed him good-bye with the good cheer
of a friend for life and sent him on his way. To conserve gas, he drove at 50 mph the whole trip and took Interstate 81 south to Interstate 80, a less scenic but more direct route home than Route 17, the pretty old winding highway he had taken north.


As he cruised along in
the right lane watching his fuel gauge creep lower and the traffic whiz by, Clifford listened to songs on the radio and sang along with those he knew. “Unchained Melody” made him weepy. “Oh, my love, my darling, I’ve hungered for your touch a long, lonely time ... ”


“You ass,” he said out loud.


But an hour south of Hancock, as he sang to more sad songs, tears filled his eyes and spilled down his cheeks. He didn’t know why. It wasn’t just Anne. It was everything. 


















 


 

Chapter 27



 


 


 

Anne was the angel of death. Until she came into our lives, I had no fear – none that I
had to face. Clifford brought her in the house in an act of terror. He had been split him open and they had held his heart and that would have to make a man think, wouldn’t it? Clifford thought of death and he found himself a girl who could lead the way.



 


 

Perched all alone at the end of its dirt road, tilted toward the sun on its wooded hilltop, the remnants of Clifford and Jenny’s farm seethed with an elegant striving for life when the warm weather came, each worm and stalk taking the measure of its rebirth according to the rhythm of the season. That the farm had been reoccupied by doting tenants after years of
neglect made no difference. The symphony had been performed to an empty house for years.


So much
of the hard work of clearing, cutting and cleaning-up having been done in the summer and fall, Clifford
lazily strolled his little open meadows and toured the
stone-walled borders and the bearded woods every morning, inspecting the progress of unfurling ferns, greening iris beds, the rising sun drops somebody had planted outside the kitchen
door, the swelling buds on the gray spidery boughs of the deformed apple trees Clifford had tried to save.


One unusually warm April morning, distracted by an eerie cluster of gory red roots pushing into the lawn from an overgrown edge — his grandfather called it bamboo, which it was not. But it was some tuberous weed his grandfather had
spent years hacking, burning and poisoning in vain behind his Vermont house — Clifford
interrupted his dreamy tour to take a shovel from the shed and attack the dreadful clumps. They looked to him like dissected heart muscle emerging from the earth, laid-open chambers and tubes bulging from the ground in multiplying clusters like something from a grade-B horror movie. Remembering the lacrosse players of Exeter, as if he were one of them all grown up —
no more games; now he wielded his stick in the battle against chaos — Clifford lifted them out with the shovel and catapulted them into the woods where darkness, he hoped, would
kill them.


He dropped to his knees when the shovel struck something solid. The fertile soil of the farm was full of rocks, floating at varying levels of depth like a reverse
image of the barren sky
and
its clouds. The shovel made a scraping sound and sent a vibration to
Clifford’s hands that somehow he knew no rock could produce. Driving his fingernails into the dark moist soil, he made contact with a man-made object lying inches below the surface. He forced his fingers around a smoothed edge and yanked it
from
the womb, bathing the dirt-bound
plow-head in sunshine for the first time since the last farmer, his working days ended, left it for the greedy, seething earth to swallow. 


Rising, Clifford passed one dirty hand across
his balding head as he held the V-shaped piece of iron in the other hand at waist height, studying it. He looked at the edge where he’d found it, close to the embankment between his backyard and
the end of the dirt road, where the fieldstone drywall that separated the side yard from the house
disappeared into brambles and vine and dried bamboo stalks. Long ago there had been no
fieldstone wall or landscaped embankment. The last farmer had parked the plow at the tilted edge of
his 40 acres one last time and there it had sat in the snow and the rain for
years,
its wooden frame disintegrating, just another of those forlorn old farm implements left by the side of many a Vermont road when death or bankruptcy or
the call of
the plains, where a man could plow a mile and never hit a rock, depopulated the hardscrabble hilltops of Vermont.


He cleaned it off, showed it to Jenny, and hung it on a nail inside the screened-in porch, its wings swept back and its nose pointing skyward like a jet in
a vertical climb.


That same day he received a reply from Kathy Brannon, who wrote him a long letter about her own life — the joy she
found in her children; the “white noise” of South Station, above which she had her law office; the pleasures of sailing with her family. Like someone practiced in illicit
trade, she included without comment a photo of
Anne Stratton, with a note on the back indicating that it had been taken 10
years before on New Year’s Eve.


Clifford gazed at it in the hot light of his desk lamp, holding it inches from his eyes. She had been caught listening to someone’s conversation with bright eyes and an easy smile as she sat on the floor at the edge of a coffee table before somebody’s living room fireplace, the flames frozen in a blur behind her right shoulder.


Her brown hair was longer
than he remembered
it, falling in waves and lazy ringlets on either side of her neck below her collarbone. She wore a fluffy
V-necked angora sweater, white with wide lateral bars of
pink
across her nearly bosomless chest, a string of pearls draped against a triangle of bare skin. A crystal glass half filled with red wine stood on the coffee table on which
she rested her left arm, the puffy sleeve of her sweater pushed up to reveal a pointed elbow and wisps of down. She wore a thick gold bracelet that had been forced upright by the weight of her arm, its arc vaulting over the taper of her thin wrist. Clifford
could
hear the bracelet clatter against the table when she moved.


With her smile and her bright brown eyes — wide, attentive
and almost crazy — she seemed to look straight into the soul
of whoever was speaking: some yuppy Marblehead lawyer or investment banker, Clifford guessed, some money-maker
too simple and grown-up to be enchanted
by Anne’s power.


Clifford’s attention turned to her hand. It revealed a curious, restless nature. Propped on the ham of the thumb, it was casually cocked so its back formed a steep ramp, pitching up from the wrist to the lateral apex of the knuckles. From that multiple summit, the fingers plunged forward in a perfect
angular fan that brought the fingernails into a neat tuck just above the table —
except for the pinkie, which
formed a separate spiral of its own that turned the whole maddening creation into the exposed chamber
of a nautilus.


Kathy wrote that Anne had loved cooking and gardening and had taken up painting and glasswork. Looking at the picture, Clifford sensed that she had found a way to balance a fighter’s will with an artist’s grace. The only sign of distress, besides the trace of panic in her eyes, was the mean angularity of her chin and the stretching of the skin from
cheek
to jaw. It set off a series of tight creases that framed her smile. Perhaps she was pale, too, despite some color — perhaps it was rouge — behind her cheekbones, although the flat hard light of
the camera’s flash may have been to
blame for her ghostly look. He stared at her face and remembered her sunken eyes burning at him from
behind
the window.


There wasn’t a trace of him in the photo, which made it easy to
show Jenny. “She’s a pretty girl,” Jenny said matter-of-factly. “I see why you fell for her.”


“I’d like to go back to Long Island for a couple of days,” Clifford announced, having convinced himself it wasn’t too much to
ask of his wife, “just
to look through some things up in the attic. I’d like to
see her letters. I think it would help get this out of my system.” Trying to
make a joke of it, he added in a New York-New
Jersey accent, “I need closure, you know?” (“Cloe-juh” is the way he pronounced it.)


If he’d hurt Jenny with this latest demonstration of his obsession, she didn’t show it. She seemed far more concerned with being left alone in the house. “You’re going away?” she asked with alarm. “How long will you be?”


“Just a day or two.”


She looked at him, poised for a fight. He looked back with a weak smile, waiting for acceptance to dull her fear. “Clifford,” she said forcefully, “I’ve never been alone here. There are bats. There are noises in the walls. I wish you’d wait until I can go with you. I can’t leave the shop right now. I’m just getting things organized there.”


Her panicky tone surprised him. It meant he had to bear down a
little and press his case. “The thing is,” he said, “this is something I have to
do now. It’s not a big deal. Can’t you grin and bear it? We’ve been living here for months. There’s nothing to be scared of. Just ignore the noises. You’ll be fine.”


Lots of
husbands and wives, he thought, go off and do things separately —
especially the well-off
club people who’d known his father. Husbands
were always going off on ski trips. Wives were going into the city to see shows with their friends or have their hair done or
see dentists and doctors. He didn’t see why Jenny wouldn’t allow for
some independence in their lives, now that he had a little money and no job to tie him down.


Upset, Jenny stared into
the cold darkness of the fireplace and hugged herself. “God, Clifford. You really have to
go?”


Anne’s letters weren’t the issue now,
he pretended;
it was his marriage that concerned him. “Jenny, we’re practically joined at the hip. We’re like little kids, the way we’re always together. It’s such a habit. Let’s ease up a little. You know what they say. ‘Absence
makes the heart grow fonder.’”


Jenny straightened up
and her smile disappeared. In the flat reflected sunlight inside the house, he saw age lines in her neck. “I’ll go with you,” she said.


“I was going to
fly. I haven’t done any more than fly in circles for months.”


“Clifford, I don’t really like you flying that old airplane you rent in Rutland.”


“The airplane is fine. It’s the radios and instruments that are shaky. I don’t really need them on a day flight with good weather.”


“Well I don’t want to fly in it,” she pouted.
“Let’s drive.”


“I don’t want to drive.
The whole thing is really just an excuse to fly.”







She wouldn’t look at him. “All right, Clifford,” she said softly, lifting her head. “You got to do what you got to do.” She almost sang the phrase, like the Jenny he’d known in his early college days: sweetly scatter-brained but smarter than she pretended
to be. It felt like a trick.


Forgetting her, he flew Ed
Ellis’s beat-up Cessna to Long Island the next day and rented a car for the short drive home. It was late afternoon when he arrived —
late enough to make a drink. He sipped at it, ignoring the feeling of
the empty house
around him, empty of even a hint of life, and then he left a message with Jenny’s helper at the new shop in Manchester reporting that he had arrived safely.


With his drink, Clifford climbed the ladder from the garage to the attic, where Anne’s surviving letters were bundled separately in a bureau drawer full of mail he had saved since childhood. He had saved it thinking that someday he might want to go back and explore some lost chapter in
his life. Until now, it
had never happened.
Up in the attic on some chore, once or twice over the years he had pulled open the drawer to look at a few letters, always avoiding the thick pack of his father’s slate blue envelopes.


He reached for
Anne’s bundle, letters written before and after their doomed summer. He kept it
in a rubber band along the side of the drawer, perpendicular to all the other letters, which were arranged in loose horizontal stacks. As soon as he had undone
the rubber band, he removed
three long red envelopes from
the packet and held them to his nose. Anne had sent them in the days after the spring dance. She had scented them with her perfume. If any scent remained now, it was so faint that Clifford might have imagined it, but there it seemed to be, the last few molecules of the millions laid down by Anne on a June night in her powder-puff bedroom
as her mother and father learned to hate each other down the hall.


He opened and scanned her letters quickly,
in a hurry to find something more than news about her school, her grades, her friends and college. There was nothing intimate, nothing adoring, although he found one letter in which she apologized for having called him “wishy-washy” — a clue that rang a bell for Clifford
but brought him only the vaguest sense of
hurt feelings and worry.


The last of the letters had been sent to him in New York, one or two a year through his senior year at Columbia. They made no mention of her trip to see him in the city — it must have been arranged by phone — and the last letter was dated months after that November reunion,
their last. Other than the usual personal news and plans, it revealed only that she hadn’t heard from him in a while and she hoped they could get together sometime before she went to Europe in July. Clifford
rested the letter on his lap and looked into the dim rafters. No
more
trips to Europe, no chance to
see
her. It shamed him to have it hurt so much. It wasn’t right. It made no sense.


He turned to
the open bureau drawer, wondering if there might be one or
two more from Anne lost among the loose stacks. Crouching uncomfortably
under the slanting garage roof, he peered at the letters as he thumbed them apart. He stopped when he saw his name and address written in
his brother’s scrawl and a postmark from Morristown, New Jersey dated June, 1978. Paul had died in Morristown that month.


Clifford pulled the envelope from the stack, removed a one-page letter and sank down cross-legged on
the plywood
floor to read it:



 

Dear Clifford:


I
take pen in hand in a rare moment of lucidity (it’s the new pills I’m on) to ask you a favor, dear Laddyo of mine. I haven’t heard from you in a long
time and I know that rarely bothers me —
it’s the nature of our deep and meaningful relationship, son — but something moves me to want to know how you are and what you are doing. I don’t like to think
of you as sad. You aren’t, are you? Be glad instead. Insight: I have failed my family, who I
know loves me. No one is to blame but me. I know Mom and Dad blame themselves but they shouldn’t. Do you blame yourself? Feel no pain for me please. Just drop me a line. Come visit. There will be hot and cold hors d’oeuvres or at least a pack of Chuckles and little Shirley Temple will sing “On the Good Ship Lollipop.” I actually have the record.
Your parents will love it and so will you.


Requiescat in pace, Paul


Clifford pitched forward as if he would vomit
and his mouth filled with a sob. He had never cried for his brother but now it broke through his hands and he blubbered out loud, his lips flapping and his eyes squeezed shut against the flow of tears. It lasted only seconds. It put
itself out, like flames on a mischievous child’s sinking toy boat, because he felt cleansed, as if he’d been drenched
by a fresh summer rain.


Far away and muffled beneath the floorboards, the phone rang. He scrambled to the ladder and climbed down, desperate to answer Jenny’s call.


Night had fallen and the house was dark. By
feel he found the phone. “I’m here!” he said, breathing hard.


“Clifford!” she cried. “There
are terrible noises outside! I’ve never heard them before!”
She sounded nearly hysterical.


Trying to calm himself, he patiently
questioned her like a policeman at the scene of an accident. She had heard coyotes, he realized. They were howling
in the woods near the
house. He and Jenny had heard them before but they had always been far away.


“Jenny, they won’t hurt
you. They’re
all over the place in Vermont. What’s wrong with you?” It felt like a weak, mean thing to say. 


She didn’t answer. She cried quietly. “I wish you’d come back,” she finally said, sniffling. “I don’t like it here without you. I’m not sure I like it
here
at all. Why did you go away like this?”


He didn’t answer. He listened to her silence.


When she
spoke again, her crying
was over. “You
know, Clifford,” she said, “You can be one selfish bastard.”


“I’m under a lot of stress,” he said. “No, that’s not all of it.”


“Hey, you’re
not blameless. You’re pretty selfish yourself.”


“Yes. It didn’t used to matter, did it? It used to be fun. You used to say funny things and make me laugh and we’d do
dumb little things together that made us happy.”


“It’s you!” he shouted. “You’re like somebody in a box! I don’t know what’s going on with you! You
never talk, you never say anything!”


After a long silence, she said softly, “Okay.”
“What do you mean, ‘Okay?’”


“Nothing. I mean okay.”


“Oh shit,” he said, “just go outside with a pan and bang it
at the


God damned coyotes. They’ll go away.”


“I’m sorry I bothered you, Clifford. You stay there for
a while. I
don’t really want to see you after all.
And don’t call me back. I won’t answer the phone.” She hung up.


He made another drink and sat alone on the couch in front of the blank TV, feeling unburdened in his boozy solitude and freer than he’d been in
years.
After a third drink,
he looked up Sewell Wallace in the Exeter directory and for the first time in nearly 25 years called him
up. Sewell had always been a helpful
sidekick through his love affair with Anne and Clifford hoped he would be a fellow mourner.


“Clifford Nelson! Well how are you?” he said from Washington, D.C., where he was a lawyer in the U.S. patent office. He was not impressed by Anne’s death. “That’s a shame. Did you still know her?” he asked. Nor was he surprised by the news of Clifford’s heart surgery. “Aw, Clifford,” he said warmly, sounding more like himself, “it’s our forties. That’s when the Grim Reaper first
really starts to work. If you make it through the forties without a heart attack, you’re going to be okay for
a while — until the Big C gets you in your fifties.” He laughed his wet, wheezy
laugh and, prompted by Clifford’s questions, explained that he recently had been divorced and missed his daughter.


Relieved to hear that Sewell’s life wasn’t perfect, Clifford told his own story, including his new discovery that he might have undone
his wife by taking the news of Anne’s death so hard. “It is a little odd, Clifford,” Sewell chuckled. “Your poor wife. Maybe I should talk to her. Explain how it was between you and Anne. Meanwhile, we could do each other some good. Why don’t you come down to D.C. for a couple of days and give her a rest from your teenage compulsions?”


Clifford wanted to go. Seeing Sewell, he thought, might settle things. A husband going off to see an old school friend wasn’t an unreasonable thing, he told himself. In the morning,
Jenny might be feeling better and find nothing to blame him for. “I’m not sure,” he told Sewell. “I’ll let you know.”


He didn’t call Jenny in
the morning.
He called Jenny’s shop before 9 and left a message
on the machine. Since she didn’t want to see him, he said, he had decided to go to Washington to visit his old friend Sewell Wallace.


Bleary with a mild hangover, he flew the old Cessna to
Washington National, where the controller’s chatter and the airliners reminded him of his lost career. He hadn’t thought about it in weeks and didn’t welcome the reminder.


















 


 

Chapter 28



 


 


 

I needed you, Sewell. You came just in time for me to play my part in
Clifford’s last obsession. If it weren’t for you, I
would have
muddled along in my stupid way, letting Clifford spin through his journey into time. Instead I found a man to talk to. That was the end
of him, Sewell. I drove him into Anne’s arms.



 


 

There was no beard on Sewell’s ruddy face, no girls giggling on
his apartment floor, no bubbles drifting through a sunny room and no
population of cheerful long-haired protesters clogging the streets below, arm in
arm against the cold. There was just Sewell’s strangely lifeless row house on 12th Street, its facade dull and fading unlike its freshly painted neighbors. Inside his clothes were scattered through the bedroom,
dirty plates were piled in the sink, unread newspapers lay in their wrappers in a corner
of the living room couch. The framed picture of
his wife and child might as well have belonged to someone else — a relic from a previous tenant who had left in a hurry.


From the second-floor porch, where a gas grill had been rusting beside a single chaise longue, Washington gleamed beyond a picket line of
tangled saplings at the edge of Sewell’s tiny
lot. In
the chill April air, the city looked like bleached bones in the sun, glass and marble shapes hulking over street corners where red-stone ante-bellum walkups had huddled 30 years
before. Clifford
had been to Washington a number of times with Jenny. He had never noticed how antiseptic the place seemed.


“How long has your wife been gone, Sewell?” Clifford asked after
a moment of
silence inspecting the view.


“Well let’s see,” he replied cheerily. “That would be about six months.”


“Looks like you’ve been leading the life of a merry bachelor,” Clifford said, reminding himself of his pompous father in tweed jacket and gray flannels, touring a son’s room at school.


“I never stopped leading the merry life of a bachelor,” Sewell repeated. “That was the
problem.”


Clifford laughed along with Sewell but secretly studied him. There wasn’t a trace of fear or panic in his eyes. It’s what had made him like Sewell in the first place: easy-going Sewell was always what you saw, no more, no less. There never had been an agenda and there never had been any tricks up his sleeve. The man had no regrets so he just didn’t understand Clifford’s need for mourning. Nor did he appreciate the story of how Clifford and Jenny had fallen in
love with a house in Vermont and 10 years later had made it
their
own. Like lost love, the concept
of a dream house didn’t register with him.


How painless must be Sewell’s existence, Clifford thought as he held a vodka and tonic —
Sewell drank wine; he was all out of joints, he said — and realized early in his visit that he would find no epiphany on this trip to Washington.


Letting the conversations wander with Sewell, it grieved Clifford to leave Anne behind. Asking Sewell to remember things about her didn’t help. Sewell’s crisp recollections of Exeter seemed so alien to
Clifford the two of them might as well have been strangers at school. It appeared that Sewell had been friends with
many boys
from other dorms; on a regular basis he had gone with a group to smoke joints in the old brick powder magazine across the Exeter River from the business district. He had known campus gossip about students and faculty that Clifford
had never heard; he’d had relationships with girls Clifford had known nothing about; he’d helped as a volunteer in Eugene McCarthy’s primary campaign in 1968 along with Arnold Perry while Clifford was daydreaming about airplanes or girls. About Anne, Sewell recalled that she’d had three cats: in addition to Pookie there were Buttons and Bows —
an unpleasant detail so astonishing to Clifford that he refused to believe it.


Clifford’s memories were a dim, dingy tunnel into time, highlighted at intervals by illuminated tableaux, like stations along a subway line: smoking in the stadium, writing at the butt room table, kicking up red autumn leaves with a letter from his father in hand, licking Anne’s parted lips after the spring dance. It troubled him that Sewell’s memories were so much more complete and coherent than his own. As disconnected as Sewell seemed to be from his own circumstances, Exeter was no mystery to him, no lost chapter shrouded in a fog of self-absorption and fear. It was merely a part of his life, as accessible and understandable as last week’s news — just as Arnold
Perry remained a living, breathing character as close at hand for
him as
the internet and e-mail.


So Clifford spent his two days in this foreign city of Washington, learning what he had missed at Exeter instead of reliving old times and celebrating his days with Anne. He felt alone and foolish. He suspected he’d never see Sewell again. Still, he made the best of it, like a salesman on a business trip in the care of a stranger — a few meals, a few laughs, some interesting conversations and a visit to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, which drew them across the mall like a magnet and filled Clifford with a strange sense of
melancholy and regret. He found Mason Wyche’s name in
the monument’s polished black wall and touched it the way he saw other people touching the names of husbands, sons, brothers and comrades.


“Whatever happened to your brother Paul?” Sewell asked as they walked across the mall on the way back to
his house.


“You knew Paul?” 


“Sure I did. He came up to see you a few times from Cambridge and we all went for a ride in his car. Don’t you remember?”


Clifford was troubled that he had forgotten. “Oh yes. Of course. I remember that now.”


“What happened to
him? I liked that guy. He was funny as hell.” Clifford
didn’t want to tell him but there was no alternative except to lie. “He died a long time ago. We don’t really know why. He was a
mess,
living on candy and popping painkillers and sedatives.”


“Geez, that’s such a shame. I liked that guy. You used to say he was crazy but I never saw it. He was funny as hell.”


Clifford decided that, for all his memories, Sewell didn’t know
what he was talking about and there was no point
trying
to explain it to him.


The evening that Clifford
returned to Vermont, Jenny barely spoke to him. She went about her business alone, as if it didn’t matter if he were home or
not. He accepted the distance she kept from
him, hoping that it would shrink if he didn’t make an issue of it and he avoided the subject of Anne Stratton. But a letter had come for
him
from the Vineyard. It was addressed to Clifford in a bold and angry hand, the letters oversized, built of unconnected ballpoint dashes and scratches. The name on the return address was T. Quarles with a post office box in Chilmark.


“Thank you for writing me about
Anne. We all miss her smile and her way. Her mother asked me to
send
you the enclosed. If you are ever on the Island, stop by my shop.”


It was signed Ted Quarles. He had enclosed a copy of Anne’s obituary notice from the Vineyard Gazette. It was a long and loving account of Anne’s life, obviously written not by the newspaper’s staff but someone who’d adored her. It troubled Clifford. The references to the “farm” she had shared for many years with her husband,
her flowers, her years of teaching and her interest in travel and cooking and art made it
clear how insignificant the memory of Clifford Nelson must have been to her. 


He folded Ted Quarles’s note with the obituary, put them back in the envelope, and went into the bedroom with his overnight bag. Sitting on the bed, he found the picture of Anne
that he had brought to
Washington but never showed Sewell. He planned to tuck it into the envelope with the obituary but first he studied it, filling himself up
with pain. Silently, Jenny came to the doorway.


“What do you have there?” she said without entering the room.
“Nothing,” Clifford
said, his face white.


“Is that the picture of Anne you’re holding?”


Clifford put his hand to
his lips and nodded rapidly. “I was just putting it away ... I wanted to
put it together with ... ”


Jenny turned and disappeared. 


















 


 

Chapter 29



 


 


 

You only made me love Clifford more, Sewell. I can never love you because nothing at all is hard for you. Even the story you tell comes so easily. You’re a nobody to me. Just a voice in the confessional. Please don’t try to console me. I am in
mourning. It is my choice to be, even though
– for all we know – Clifford’s out there in the fog somewhere, still chasing after Anne.



 


 

All marriages were afflicted, theirs less than most, Clifford believed. If he and Jenny let their marriage alone, its unpleasant tensions would fade and its old easy patterns would return. He didn’t know what she believed. There were no confrontations or challenges until one day she came to him with news.


Clifford had been to Rutland looking half-heartedly for work at the airport: some groundling’s job in the airport manager’s office or with FedEx as their stationmaster. There were no jobs at the airport, of course. He had known there wouldn’t be. Returning home, he lost himself in work outside, setting cable to brace the straggly limbs of his struggling old apple trees. Having cut avenues of light for them in the overhanging pines, Clifford realized they might bear enough fruit come summer to
overload deformed boughs that had been weakened by their long search for the sun.


From his perch on a ladder, he heard the kitchen door rattle open. 


“No lunch
today?” Jenny called to him.
“I wanted to keep busy,” he said.


“I made some broccoli soup with fat-free chicken
broth. So good for the arteries, you know?”


“What are you doing home today?”
he grunted as he worked a
length
of cable around a vertical
limb.


“Taking a vacation. I’ve got a new girl helping out up here and she seems good.”


Jenny brushed a strand of
long blond hair from her eyes. She seemed to study him, as if she’d never seen him from a distance. “You got a call,” she told him. “Your friend
Sewell. He wants to come for
a visit.”


Clifford stopped fussing with the cable and looked at the rough gray bark of
the tree inches from his face. “Oh brother. I don’t know if I’m in the mood for that right now,” he said, hoping Jenny would appreciate his lack of interest in ancient history. He began to climb down the ladder.


“He was very nice. He said you had invited him. He told me you
had described me as your
angel, a sweet mysterious angel who had saved you from your fate.”


Clifford didn’t remember saying it. He wondered if Sewell had made it up. “I think we got quite drunk. You say things you believe when you’re
drunk, right?”


“Maybe,” she said, tilting her head and wrapping her arms around herself. After a pause, she added, “He said he wanted
to meet me because I obviously was something special.”


“That’s true too,” Clifford said.


“What was the fate I saved you from?”
she
asked, unwrapping one arm to free a hand and shield her eyes from the noonday
sun as she looked at him.


“To be alone.”


“Even with me, you’re alone.”


“I know. And you’re alone with me.” 


She watched his face as he walked by, Clifford reaching
out and letting his hand slip along the waist of her jeans as he stepped into the kitchen. She remained outside, her back to
the house.


“The only thing is —
I know why I’m so cut-off,” Clifford said, turning to stand in the kitchen doorway. “It’s nothing terribly remarkable. Just the usual crap. Selfish, self-involved parents make for selfish, self-involved kids. Monkey see, monkey do. I don’t know what your excuse is.”


She didn’t answer for a while. Her back still to the house, she finally said, “I’m just strange and I’m getting worse. I can feel it.”


“You’re not
half as strange as I once thought you were. You can run a business. You can fit in. You’re a loner all right but you’re at peace with yourself. I admire you for
it. I wish I understood how you do
it.”


“I have no guilt. You shouldn’t but you do.” “Guilt?”


She turned to face him. “I think it’s why you’re so mad at your father. And why you never
mention poor Paul.”


Clifford felt his anger rise. “Guilt? WASPs don’t have innate guilt. That’s a Jewish thing, right? I love this, Dr. Freud. I try to get somewhere understanding you and we end up with me on the couch in analysis. I’m always the nut.”


Jenny shrugged and smiled, looking vaguely into the air somewhere off his side. It made him want to attack.


“Why did you tell me to ‘take it out’ that first time, Jenny? You always pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about but I bet you remember.”


She wrinkled her mouth in thought and lifted her eyebrows
in an expression of bemused resignation, as if she had expected the question all along and planned to answer it
with a shrug. “What do you think I’m going to tell you? That I’d been raped? That my father had fucked me?”


Clifford shook his head up
and down in
exasperation. “Yes, yes! For all I know, it
could
have happened.
Something happened. 


I can just imagine that old shit-head doing it.” “No, no, Clifford. Never.”


“Okay, what was it?”


“I don’t know. I don’t remember it well. It was so long ago. But I think it was because I wasn’t sure I loved you. I’d only been with one other boy Clifford and it had gone badly. I didn’t want to risk it. I was scared and I wasn’t sure I loved you. I panicked. I didn’t like the feeling that it was wrong. I am a very fussy love-maker, you know. ”


Clifford wasn’t sure what to make of her answer. It hurt him a little and yet he didn’t believe it. He considered challenging her. “Do you love me now?” he said before he even knew the words were coming.


“Yes. Do you love me?” “Yes.”


“That should be all that matters.” “It should be, yes.”


But it wasn’t. Clifford, afraid to make too much of the moment, broke the spell. “So why is Sewell coming?” he asked after a silence during which he had looked into Jenny’s eyes. He’d seen in those maddening green talismans another world, the one that had been a mystery to him on summer nights almost 25 years before and that remained a mystery to him now. What she saw in
his, he couldn’t imagine: two blue tunnels into the adolescent soul of a middle-aged man who’d never grown up, who’d never been a father and never made a million and never made his wife happy.


“Ah yes,” Jenny said, lifting a finger into the air. “Your friend Sewell. He said he wanted to
come up for a couple of days because he’s got to go to
Boston on some business. I told him you’d call him
back if there was a problem. Otherwise he’s just going to show up.”


Clifford nodded, like a lieutenant
accepting bad news in the middle of a battle.
Looking into the refrigerator to find something to
have with the soup, he heard
her come through
the door and felt her standing behind him. He gazed into the refrigerator a long time, until he felt her touch his back lightly then move on and disappear somewhere into the house.


When Sewell arrived a few days later, the matted grass of the meadow had gone crayon
green and the earth smelled as warm and rich as a pie in the oven. But the late April nights were still chilly and the need for firewood had not yet passed. When
he
heard Sewell’s tires on the last few yards of the road, Clifford was pleased to
have been caught in boots, jeans and sweaty T-shirt splitting logs.


Jenny came out the front door and stood on the front porch with her arms folded and her hair swept behind her shoulders. Clifford dropped his maul and began walking across the lawn. He stopped beside the end of
the porch, where Jenny stood.


“Where are the leaves?”
Sewell asked cheerfully as he popped from the car in blue blazer and gray flannels. He walked down the stone steps from the road end, his arms open in a semicircle. “What’s wrong with you people? These trees are still bare! It’s spring everywhere else in the country!”


He was closest to Jenny so he ignored Clifford.
Laughing like a duck, he reeled back at the sight of her in mock astonishment, his elbows flying. “Clifford
was right! You are gorgeous!”


Watching Sewell step onto the porch to
embrace Jenny, Clifford could not recall ever having described her to
him as gorgeous.


“Hello, Sewell,”
Jenny said lowly, even suspiciously, in a way that implied they might have known each other long ago.


“Welcome back to the North Country,”
Clifford said as Sewell let Jenny go and hopped
from the porch. Clifford, taking the cue from Sewell’s opening arms, passed into his embrace and allowed himself to be hugged.
“Hey, Sewell,” Clifford
said, “glad to see you here.” He felt too old to be playing at intimacy again.


They separated and Sewell turned to
open
his arms at the front of the house. “You told me it was cozy but
I had no idea it was this cozy! Gawd, this front room must be about the size of the smokehouse at my father’s place in South Carolina!” 


“Well, it’s just the two of us,” Clifford said, shrugging off what he took to be Sewell’s lack of appreciation for the little farmhouse. “It’s perfect for us.”


“No daffodils? I figure you’d have some daffodils. Or is it too early for daffodils up here?” Sewell asked, looking around.


“No, no, we don’t have any. Down in the village, they might be out in a couple of days.”


“I don’t really like daffodils,” Jenny said. “Maybe Anne Stratton
is the one who liked the daffodils.”


Clifford looked up at her sharply.


“Oh, oh, right!” Sewell laughed, caving in on himself like a straw man. “Don’t want to
mix you two up. You’re the live one.”







“Christ,” Clifford said, hoping his protest would seem only good-naturedly grumpy. “Give me
a break. I’ve recovered my senses, okay, everybody?”


Jenny led Sewell into the house and after more chatter
and a declined offer of something to drink, she took him on a tour, Clifford following along behind them. He could tell Sewell wasn’t impressed, except for the bright, open bedroom with its stone fireplace. Sewell said it was “romantic.” He asked if they used the fireplace at all. They didn’t because its short chimney didn’t draw well, Clifford explained. It always filled the room with smoke.


“Maybe I could look at that for you,” Sewell said. “I always was considered the family expert when it
came to
problems with our smokehouse.”


They sat down in
the living room and talked, Sewell
in the chair usually occupied by Jenny, Clifford in his own chair and Jenny perched on a bench under the plate-glass window that looked out on
the meadow and the descending hillside. For all the effort she had put
into decorating the house, she didn’t seem to mind that Sewell took
its pine ceiling,
its barn beams, its crooked corners and its ancient dimpled windows for granted.


It was an odd time of day to be parked around the cold dark fireplace: mid-afternoon, with the waxing white light of a leafless April day blanching the windows, sterilizing the walls and anesthetizing Clifford’s soul. Their huddle in
the
silent room soothed him. He even felt sleepy, yawning as Sewell and Jenny talked, rubbing the top of his head absently whenever he became aware that he had missed a whole series of exchanges. Before he realized what he was doing, he was daydreaming of Anne and what it
would have been like to
present her as his wife to his old Exeter friend.


The thinning April light faded. Sewell joined Clifford collecting kindling for the fireplace from the woods across the road as Jenny went to
work
in the kitchen. After Clifford started the fire, he set up
the bar, mixed the drinks and went outside with Sewell. With Jenny making kitchen sounds through the red clapboard walls, the two men stood on the
back
lawn with glasses of bourbon, Clifford
one-handedly preparing the grill for salmon filets like a proud but friendly suburbanite eager to prove he was comfortable with the parameters of
his life.


On his second drink, Clifford
found himself talking about his heart operation. Like a man far out on open water in a small boat, he knew he was in peril but Sewell had asked and Clifford thrilled at the danger of reciting the facts: his grandfathers’ heart attacks, his mother’s heart attack, his father’s heart attack, his brother’s somewhat mysterious death, the funny ache in his chest, the fainting spells, his doctor’s terrible pronouncement that he should not “even pick up a rake.” He did not mention how death had seemed to drive him into the past, where Anne’s kisses tormented him. He told instead of the way his life had tumbled away like something ejected into space, how he’d awakened in
terror
and pain in the recovery room, certain they were splitting him open; how fine a sight Jenny had been to see beyond his feet, fresh from a January ice storm and all the bustle of the living world; and how calm and clean his world seemed while he lay on the couch in the living room on
Long
Island, home from the battlefield and resting in Jenny’s care. 


“She’s a good-looking, woman, Clifford. Real good looking,” said Sewell lecherously. “She’s been working hard taking good care of you. You take care of her now, too.”


They were doing so well, being old friends, and Clifford felt relieved and happy
to have told
his heart story and survived the perilous seas. He hid within
his fuzzy warm mood and let pass an instinct to sneer at Sewell for his audacity — an instinct that was so familiar after all these years that he could have believed he was still 17. Instead Clifford offered a rumpled smile and a worried look and said, “Yes, yes, she’s unbelievable. I am a very lucky guy.” It almost broke his mood. It was a weak thing to say, Clifford thought — just the sort of
thing a shuffling old fool with a heart condition might mutter to get by.


When Clifford
had seen him in Washington, Sewell had expressed no interest in his heart trouble. The difference
this time, Clifford knew, was Jenny. She presided
over them like a watchful spirit. Sewell’s interest was meant for her, even though she was rattling pots and running water inside and couldn’t hear a word.


When they moved inside from the yard, the sight of Jenny in the bright kitchen light, like an actress
on a set, larger than life
with her red sweater and shining hair, made their outdoor conversation seem petty and cunning.
Clifford let that feeling pass, too, distracted when Sewell jumped to help her lift a heavy pot from the stove.


Everyone drank too
much, as if there had been some kind of agreement that the moment had come to unravel. Alert to Sewell’s attention and ready laugh, Jenny regularly refreshed her vodka and tonic after dinner. In a thickening fog, Clifford stoked the living room fire, filled Sewell’s glass and his own with bourbon — a Southern drink for a Southern visitor —
and
took pleasure in the rising feeling of friendship and mirth inside the old farmhouse. He imagined someone walking by on the dark road, catching the sound of their raised voices and laughter through the rippling glass and bright windows.


Sewell asked him if he missed his job.


“Oh yes,” Clifford said. “I miss having a job and a purpose. And my purpose was to drift over the world with nothing more to worry about than where to go if the weather turned sour on Nantucket or the Cape.”


“Really, Clifford? You miss it?” Jenny said, fingering the little gold charm hanging at the base of
her throat. It was probably something Clifford had given her but
he looked at it and couldn’t remember. “I
wasn’t sure. You never talk about it.”


He hadn’t meant anyone to take him seriously. “I try not to think about it. I’m trying to be a new man. I keep thinking that one of
these days I will be somehow, like magic.”


Clifford wondered if he was drunk enough for a hangover and considered only briefly the prospect of wrapping his arm around Jenny and nuzzling her neck in bed. They hadn’t made love in a long time. He followed
her from the living room into
the kitchen and kissed her ear and complimented her on the dinner, something he was pleased to note that Sewell had failed to
do. She patted his shoulder, to show she was fine, and it
seemed
for a time that the evening would pass without harm, that at worst it
might leave in Clifford’s mind only the most vague
premonitions of trouble.


They settled before the rekindled fire. Curled on the floor at Clifford’s feet, Jenny asked Sewell about his family life in South Carolina. Clifford watched her with dreamy affection and tickled her neck, which made her absently swat at his hand and clutch his fingers in her fist while she talked to Sewell.


When there was a pause in Sewell’s tale of brothers and sisters, hogs and peach orchards,
Clifford stood up and stretched. “I want
to step outside for a minute,”
he said. “I’m fading fast. But before I forget, I need to tell you guys that I have a plane booked tomorrow in the late morning. It’s supposed to be a good day. Anybody want to go flying?”


There was an odd silence. “Well, I never told you this, Clifford,” Sewell announced. “I am not fond of little airplanes. Not good at riding in them at all.” 


“Really?” Clifford
said, surprised.


“Me neither,” Jenny said. “Clifford knows that.”


Clifford shoved his hands in
the pockets of his jeans. “I hope you
all don’t mind if I go anyway. The weather is so shifty up here in the spring I need to fly when the flying’s good.” He didn’t like the idea of
leaving them alone together all morning. It was a dilemma ... but an imagined one, he decided. “I’ll be right back,” he said as he went out the front door and closed it behind him.


Standing on the lawn, he could smell the wood fire as he looked up at the sky with its swirl of stars. The Twin Otter would ride a night sky like this one as if it were a boat on the smoothest black-water lake. There wouldn’t be a ripple to upset its perfection. Perhaps, he thought, he’d drive to Rutland one night to fly Ed’s Cessna,
although he had to admit it wasn’t a good airplane — especially for night flying with its wobbly old gyros and ancient electrical system.


Clifford walked across the lawn to the dirt road. Far off
he could
hear the peepers singing. After listening to the woods for a moment, he turned to look at the house. Inside its glowing windows he could
see the fire burning and the shadows of the living room chairs and Sewell’s silhouette. It was a fine little house, Clifford
thought — a pleasure to behold. That might be all one could expect of life, he thought: merely to behold those things that pleased the eye, like Jenny’s hair, the violet light of
dusk behind the mountains, an airplane’s wing extending from behind you as you slide along the sky. Even red-faced Sewell’s shit-eating grin. It was good to have a friend from the old days, like someone come
back
from the dead. As for Anne Stratton, he wondered for a moment if she had finished haunting him.


Through the windows Clifford saw a shadow rise and fall before the fire. He glanced at the sky, studied the cold lifeless stars and the pulsing arc of a high-flying jetliner, its distant muffled roar like the voice of all the spirits of his past. He turned and went back to the house, pushing open the door to
find that Sewell had moved from his own chair
to the one closest to Jenny. She sat curled on the floor near the fire. He was leaning forward toward her, listening with his head cupped in his hands and his elbows on his knees as she spoke in an unfamiliar, dreamy voice that chilled Clifford’s neck.


“I think he was a bitter man,”
Clifford heard her say as he stood still in the doorway, a cold breeze finding its way through
his ankles and spilling into the middle of the darkened
room. “He could be very cruel. He used to send me to
a room in
the basement for punishment. He’d leave me in
there
with the lights off. It was full of cobwebs and spiders. I don’t know why but I can’t picture it, even though
we lived in that house until I was 16. I guess I never saw that room in the light.”
Clifford stepped in and closed the door gently. He did not want them to notice him. He felt the same childlike fear he’d felt when he found her in
bed — as if
he had stumbled into the middle of dreadful grown-up behavior from which
he always had been protected. “And your mom? Was she a nice lady? Did she make up for him?”


“Oh yes. She was very sweet. Too sweet. She worked so hard. I
learned to be an artist from her. She painted beautiful watercolors. I guess you’d say he was the darkness and she was the light.”


“Hmmmm,” Sewell hummed, sounding pleased.


“I think of her when I’m at work. Even when I’m dealing with the books or suppliers or customers. She gave me this, I always think. It’s her gift to me. But maybe I’m wrong. Maybe my father taught me a lot
of my work too.
He taught me to endure.”







Clifford sat down on the fat ottoman on which Jenny kept a spread of magazines, knocking some of them to the floor. The back of the chair before the fireplace hid Jenny from his view.


“What are you talking about?” he blurted,
his heart banging away. Jenny’s voice came from near the fire. “My father,” she said. “Why?” he asked, his chest muscles quivering under his long vertical scar.


There was another
pause. “It’s all my fault,” Sewell said calmly. “I asked.” 


Clifford shifted his gaze from the shadows and obstacles that barred him from Jenny to the back of Sewell’s head. He didn’t understand why he felt so wild.


“Why?”


“Well we were talking
a little bit about your father and brother,” Sewell said easily, shrugging his shoulders, “and the conversation led to Jenny and her family. I just thought there was something there she might want to talk about.”


Clifford heard Jenny moving. She rose into his sight, in darkness before the fire except for the backlit gold of her hair. “Enough, enough,” she whispered, as if she were alone. “Let’s go to bed, Clifford. I had too much to
drink.”


He sat still, trying to allow his crisis
to
pass and his heart to slow down.


“Come,” she said to Clifford.


When they were in bed, Jenny turned her back to him and whispered goodnight.


Clifford thought of pulling her toward him and kissing her. Baffled at first, she would have followed his lead and lost herself in him. Then he could have made love to her the way he
would
have made love to Anne Stratton
— a rapt explorer, oblivious of the past and the future, a worshipper on dangerous ground.
Instead he found his head full of broken fragments from the day he and Jenny had gone to New Jersey to take Paul out for dinner and a movie. Paul had seemed tired. He had wanted to
sit alone in the theater. “I can understand that,” Clifford had said. “I love to go alone to the movies. You concentrate better.” It was the first run of “Close Encounters of the Third Kind.” The screen was huge. Late in the film, when the first alien emerged from the spaceship, Clifford
had seen Paul three rows ahead raise his right hand in a kind of salute. Paul held his hand high for a long time, as if he were sending or receiving signals.


Paul had seemed to like Jenny. Not in the manic way he had liked


Sewell and Arnold. In a tired, sad way. “Poor Clifford,” Paul said to Jenny that night. They were at a diner. Clifford had left the booth to go to
the bathroom. “Poor Clifford.” Even now Clifford wondered at it. Here was a man who lived in a boarding house feeling sorry for him. Clifford had a wife and a home and a job. “Poor Clifford,”
he had said. “He’s going to be stuck with them.” He had meant their parents, Jenny said when she later told Clifford the story.


Lying in bed, almost 20 years after he first had heard it, Clifford realized for the first time that Paul had meant he expected to die. The idea of it kept him awake for hours.


In the morning,
the room was bright and the world outside filled with bird song. Clifford, tired and edgy, slipped from the bed to shower and dress.
It
felt all wrong, going off to fly alone, but Clifford fought off the feeling. It was like those mornings when he had put on his pilot uniform and found himself wondering if this would be the day an engine quit on takeoff
or a seagull crashed through the windshield or the Otter clipped some Cessna in the traffic pattern at Groton or New Bedford. He was a fool to think Sewell and Jenny were uniting against him, he told himself. It was important not to give in to such a mad delusion.


Jenny, remaining in bed, told him to “fly carefully,” her traditional farewell when Clifford was off to the airport. In the living room, Clifford paused to
listen for Sewell. There wasn’t a sound from upstairs. He picked up his keys and his wallet and left, still fighting to keep himself on course.


His flight felt like a mission instead of a dreamy return to what he loved. After practicing some maneuvers and the instrument approach procedure into Rutland,
he turned south, admitting only as he passed Dorset Mountain and Equinox that he was headed for the house. He decided he would circle it
and offer a roll of his wings in salute to his wife and his friend from the past.


It was such
a tiny patch of ground — just another outpost of human life in a carpet of hills and woods and scattered villages. Clifford spotted his little clearing and let it pass under the left wing before he banked into a tight left turn. As the house floated off the lowered wingtip, Clifford studied it. Sewell’s rental car was still parked on the turnaround. The yard was empty. No one came outside to wave even after he’d circled four
times.


He was preparing to roll out of the turn and force himself to fly
away when he caught sight of a ghostly wisp of smoke above the bedroom chimney. Visible for only an instant against the black roof shingles, it was like a daylight phantom, hovering above the house waiting for darkness and the next witching hour. Clifford tightened his bank to speed his circuit and look again. There it
was,
a thin trail of smoke above the bedroom roof. Jenny and Sewell were hidden below it, stopping — he imagined —
to listen to the rise and fall of his whining engine as he pivoted helplessly above them.


Clifford felt sick. His hands shook. He jerked the airplane out of its bank and firewalled the throttle to whip the old airplane faster. He was beyond reason now, almost blind with the certainty of Jenny’s treachery. The wind noise at the leaky doors roared. The airplane shuddered in
the mountain turbulence. Before him hung the gap in the valley that led to
Rutland, growing wider so slowly its approach was undetectable. All he could do was sit in the sky and wait
for the slow-motion evolution of
the landscape below.


He flew a long straight-in approach to the runway at Rutland, rushing the airplane onto the ground
with a flat thump and racing it back to the ramp.
He attached its tie down ropes and ran into the office, where a dull-faced line boy watched
him lope through the room
to the outside doors. “Ed knows me. Put it on my account,”
Clifford called as he disappeared out the doors.


He wanted Jenny back. He could think of nothing else as he drove south, passing rusted slow-moving station wagons and dirt-caked pickup trucks. He could not go back to being alone. He was too old for that, too old to start over. He didn’t know how to be a better man but the first step seemed to be to
reclaim his wife.


He craned his neck over the steering wheel when he approached the end of the dirt road and the house broke into view. The smoke above the bedroom
chimney was gone or else so faint it could not be detected against the sky. His car skidded to a stop. He jumped out and ran down the fieldstone steps and onto the porch. There he stopped himself before opening the door, panting and suddenly afraid. He peered into the living room window. There was no one inside.


He looked at the road. He could drive away and die somewhere alone like Paul. Turning the cry in his throat into a gasp, he headed the other way, jumping from the porch onto the lawn and throwing himself against the house at the edge of the bedroom
window. Slowly he extended his head to look inside. Staring at him through the window, their expressions as blank as corpses,
were Jenny and Sewell, sitting side by side on the edge of the bed facing the remains of the fire.


Clifford stared back in horror. It didn’t matter that they were dressed and the bed neatly made and not a sign anywhere that they had done any more than try to build a fire. He raised his clenched hands. “What are you doing, Jenny?” he roared.
“What are you doing?” He pounded the house. His left hand beat the clapboard wall but his right crashed through the window, ragged pieces of it raining onto the grass. With crazy detachment, Clifford held up his hand and studied the fine white dust on his skin. Somehow there was no blood.


Jenny and Sewell stood up. Clifford staggered backwards out onto the front lawn, as if
they might attack. He wanted to run away but he forced himself to advance. He reached
the porch and stepped up onto it
just as the front door burst open. Jenny flew out at him in tears, her face bloated and twisted and unrecognizable.


“What do you think?”
she screamed.
“That I would do to you what you would do to me? You’ve made me hate you! I don’t love you! I hate you Clifford!” She doubled over, clutching her stomach. “You never loved me the way you should,” she sobbed, the contortions of her face and the tears mauling the words. “I didn’t use to
care.
It didn’t used to matter,” she whimpered, “and now you’ve made me see
it. Why have you done this, Clifford?” 


He reared away, stumbling backwards off the porch, landing flat on his back on the lawn with a loud grunt, the wind knocked from his lungs and his chest stabbed with pain. As he stared over his feet at her and struggled for breath, Sewell appeared in
the doorway. “This doesn’t make any sense, you people,” he said dully. “I don’t understand what this is all about. Did
I do all this?”


Clifford’s instinct now was that of an animal: to find a place to hide. He rolled onto his side and angled his elbow beneath his shoulder to
force
himself up. He hobbled into a crouch and moved like a
crab toward the car, keeping his distance from Jenny, who sobbed alone on the porch while befuddled Sewell stood behind
her in openmouthed disbelief. Finally Clifford
rose and lurched into a trot toward his car.


She shouted something at him
as his car fishtailed on the dirt turnaround and roared down the road. Deaf and blind, Clifford
was too panicked to hear.


















 


 

Chapter 30



 


 


 

Finish your story, Sewell. Tell me everything you can, true or not. I
know I’ve underestimated you. You’ve been like Clifford, calling on strangers to recreate a life. Finish your story.



 


 

After all the noise — the urgent, angry growl of the engine, the hurricane roar of the wind in his head and at the doors and windows, the jagged cacophony of his life passing before his eyes — Clifford found himself in silence standing on the tarmac at the Martha’s Vineyard Airport, breathing slowly, staring at the low shingled terminal building. A mild breeze rattled his ears. It smelled of spring and the sea.


He barely remembered the flight or how it
had begun. The radio had crackled, the compass and gyro instruments had misbehaved, the airplane had flown itself into the thickening
afternoon haze and his brother Paul had come out of the ether to join him for the ride. He had sat in the back, hanging over Clifford’s shoulder, making jokes: “Does your mum know where you are, lad? Is Lassie your dog, boy? It’s 10:30! Do
you
know where your children
are?”


Paul understood everything. He knew even before his brother did that Clifford had a purpose when he fled the old farm. If there were any chance he’d find a life again with Jenny, Clifford first had to
bid Anne farewell. “It will be restful for you, Laddyo,” Clifford could hear him saying through all the howling
inside his head. “It will soothe you, sweet prince. She hasn’t stopped haunting you at all. She knew you loved her. She’ll appreciate your stopping by. It will be nice, a decent thing to
do finally. Perhaps she’ll give you some tips on
your predicament.”


Even when the eggshell atmosphere beyond the windshield dissolved in tears, his face pinched and red like a bawling child’s, Clifford would have laughed for joy if it hadn’t been for time and space. Paul was a wise soul. No amount of
suffering, no degree of
disaster could faze a man who’d endured
so much. Paul did not believe that Clifford
had lost Jenny. Of course it
was a terrible thing, finding your
wife baring her soul to another man.
But who was Sewell? Nobody, a
piece of paper from a scrapbook. Could she love him? No, it was inconceivable. And how many marriages had endured these moments of crisis? Perhaps Clifford and Jenny had needed a crisis; perhaps Anne herself had planned it all just to make Clifford come to terms with the empty spaces in their lives. Childless Anne with her broken heart — she would have found kindred spirits in Clifford and Jenny. Her soul must have sought them out.


As he had watched Jenny damning him
from the porch of the farmhouse, Clifford felt the faith slip from his spine. He didn’t blame her if she truly hated him now. He was the one who had violated their understanding. He loved her as a
man loves his own life — oblivious until he’s threatened.


He shifted his stare to the side window and looked down at the iron gray sea.


“How about a Thorazine, Laddyo? It’ll settle your nerves. You’re not really flying this thing anyway. It’s like a horse that knows the way home.”


That’s how Paul kept things calm. He made little jokes. Lying dead forever in his sweltering room in the boarding house, Paul had come aboard for the airplane ride he had never taken with his little brother and he made jokes.


Now Clifford
was alone again. He pressed
his hands against his face, took a deep breath and set himself in motion. The shabby shingled terminal allowed him in without a breath of resistance. Hard April light spilled from open doorways into its crooked central hallway of whitewashed plywood. A sign on the wall announced that the building soon would be replaced by a modern beauty befitting the Vineyard’s status. There were low voices from the greasy lunch counter off to the right, where Clifford had downed many cups of
coffee. On the way to
the Hertz desk, he stopped at the pay phone from which
he’d called Jenny five hundred times to check on dinner or
to tell her his flights were running late. The directory, its cover torn and curling, listed Ted Quarles and Anne Stratton
separately, each with “Lancer Farm, West Road, Chilmark” as the address.


For a moment, Clifford stared at her name in type, as if there were nothing to keep him from
calling to warn her about her failing heart. Even now,
he
couldn’t stop these fantasies. Why hadn’t he ever looked her up? She had been right there all along. Something about the Vineyard had immobilized him. He had kept down his head there and sipped his coffee and loaded his flights. He’d never thought about Anne once.


Now the aura
of Anne undid him. It vibrated though him, scrambling Jenny and Paul and Sewell and everything that had ever happened in his life except the phone call that yielded the news that she was dead. Crazily he imagined that it could have been a mistake, that she might be making coffee or tending her daffodils a few miles away, alive and beautiful and waiting
for him.


Like a dog, Clifford shook his head and clenched shut his eyes. “Stop,” he whispered harshly. For a moment he considered turning around and walking back to
the
airplane. “No,” he decided. “I’m here now. It’s time to
end this. Let me go and get it over with.”


The Hertz counter and the passenger waiting room were like abandoned sets. As he picked up the direct phone to a gas station somewhere in Edgartown to
order
a car, his gaze fell on the Rogan Air schedule board, the same white plastic letters pressed into the same cushioned grooves showing the same departure and arrival times of fights he’d made for 18 years. He looked away to stop a wave of grief that lifted Jenny and his life and swept them at him
with the parabolic pause and abrupt acceleration of flotsam caught in the surf line.


A tall, long-haired young man in a dirty mechanic’s jumpsuit brought a compact car in 10 minutes, asking Clifford
if he didn’t mind driving him back to town. The kid reminded Clifford of his younger self. Annoyed by
his own sloppy envy but relieved by the distraction of
having to behave, Clifford steered down the airport access road, asking his gasoline-scented passenger how to get to Chilmark and if he’d ever heard of
Ted Quarles, Anne Stratton
or Lancer Farm.


“Lancer Farm? Sounds familiar. But to get to Chilmark, you just want to
turn right here at this corner and go that-a-way,” he said, stabbing at his window with a pointing finger. Clifford took him to be a prep-school or college dropout who had settled on the Vineyard after 18 or 20 childhood summers at the family compound. He felt a silly urge to make friends.


Without asking, Clifford
turned
left toward Edgartown. “What do
you have there in Chilmark?” Clifford
asked,
quashing the notion of asking him to have a drink with him somewhere. “I mean are there motels or bed and breakfasts that way? Any bars?”


“No bars there,”
he said, shaking his head tragically. “A lot of the Vineyard is dry, man, except for what you’d call the commercial centers. Edgartown, Vineyard Haven, like.”


“No shit,” Clifford commented. He had been planning all along to find
a place to sit and drink before deciding how to proceed.


They rode in silence for a while, which made Clifford worry that the boy could smell his desperation. “So tell me again ... what kind of place is Chilmark?” he asked.


“It’s a real nice area, kind of wide open in a few places on the way toward Menemsha
and around there, ” he said. “Kind of artsy-fartsy.” “Yeah, my old friend Anne Stratton would have been an artsy-fartsy, I guess. You never heard of her, huh?”


The blue-eyed impostor, as absurd in his dirty work suit as Lawrence of Arabia in his flowing desert robes, stared at the glove compartment for a moment and shook his head as if he’d just awakened. “Nope.”


“Ted Quarles neither? He’s some kind of plumber. They live on West Road.”


Lawrence turned down the edges of his mouth, went blank for a second and began to rock his upper body rhythmically. He’d been smoking too much dope — and it was a good thing, Clifford thought, that still there were confused college kids smoking dope in lovely enclaves of wealth and nostalgia like Martha’s Vineyard. “Yep, yep, that sounds familiar, now that you mention he’s a plumber. Heard of
him, heard of him, I think.”


“So what’s the story on the guy?”


Lawrence went into an instant shrug, his shoulders tucked below his ears. “No idea, man. I think I remember his name from a sign somewhere. It’s on a building in Edgartown, as a matter of fact, down by the water near the wharf. Is that who you mean?”


“I think so. Show me his place before I drop you off, okay?”


They came into Edgartown, the oak woods thinning into house lots with modest pre-fabs
and modulars set back from
the road — where he and Jenny would have lived, Clifford
thought. Within another mile the blue-collar homes gave way to substantial clapboard and brick structures that crowded closer together as Clifford and his guide continued into the heart of the village. For a moment he considered how much Jenny would have enjoyed visiting such a pretty town — she and Clifford had always traveled well together; she loved to see new places —
but the spell broke
when he heard her vows of hatred. He didn’t believe them. He longed for a drink.


After following the main street past brick
sidewalks and clever little shops for people from Boston and New York, they turned down a winding side street and
rolled along a block away from the waterfront. The harbor peeked between wood-frame commercial buildings on the right; on the rising terrain to
the left, an elaborate gingerbread-style hotel perched like a mother hen over
the village, its rows of curtained windows dim, the rockers on its long porch empty
and cold except for a pool of yellow light that spilled in the gathering dusk from the frosted glass panes of its double front doors.


“Okay, just around the bend here,
just before you get to the turnaround,” Lawrence said. He lurched forward
and jabbed a finger at his window. “That’s the sign, right there.”


Ignoring the swirl in his gut, Clifford crouched forward
to peer at a crooked little shingled building tucked at the edge of
the blacktop
road. Set off the ground on stones below its corner posts, it looked old, something humble left over from the harbor’s earliest days but restored and modified to
please the eye of tourists. Its barn-like double sliders of weathered, unpainted planks looked like a fairly new touch,
even though they were meant to look old; the self-consciously displayed pattern of each door’s honed diagonal grain gave it
away. Daffodils bloomed in tiny plots of ground on
either
side of two crooked steps that led to a plank door with wrought iron hinges. On the second floor, three windows glowed with light in the gathering dusk. The sign — “Ted Quarles Plumbing and Heating” — hung above the door, a white oval with simple carved letters painted black.


Shaken into silence, Clifford
was glad to be alone again after he had dropped the boy off at his gas station. Turning back to find the way he had come into town, he took the West Tisbury Road toward Chilmark as darkness
fell and the island disappeared beyond his headlights. He never found West Road. Fearing that he might disappear if he pressed on through the woods and moors that rolled toward the sky and the sea, he turned around somewhere
on the way to Gay Head, and went back to
Edgartown, where he saw nothing that resembled a bar. As if he’d planned it all along, he drove to
the gingerbread inn on the hill above Ted Quarles’s shop.


They gave him a room on the second floor, in the wing that overlooked Ted’s place. “I wasn’t expecting to stay. I flew in and ran into a little trouble with the airplane. I need a mechanic to look at it tomorrow,” Clifford told the clerk. Without luggage or toothbrush or a change of
clothes, he sat in the dark at the foot of the bed and, remembering his brother’s last room, stared at the wall. Strangely, his loneliness and the fall of
night in an unfamiliar, empty place made him long for sex. Sex to
make him forget everything. Sex to
make up
for Jenny’s treachery, if that’s what it was. Sex to prove he could do it. Sex to wipe the slate clean and let him start over. He was tired. He needed a drink.


The hotel bar was nearly empty at first, but an hour later Clifford watched from behind the rim of his raised glass when a tall man in jeans and brown work shirt arrived. His head of
red curls bounced in a woolly cloud above his ears. He kept his eyes pinched shut in a kind
of smug gloat and his full lips slightly creased in a fixed, off-center smile. Taking a place across from Clifford, he slapped a dirty workman’s hand on top of the little U-shaped bar and swung his thigh over the stool as if he were mounting a carousel pony.


“Whenever you’re ready, Gina,” he said to
the bartender. She pulled him a draft of stout and set the mug before him.


Clifford knew it was Ted Quarles. He had the breezy air of an Edgartown regular. He reeked of Island certainty, of
rich parents, and Boston weekends. He was an eccentric preppy with money and a little business to keep him
busy.


Anesthetized by
two bourbons on the rocks, Clifford remained strangely unmoved by the sight of him. Even when traffic in the hall began to build and Anne Stratton’s mother walked into view, passing beyond Ted with a group of three other women, he watched them as if they were vaguely interesting electronic recreations on the television news.


Mrs. Stratton leaned into the barroom
and without enthusiasm called “Hello, dear boy” to Ted’s back. Still smiling, his eyes still squeezed into slits, Ted raised a hand over the bar and looked straight at Clifford.
Just as the hair began to rise on the
back
of Clifford’s neck, Ted pushed against the bar to spin himself around. “Hello, Cynthia. 


Another Wednesday night at the Inn.”


“Me and the girls,” Mrs. Stratton said, leaning into the bar. “This may be the last weekend of the winter for the two-for-one prime rib
thing, Ted. Join us?”


“Naw, thanks,” he said. “Had dinner.”


“All right then. Bye,” she said, disappearing from view.


Clifford opened his mouth and stared at the place where she had vanished. She had said “bye” just the way Anne would have said it, with a trace of regret and promise as faint as the scent of L’Air du Temps on her ancient letters. Ted turned around to the bar. Clifford, his drink glass still hiding his face, closed his mouth and blinked
at him, hunching down slightly so a row of bottles on the shelves in the center of
the bar partly blocked him from view.


He watched Ted Quarles for a half an hour and two more drinks, careful never to
stare, as the bar and the few small tables against the walls around it
filled up with a surprisingly noisy bunch of
Islanders. There were Indiana Jones fedoras, alpaca roll-top cardigans, downfilled vests, T-shirts under lumberjack woolies, beat-up leather flight jackets, cable knit crew necks, and two good looking women in their 30s
who wore jeans and sweaters and sat on either side of Ted Quarles, drinking beer, smoking cigarettes and interrupting their loud chatter with laughter. Clifford could hear the women’s voices but not their words; Ted’s responses were soundless, drowned out by all the noise.


Clifford couldn’t imagine getting up, walking around the bar and interrupting them to introduce himself to Ted. No opening line seemed right. There was too much to explain. But he believed he had to do it
— that his life depended on it — and that he had to do it
before Mrs. Stratton returned. He feared she would recognize him and catch him spying on
her daughter’s remains like a necrophiliac peeping Tom.


He stood up, pleasantly unsteady for
a moment, a warm flush easing his
mind, and squeezed his way through crowded
tables to make his way to an alcove where there were rest rooms and two pay phones on the wall. He lifted a receiver without thinking and dialed his Vermont number. It rang four times before he heard his own voice on the answering machine, as if all were well back at the farm and his comfortable life had never ended. He hung up.


“Smile. Think how much worse things could be,” a woman said behind him.


Clifford looked over his shoulder and found
himself face to face with one of the women who had been at the bar with Ted Quarles. He hadn’t realized before how pretty
she was, with warm brown
eyes and short sandy hair that fell in layered waves. “You look so sad. I hate to see that,” she said, as if they were old friends.







Clifford shook his head involuntarily, too confused and drunk to worry. “Well, I ... ”


“I’m making a little pit stop here. Then you ought to
come
back with me to the bar and join us. You’ve
been sitting alone all night and it’s not a healthy thing. It can make you depressed.”


Clifford’s stare melted into
a weak smile. Before he had time to calculate how to behave, he heard himself say, “You know, actually ...
I think I know
the guy you’re with. Is he Ted Quarles?”


“That’s him.
Old Teddy. He’s a regular.” She said “reg-yoo-lar,” sounding each vowel with a melodramatic flourish that ended with the tip of her tongue pressed to her upper lip and her eyes gazing heavenward. “And I’m
not, like, ‘with’ him,” she added, imitating a brainless and blasé Valley Girl.


Clifford, who liked inscrutable women, beamed. “His shop is right down the hill?” he said, pointing at the wall with both index fingers.


“Yep.” She shaped her hands
into two pistols and pointed them at the wall too.
“Right down that-a-way.” She smiled quizzically, knitting her bold
dark eyebrows. She was really quite lovely, Clifford thought. “Or whatever. I don’t have a clue what direction
that is.”


Waiting for
her to come out of the ladies room, he considered walking through the barroom and out of the inn. But in his mind he clearly heard himself pleading: For God’s sake, sin like a man for once. 


Just fuck her and be done with it. The cleansing power of
sin — embrace it, will you? Join the world, no more of this eternal dreaming and boyish longing. Go back to
Jenny a man.


“Anne told you to see other girls,” Clifford
whispered in his dream. He stared at the wall with a sad worried look. He knew he was drunk. “Mission accomplished,” she said when she came back into the alcove. “So what’s your name, stranger?” Her told her.


“Well come on Clifford. I’m Carol.” She hooked her arm through his and began to lead him back into the bar. “Let me introduce
you to the cast of characters.”


“Are you always this good at cheering up
strangers?” Clifford asked.


“Translation: Do I pick up a lot of men at bars? No, not really. I’m friendly, Clifford,” she said earnestly as they pushed past the backs of
chairs.
“And you don’t see a lot of strangers around here this time of
year. And in the summer, when you do, you don’t want to go there,” she said lowly, pressing a hand to her chest.


They approached
Ted Quarles and the other woman. Clifford braced himself, telling himself to stay calm, that all this meant nothing to any of them and that if he simply told Ted Quarles the truth —some of it, anyway — they would never know how lost he was.


Clifford stood by while Carol announced to the backs of her friend and Ted Quarles that she had brought
company. The woman turned
around; Ted remained hunched over
his beer. “This is Clifford Nelson,” Carol said. “Clifford, this is Veronique and Ted. He knows you, Ted. Your fame extends far and wide beyond this sceptered isle.”


“Hi,” said Veronique.


“It’s not ‘sceptered,’” Ted said to his drink. “England is sceptered. Martha’s Vineyard is not. It’s a reference from Shakespeare to the monarchy.” He glanced over his shoulder at Clifford
and nodded with the trace of a smile. “Hi,” he said and went back to looking at his beer. He didn’t seem to
have
recognized the name. 


“I thought it sounded clever,” Carol said, feigning injury, “even though I didn’t know what the
hell it meant.”


Ted nodded.


“Actually I knew Anne,” Clifford eagerly told the back of Ted’s head — a little too eagerly, he thought,
slowing himself down. “I’m the guy who sent you a note a while ago when I found out what happened. I heard from somebody who knew somebody. I knew her for a while in high school and college.”


Clifford waited. The mop of hair nodded again. “We’ll have to talk sometime.”


“You knew Ted’s wife?” Veronique asked. “How about that!” “Come on, sit down with me, Clifford,” said Carol. “Anne and I were best friends for a while.
We got very close, talking about men, actually. Especially old Ted down there.” She motioned
toward him with her head. “He’s a piece of work.”


Clifford crouched toward her, wide-eyed. “Best friends? You and Anne? Please. Tell me about her. How was her
life? What was she like?”


“Complicated. We had a falling out, actually. She thought I developed a thing for Ted, which wasn’t true. She was fooling around and he was fooling around and everybody was getting pretty paranoid, especially Ted. Actually, he was arrested.”


Clifford sat and leaned over the bar to peer past Carol and


Veronique. “Arrested? Jesus. What for?”


“Aggravated harassment. He shot up somebody’s car with
a gun up in Vineyard Haven. That was years ago. He’s been a good boy since then. All they did was take away his pistol permit and put him on probation. Everybody knows Ted. He wouldn’t really hurt anybody.”


“Did he love her? Anne, I mean.”


“Oh, absolutely. Crazy about her. But he didn’t show it
at all. And
in return she tried to drive him nuts. One summer she and I would sit out there on
her bench at the pond — Ted built her this nice bench to sit on at the edge of a salt pond behind
his place —
and
drink wine all night laughing about men. Listen, honey. That’s what you’ve got to do. You can’t cry all night. So you laugh. I never laughed so much with any other friend.”


Carol’s hearty smart-girl facade drained from
her face and she stared across the bar, as if Clifford
had
disappeared. Clifford watched her in wonder. Involuntarily he shifted his gaze to the back of Ted’s head. “He’s a Vietnam vet, right?” he asked.


“Ted’s big on
his Vietnam experience,” Carol whispered, “even though it was 25
year ago. He’s kind of weird, especially after a few beers, although Veronique doesn’t think so. She loves him.” Carol once more rolled her eyes heavenward and pressed the tip of her tongue to her lip; then she looked at Clifford in mock seriousness and shook her head as she leaned toward him. “But he don’t love her. Got
the picture?”


“Got it,” Clifford said, wondering what happened to Anne that she could have picked such a man. “Bad scene for
Veronique.” It didn’t surprise him,
though. A girl as certain and as strong as Anne had been at 17 had to develop cracks as life went along and dug the ground out from under her.


“I’ve noticed you’re married.” She nudged his forearm with her own. “Where’s the
little lady?”


“At home. In Vermont. With an old friend of mine from high school who also knew Ted’s wife.”


“There’s an awful lot of high school stuff going on here. What do you mean, ‘With’? That sounds kind of interesting.”


“I don't know. It’s an unresolved situation.” Clifford’s arms began to shake. He pressed hard on them to
make
them stop.


“Uh boy. And what are you doing here?”


Clifford smiled, pleased to think he hadn’t noticed
her interest in him from across the bar. “I was out for a ride in
an airplane,” he told her, lowering his head and speaking conspiratorially into her ear. “I rent beat up old airplanes and go for joy rides now and then. I had a little trouble with this airplane and I thought I’d land and have it looked at here.” As he spoke, Carol turned to gaze at him and study him shamelessly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “But as long as I’m here, what I’d like to do ... You’re going to think this is a little odd, maybe ... I was going to look up Anne’s mother or
this guy Ted Quarles and ask if they’d show me where they spread Anne’s ashes.
It’s that salt pond
in
Chilmark you talked about. Anne owned some of the property, I understand.”


She did
not answer. Clifford
pressed his lips together. It had sounded reasonable enough.


“I just found out she died,” he added. “It came as a shock.”


The bartender delivered a round to the new foursome, ordered by Ted, who was hunched
over
the bar with Veronique, talking as earnestly as possible for a man whose face rarely changed expression. Clifford
glanced down the bar, gripped his bourbon and took a swig. “So he’s big on his ‘Nam experience?” Clifford asked Carol, trying to ignore the look on her face. She knew something was up. “He’s one of those guys who saw it all and carries it around for the rest of his life?”


She cocked her head, still studying him. “He doesn’t talk about it much,” she finally said. ”But he lets you know. He likes to show off his brother’s gun, which he’s not supposed to
have
anymore. His brother died in Vietnam, I think. Ted likes to make things up. I’ve never been quite sure about that one.” The hair on Clifford’s neck seemed to stand up. “So you loved this girl all these years?”


Clifford, flustered, focused on Anne to help shrug off his new sense of dread. “Not that I ever realized before. It seemed to hit me very hard
when I found out she
was dead. I don’t quite know why,” he said. “A friend of hers told me it was just ‘the time’ we had known each other. Teenage love, pimples and all that.”


Carol’s face softened, she smiled and patted his hand. He feared that she pitied him until she stopped patting and let her hand rest on the back of his. “You’re a nice guy, Clifford Nelson, and I think it’s a good thing for you to go find this pond and say good-bye to your old girlfriend.”


He swallowed the sloppy urge to
sob and, with some difficulty, managed a grin. “You’re pretty nice yourself,” he said. “Amazing is what you are. Watch out or I’ll love you for the rest of my life, too.” He blushed and looked away, surprised at himself — he wondered
if his voice had warbled — but she took it well, socking him in the shoulder before pressing her cheek against it and reaching around his back to give him a squeeze. It’s grand what booze can do for you, Clifford thought.


She told him she was 35, worked at a bookstore in Edgartown except in the dead of winter, when she lived with friends in Rangely, Maine and worked at a bar at a ski area. She had just returned to
the island to enjoy a few weeks off before starting work at the bookstore. She’d grown up in Concord, Massachsetts but had been a summer kid on the island —
her parents had recently sold their place and moved to
Palm Springs —
and she liked to come back when spring broke winter’s grip, before the crowds arrived. Long walks on the beach with her black Lab, a nice little blaze in the fireplace in her apartment, a good book. She was “in transition,” she told Clifford. She’d been married to a man she described as a “big jock” who worked for First Boston. They had lived together for four years in a sunny apartment. It just didn’t work out. He was still “making lots of dough and I get a little of it. Not a lot. A little.”


“I’d known him
since college. We went to Lake Forest together — a preppy little drinker’s school if there ever was one,” Carol said. “You don’t really know somebody
if all you did with them before you got married was go to
parties and drink.”


“No kids?” Clifford
asked.


“No kids. We didn’t want them at first and later I think we realized we never wanted them — not with each other, anyway.” She curled her upper lip and squinted, as if an ugly thought had just occurred to her. “It was really awful. God. I don’t know what the hell happened.” 


Clifford nodded as if he understood. Carol looked dreamily across the bar, her brows
arched sadly. After a long silence, she told Clifford that she and Veronique shared an upstairs apartment in an old house in Edgartown overlooking the Chappaquidick ferry. Veronique was a solid kid, Carol said. She was only 30. She had lived with a guy for five years until he had left the island and didn’t take her with him. She worked for the Vineyard Gazette in the production
department. She had known Ted for a year. They had met at this very bar. It was an on-again, off-again thing.


A woman in the midst of a challenge, Carol had seemed motivated to tell her tale. When she asked about him,
he was not. The bourbon and the ease of
Carol’s companionship and the promise of a disposable little affair, the first of his life, had wrapped up
his dreary endlessly evolving crisis and put it away. The subject bored him now. He didn’t want the work of having to be careful
when he came to the bad parts. “Commuter airline pilot. I’ve always loved flying and that’s what I do ...
or did, anyway. Married 17 years. No
kids and I suppose we’re sorry about that, at least I am, anyway, but we don’t discuss it. She kept having bad pregnancies. We were glad just to be left alone and alive.”


He felt himself losing his footing as Carol watched
him. “Everything was going along just fine until I ran into this little problem with my heart,” he said, surprised at how easy it had been to say. “Fortythree years old and all of a sudden I get angina.” He held up a hand in hearty protest. “I never had a heart attack. My
heart
is strong. I’m not some frail old wreck. Had a bypass, they fixed me up, I’m fine. I ski, I chop wood, I can work and sweat for hours and feel great but the FAA won’t let me fly professionally any
more. If I’d had a boss as loyal to me as I was to him, he could have kept me on and maybe helped me out, maybe even win back my medical. But he didn’t give a shit, the fuckhead. Then I find out Anne died, of a bad heart! Right after I was saved. Christ. It was almost as if what happened to her had been meant for
me.” 


Clifford was afraid to look at her. He was lying. The whole thing was a lie. He wasn’t sure what the truth was but
he knew that he was a liar just trying to go ahead and fuck her.


“I suppose I’ve gone a little out of my mind since my heart thing,” he went on, surprised to think it might even be true. “Since my father died. Since I learned about Anne. My
poor
wife. I feel bad for her. I drove her nuts. She kicked me out today.”


“Aw, baby,” Carol said.


He made himself turn to face her and was relieved to see there was no trace of pity. She’d said it almost as a joke — as if all men get kicked out after driving
their wives nuts.


Clifford heard Ted emit a high-pitched snicker and, looking past Carol, saw Veronique lean into him,
muttering words that Clifford couldn’t make out. Carol smiled and — keeping her eyes on Clifford
— leaned sideways toward Veronique and Ted. “Hey. This guy needs to see where
Anne’s pond is, Ted. They were friends a long, long time ago. Let’s go for
a drive to your place and visit the pond.”


“Yeah, Ted. Let’s go for a ride,” said Veronique. “To your place.” For the first time, Ted looked at Clifford,
propping his hands on the bar and leaning forward in order to see him. His smile had changed. Now it engaged his entire mouth and seemed genuine. “It’s nice at night there,” he said, “especially in summer. I’ve taken a lot of Anne’s friends down there.”
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When they all got up from the bar, Clifford suddenly part of this besotted little Martha’s Vineyard group, he felt relieved, like an Exeter schoolboy on an adventure.


They met the departing Mrs. Stratton in the lobby. “Gallivanting on a school night?” she said to Ted as she approached with her dinner companions. Clifford
fought
the urge to turn and seek cover.


“We’re taking a friend
of Anne’s to see her pond,” Ted said, the smirk returning to his face as he gestured at Clifford. “I don’t know the guy.”


Mrs. Stratton’s eyes met Clifford’s with
a brief look of puzzled wonder that broke into a formal
smile. He bravely rushed to explain himself. “I’m Clifford Nelson, Mrs. Stratton. I talked to you on
the phone a while ago. I didn’t know I’d be stopping here on the island otherwise I would have given you a ring.”


“He’s got an airplane,” Veronique said in mock scorn. “It’s rented,” Clifford corrected.


“My God, Clifford! How are you, dear? I had the feeling I’d be seeing you soon. You are looking well, if a little thinner on top.” She took his hand and held it between hers. “How did you all find each other? Did you look Ted up?”


“No, no, this is all coincidence,” Clifford said, grinning. “I met this bunch at the bar.” 


“Oh my. Who’s driving?”


“Ted is,” Veronique said, taking his arm. “Ted never gets loaded.” “Is that so?” Mrs. Stratton said, letting go of Clifford’s hand to begin moving on with her friends. “You be nice to
him, Ted. Send him over to
see me next. Clifford, it’s so good to see you’re here. It’s nice of you to care so much about dear Anne. She would have liked to know that about you.”


Clifford, still in wonder at the touch of her hand, had to force himself not to break away after her. “Mrs. Stratton, I’ll be in
touch,” he called out too eagerly. He meant it. He wanted to see her. She was as close as he could get to Anne herself. He could tell none of them that he wanted to
kneel down and weep into the folds of her coat.


Side by side, Carol and Clifford silently followed the other two down the driveway to Ted’s shop.
“Maybe I should take my car,” Clifford said when they reached Ted’s truck.


Ignoring Clifford,
Ted climbed into the driver’s seat and Veronique slid in next to him from the passenger side. “No, you come with us,” Carol
said, standing at the passenger door and holding
it for him. “There’s room.”


Clifford shoved his hands into his pockets and stood still, staring at the sandy shoulder of the road. At the edge of
his eye the daffodils at the base of Ted’s shop glowed like smears of fading phosphor in the darkness.


“Come on,” Carol whispered.


He stepped aboard and slid in beside Veronique. Carol followed, folding herself against his lap before he’d made full contact with the seat and pulling the door shut behind herself. As the weight of her body pressed hard against him, she slipped an arm around his neck and he tucked a hand around her waist and hooked his thumb into the beltless rim of her jeans. Before he had decided how to explain all this to
himself, she put her face into his neck and whispered, “There’s something about you Clifford. You’re not like most men. Either you’re a complete jerk or after all these years you just may be Mr. Right.” She lifted her face and kissed his mouth,
prying open his teeth with her tongue.


“You’re an asshole, Ted, sometimes,” he heard Veronique hiss.


As their tongues did
battle, Clifford
heard the thud of Veronique’s hand against Ted’s shoulder and the wheeze of Ted’s laugh as he started the truck. Clifford let himself go, sliding back through time as if in a dream.


Ted steered them through a tunnel of
harsh, white light and ragged black shadow into
West Tisbury and Chilmark. Clifford
and Carol made out, Clifford
unbothered by how wrong it felt to be so aroused. Go back to Jenny a new man, he thought.
A mature and wise man, strong at the broken places, nobly scarred by sin. You’re doing it. You’re finally doing it.


They separated only when they felt the truck slow down and the tires roll off the pavement onto the softly undulating naked skin of Martha’s Vineyard. Groggy and drugged, they
both looked up.


“He’s taking us to
the pond,” Carol said dreamily after peering at the view ahead.


Veronique leaned on Ted’s shoulder, apparently asleep. Ted grimaced at the windshield with his permanent smile. There was something wrong with him; he might even be crazy, Clifford decided.


“So you’ve been to this place,” Clifford
said.


“It’s right behind his house,” Carol replied. “That’s how they met. Anne bought this land right behind his house. An inheritance from her grandmother or
something.”


There was no
house to be seen nor even the glimmer of lights. The truck wobbled slowly through brambles that spilled over the edges of the sand road, screeching as they dragged along the truck’s sides.


The road followed
a slight rise. The brambles thinned and then spread apart to reveal only the mottled ground ahead and the black cloak of a starless night. Ted stopped the truck and switched off the lights and the ignition. Instead of silence, the bell-like
chorus of spring peepers poured into the cab like silver coins. 


Ted lit a cigarette. “It’s over there,”
he said, loudly blowing out a cloud of smoke. “Carol will show you.”


She opened the door and slid from Clifford’s lap. He followed as she disappeared and steadied himself against the hood of the truck before he launched into the darkness, dizzied by the higher pitch of
the peepers’ manic concert.
“Where are you?” he said, unwilling to say her name. He didn’t want to
fall in love with her.


If she answered,
her voice was lost in the racket — a barrier of
noise sent up like defensive fire around a blacked-out city. He hobbled forward, sightless but comforted by an emerging sense of
the terrain. The ground now sloped slightly downhill, its grass firm and compact. Just as he detected
the whispering subtonic of distant rollers striking a beach, he stopped and peered into the gloom. Somehow he sensed the void that described Anne’s pond.


As if the night had come alive and
turned on him, Carol sprang from behind, wrapping her arms around him. For an instant, he thought it was an attack — that he’d been fool enough to be taken away and robbed by three desperadoes. He heard a small groan deep in his own throat and turned inside her embrace. They sank to the ground, their hands battling with buckles and zippers. She rose up on
her knees and pushed him down, leaving him paralyzed until he felt her bare thighs gripping his hips above the bunched trousers at his knees. He lifted himself to find her.


“Anne always said she wanted to screw out here under the sky with the sound of the waves in her ears,” Carol said, teasing him. Clifford’s head spun as he flew back in time. He gripped her hips and entered her with a groan.


At that moment Ted turned on
his headlights. They lit up Carol as if she were a shining hologram, artificial but brilliant in three dimensions. She broke Clifford’s trance. Sheltered from the light by the rise of ground behind them, he
watched Carol’s white jaw and neck as she glared at the truck. When she looked down at him, her face disappeared in a puzzle of ragged stabbing shadows. 


“Don't stop. Ignore them,” she said, beginning to move on him. In the instant it took for him to consider the possibility of continuing, he went limp. “No way. I can’t screw with an audience,” he said. Suddenly he was back
at Benton College, Larry’s girlfriend Sandra looming above him.


She held still, supporting herself on her hands above him, watching his face, he supposed — he couldn’t make out her eyes in the shadow of her brow. He and Carol would part as enemies, he knew, if they didn’t find a way to
hold out the prospect of another attempt.


He shook away old
memories and squeezed her forearms. She watched him for a moment more then looked at the truck. “You fuckers!” she shouted.


Clifford closed his eyes, feeling his scalp against the cold grass. “Actually that would be us, I think.” It felt like something Paul would have said.


She tossed her head to force aside the hair that had fallen in
her
face and kissed him violently. Then she dismounted, pulling her jeans up as she rose, unconcerned about the lights of the truck. With dim appreciation, he saw that her pants had been around
her ankles the whole time. She’d mounted him with her feet bound together.


Protected in
his shadow, Clifford arched his back and calmly lifted his underwear and pants over his hips and buckled
his belt. He sat up and looked at the pond, which the truck headlights had revealed. The long boom of his shadow extended onto the water and out into the blurry darkness. The realization struck him that Ted had been up to no mischief. He had brought up the truck to let Clifford see where the last mortal traces of Anne had been handed back to the universe.


He stood up
and approached the pond. Carol’s shadow danced against the water and disappeared. She had gone shamelessly to the truck to yelp like a small dog at Ted and Veronique, or so it
sounded to Clifford: only the highest and loudest notes of her voice emerged through the pulse of the surf and the ring of the peepers.


Something made him look at his feet. A
cluster of daffodils lay pinned to
the ground under his shoes. He uttered a cry and leapt backwards. As he sank to
his knees, the heavy dreadful feeling of Anne’s death came back to him, as vast and strong as it had been the moment he’d first learned of it.


“Anne,” he whispered, bowing his head, “do you even know who


I am?”


The peepers roared and the surf hissed. Daffodils carpeted the shoreline to his right and left. There was a wooden
bench of heavy cedar perched amidst the mourning flowers and the brambles of naked shad and beach rose. He stood, walked the last few feet to the pond and gazed down at the edge of the water. As the headlights of the truck
began silently to move, shifting his shadow across the pond, he kneeled onto the wet grass, leaned forward, cupped his hands together in the cold black water, lifted them out and gently doused his face.







He pretended he could hear her. “I still wish you well, Clifford. I wish you well. You would have loved me, I know. Life would have been different,” she whispered, her voice like a breeze off the ocean.


As if a shutter had snapped shut, the lights from the truck went out and the damp April night enveloped him. He calmly pondered his helpless situation, abandoned and lost
in the dark. Then a dim shaft of orange light flickered across
the
grass and he heard Carol call from behind him, “I’m here.” He turned to see a flashlight bobbing toward him.


“They drove the truck to the house,” she said. “It’s this way. I’ll take you.”


Sitting there waiting for her, he felt like his old decrepit
father, so pleased to have a guide to help him through his stupor. He heard her feet crushing grass as the flashlight bounced toward him. She grasped his hand, pulled him up and led him past the bench and along a path into the thicket.


“I ought to call my wife,” he said stupidly.


“Call her in the morning. It would be better, I guarantee it.” “Have you ever done this kind of thing before?” 


“Never. I’m turning over a leaf. Not so sure I like what


I’m finding.”


Clifford imagined that he had a choice and that he had chosen
to stay for the tour. Time and space vanished. The rooms of Ted Quarles’s astonishing house wobbled, rocked and tilted as Carol led him through it by the hand. Ted and Veronique had to be somewhere, probably upstairs in the dim recesses beyond the encircling balcony that overlooked the gaping living room and its snug warm corners of light and darkness. With its freestanding fieldstone fireplace, its teak cabinets and bookshelves, its gravity-defying stainless steel reading lamps atop the cubes at each end of
the two sectional sofas, it didn’t look like a plumber’s room. Some “farm,” Clifford thought. It belonged to rich people, probably Ted’s parents, whoever and wherever they were. As Carol tugged him
along toward a hallway, he peered at the bank of
French doors, wondering at the idea of Anne passing through them with her morning
coffee.


In the hall, lead-and-glass ornaments hung on the walls, ugly things that looked like sentimental remnants from the Seventies and the dying era of Peter Max. Clifford wondered if they were Anne’s creations, displayed out of a young widower’s sense of duty but relegated to a dark recess so as not to spoil the rest of the place. He touched one of them.


“This is my room down here, when I want to
use it,” Carol said, trying to
drag him through a doorway.


“Wait!”
Clifford replied, planting his feet to stop her. “Wait. I need to see this.”


It was hard to see anything in the poorly lit hallway but he made out a
cluster of framed black-and-white candids arranged on the wall, moodier and more stylish than the typical young marrieds’ snapshots. Here was Anne cross-legged on a beach towel in jeans and deflated bikini top; Ted and Anne at sunset sitting on a rock near the water; Ted in paint-stained rags standing on a lawn with his hands on his hips beside an assembled object of
metal pieces. It towered over him like
a Tyrannosaurus rex
cloned from the detritus
of
a municipal waste dump.


Clifford’s grin vanished. He stared at the pictures, beginning to realize that soon he’d feel
hurt. “Wow,” he finally muttered, trying to
find
something to say to stop himself from thinking. “They were happy, weren’t they?”


“Maybe once upon a time.
I have no idea. He never talks about her.” Carol looked at the pictures as if she’d never seen them before. “You know how pictures can take a moment and make a whole lifetime look grand.”


He turned to study her profile. For the first time he noticed the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. Jenny had the same handsome marks. “Why do you think I would know such a thing as that?” he asked.


“You know what I know. I can tell.”


They turned to
face each other. She looked into Clifford’s eyes impatiently, waiting for him to signal for her to
proceed. He rubbed a hand across his mouth and fought his embarrassment, like a boy with an older woman. He wondered what time it was and where
there was a phone. He wondered
who she was and why she had a room at Ted Quarles’s house. “Wait,” he said. “Does he have a bar around here? I could use another drink. I’m in the middle of a crisis, you know. I don’t want to
get hung over in the
middle of a crisis.”


For a moment
she looked as if she might turn on
him. Then her shoulders slumped and she sighed. “I was forgetting that, Clifford.
I was forgetting you’re a nice guy. Nice guys require special handling.” She smiled at him and cocked her head. “Come on.”


There was a bar in
an alcove between the living room and the kitchen — a fancy little bar with a sink and a mini refrigerator and teak shelves for the liquor. Aside from a few old bottles of liqueurs, the grownup’s stock was all gone. Ted kept only a bottle of
tequila there now and with its film of dust
and faded label it had the forlorn
look of a bottle left behind by better days. Carol unscrewed the top, took a swig and handed it to Clifford. He pitched
back his head and swallowed hard.


“Music,” he said. “Where’s the
stereo?”


Taking the tequila along, he followed her into the living room and crouched beside her to
peer
at the collection of
CDs, cassettes and albums in a cabinet beside a rack of fancy electronic equipment.


“All this from plumbing?” he whispered, peering nearly cross-eyed at Carol’s pink ear. It looked like a young
girl’s ear, a teenager’s ear, peeking out from the curtain of her hair.


“Yeah, right,” she said, smiling. Side by the side on their knees, they kissed, parting lips slowly.


“How about an LP ... something old timey?” he said, his own voice sounding far away. He pulled out a Santana album. She put
it on the turntable, took him by the hand and led him through the room, turning off the two reading lamps and a row of
overhead spotlights high in an arch of the ceiling. They moved like
aliens through a moonscape. An ambient gray
light limned the edges of things. “Black Magic Woman” started. Even with the volume turned down low, the music reminded Clifford again of his Benton College roommate and the faraway season he
had spent smoking marijuana to
get through the evenings.


She led him through the darkness to a corner of one of the couches. “Where are they?” he whispered.


“They’re not
even in here,” she whispered, “They’re out in the guest house. That’s Veronique’s place, when she wants it. That’s where Ted and Anne lived, back when he was more respectable. Now he just doesn’t give a shit and neither does his mother. He’s kind of taken over.”


“Christ,” he said. “What’s the deal with you three?”


“It’s just one of those things, Cliff,”
she said, falling backwards onto the couch with a grim expression, taking him with her. “Don’t worry about it.” He held the bottle away so it wouldn’t hit her as he followed her down and slumped against her side. He took a swig. “Another?” he asked. She held her hand over his and guided the bottle
to her mouth. Watching
her, he wondered
if this were the couch where Anne had died and if
her head had sunk quite so deeply into the soft white cushion. Or would she have slumped over so her head dangled from the edge of
the armrest? He looked at Carol with a guilty smirk, like a suburban white-collar husband who’d ducked into a Times Square peep show before the train home.


But when she pulled him to her, he put the bottle on the floor and went to licking her lips the way he’d licked Anne’s, exploring them with his tongue in an enveloping haze of memory and regret. Unlike Anne, she wanted
him. She didn’t seem to care who he was or what he did or where he was headed.
Or else she had fallen in love with him, which Clifford considered extremely unlikely.


“I don’t do this with every guy I meet,” she whispered. “Believe me. Please believe me.”


“You don’t?” “I don’t.”


“So why me?” he wanted to ask. But Carol’s hand and the thought of Sewell loving Jenny in his absence made him concentrate instead on their rapid and sloppy advance. Their pants fell to the floor. They embraced. He entered her, immediately aware he’d have to
pace
himself somehow. She had even stopped moving in an effort
to help, he blindly assumed, until she pressed a hand flat against his chest and lowly said, “Get off.”


With the hostility of a disbelieving drunk, he said, “What?” She pressed harder and hissed, “Get off! I’m going to be sick.” She took her hand away, waiting with a frozen grimace for him to


free her. As soon as Clifford slipped from between her legs and tottered to the floor, she lunged from the couch and ran into the darkness of the hallway.


He had no interest in following — a sick stranger, he assumed, might prefer to be alone — but he reminded himself that he had been a selfish person all his life, like his father, and that perhaps his judgment was wrong; perhaps he owed her some display of concern. Hobbling into his underwear, he lost his balance and careened onto the couch, squashing his face against the back cushion. After he had awkwardly twisted himself onto his back, he sat up with a scowl and leaned forward to fetch his pants. There was a leaden ache in his groin of unspent semen.
It felt like angina, only lower down. Sitting alone in the dark with a vague smile, almost unaware of Carol’s distant retching behind a closed door somewhere,
he pondered this curious similarity. He wondered if
fond memories explained why he hadn’t been afraid of the pleasant little ache when it
had decided to alight on the center of
his chest.


She had been quiet a long time when he finally stood up, steadying himself on the armrest before stepping tentatively into
the hallway. She didn’t answer when he called her. Passing the dim shapes of Ted’s pictures of Anne, he thought
he heard a low sob and the sweet, sad sound of a child sniffing back tears. Peering into one of
the
darkened rooms, he saw the crack of light that marked a bathroom
door. He stepped forward and opened
it.


She looked up from the floor miserably, gripping the toilet bowl.
She had rested her head there atop her hands to
cry. Watching him, she waited without
rancor
for him to speak. After too long a silence, she closed her eyes and laid her head
down again. “What do you
want?” she muttered softly.


“Are you all right?”


She didn’t answer at first. “Just fine,” she said finally, almost whispering, her eyes closed. “I forgot. Tequila
makes me sick.”


The pain in his groin had risen into his belly, which made him
afraid that it might reach the center of his chest at any time.


She lifted her head once more and studied him
with meager hopefulness, mistaking the look in his eyes for something else. The moment he realized she was waiting for
him — to speak, to
act,
to save her — she gave up. “You make me sick, too,” she said quietly. She closed her eyes and lowered her head to
her hands again, contorting her face in
pain as she tried to hold back her tears. “Never get too
desperate, Cliff.
It makes you do the stupidest fucking things,” she whispered.


He dropped to his knees beside her. ”I know,” he said. In her awkward nearly fetal position against the toilet, her body offered
no place for him to hold her. They were strangers anyway; an embrace would
not do now. Bracing himself on all fours, he extended his face to hers and kissed her forehead. “I’m so drunk,” he said. “It’s teen night at the Quarles place, isn’t it? Or is this what grown-ups
really do? I have no
idea. I never knew any grown-ups. What are we doing, Carol?”


“I’m so lonely,” she pathetically squeaked.


“Me too. Very. Do you want me to put you to bed?”


She shook her head. He nodded, stood up, teetered backwards and caught himself in the doorway.


“All
these years,” he said as he watched Carol weep, “all this time gone by and I’ve never learned a thing. I’m who I always was.”


He pulled the door closed and made his way to the living room, sliding his hand along the wall for guidance. He pitched himself onto
the couch, burying his face in it. Waiting for the ache in
his belly to go away or rise to his chest and kill him, he passed out.
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The dream was of Jenny, who studied him through her loupe in a shaft of
dull light, pulling the stitches out of his chest with the same quiet intensity she brought to
her jewelry making. “I’m not sure you
should be doing this,” Clifford
told her. She ignored him, removing the stitches piece by piece, letting the layered bindings separate and yawn open. Behind his back, he held a weapon;
he couldn’t tell what it was. A
baton? A handgun? He smelled his wife’s hair as she worked and gazed at her fair freckled skin, wishing she would stop this
project of hers.


There was a troubling sound he didn’t understand: a slow, rhythmic
slap that disrupted the image of Jenny until it broke apart, leaving him drifting in a brilliant white void with his stitches dangling weightlessly in space.


He opened his eyes and saw Ted Quarles in profile on the other couch, leaning out over his knees, playing solitaire on the coffee table. The overhead
lights were on.


“You don’t play poker, do you?” Ted said without looking up from his card game.


Clifford lifted his head, thinking he could manage to
shake
it and say “no.” Instead he clenched shut his eyes and pressed his hand to his forehead at the sudden stab of pain.


“On a bit of a bender, I’d say,” Ted said, his bloom of red curls quivering. “What do you think this is? A frat party? A prepster’s big weekend with the parents away?”


Clifford winced as he let his head fall back against the couch. Ted stopped slapping cards on the table and looked straight at him with his impish, evil smile. “So when was the last time you saw my wife?”


Clifford covered his face with his hands. “I don’t know ... a long, long time ago. In college.”


“Where’d you go?” “Columbia.”


Ted’s smile disappeared. “Aha,” he said dully.


Clifford looked at him fearlessly. “Did she ever mention me?” “My wife? Mention you?”


It was what he wanted to know, what he had
come for —
not to say good-bye
— but Clifford realized he had to have been drunk to have asked.
Wearily he dropped
his feet to the floor and sat up. He rubbed his hand across
the top of his head. “I just wondered. I told my
wife all about her,” he said thickly, knowing he had just made a fool of himself.


Ted had
that smug half-smile on. “Wife? How about Carol?” “Separated. We’re separated, ” Clifford
said without hesitation, ignoring the hot wind that blew over him. Ted nodded slowly and returned to his card game.


“Where is Carol?” Clifford
asked. “She’s asleep, down the hall.”


Clifford
wasn’t sure he wanted
to know any more but he went on. “Do you and Carol and Veronique ... ” He stopped when Ted looked at him again. “It’s none of my business.”


Ted grinned. “When you’re alone and pushing fifty and you don’t wear a suit and you live in the boonies, anything can happen, man. We three just know how to laugh. When it works, it’s a relief. You get much relief?”


Surprised, Clifford smiled slyly. “Actually, no. Not
a lot of relief these days.”


Ted pushed out his chin and nodded slowly, in understanding. Perhaps, Clifford thought for an instant, he could like Ted, despite his gloat and the clinical way he conducted a conversation. Clifford suddenly imagined that Ted had lived his life on its front lines, facing whatever the battle
threw at him.
There must have been something good about him; Anne had married him.


“I ought to get out of your hair,”
Clifford said. “Do cabs run
in the middle of the night around here?”


“Join me in a drink — hair of the dog — and I’ll drive you back, if you want,” Ted said matter of factly. “I want to hear about you and Anne.”


He poured two
shots of tequila, handed one to Clifford and asked to
hear the whole story. Clifford sat back against the couch, which eased the remnants of discomfort in his groin, and told the story, lost in his headache and the feeling that telling Anne’s husband would
help begin to restore his honor.


He started with
the dance at Pincer and ended with the hazy memory of Anne in
his apartment in
New York, the last time he’d ever seen her. Listening, Ted hung his head and studied the tabletop, his eyes narrowed into slits, his mouth fixed in its strange creased smile. When Clifford
neared the finish, reciting the lie he’d told Jenny about learning of her death from a man at the Rutland airport, he thought he saw Ted smirk before turning his face away.


“And when was the last time you saw her?” Ted said, looking at the


French doors toward the porch.


“I just told you. It was that time I drove her to
New York. I barely remember a thing about it.”


Pretending not
to notice how Ted kept his face turned away, Clifford
asked
how he and Anne had met. “I’d seen her around the island,” Ted replied, turning to look at the tabletop once more. “Then one day I saw her down there by the pond
with her mother and a broker. They wanted to buy that lot down there from my mother, who doesn’t give a shit about this place. Anne and her mother had the idea that they could
divide it, sell half to raise some money and then build a house for Anne on
the piece by the pond. It turned out she didn’t need to build
a house. She was living here with me a few weeks later.”
Clifford looked at his hands, which he had extended to each side and pressed down on the soft white cushions of the sofa. He didn’t think he should ask Ted if he and Anne had been happy. “Is this where she died?” he said.


Ted did not speak for a moment. “Yes. She died right there on that couch. We were living in the guesthouse but
she died in here. We’d had a fight,” he said with a bizarre grin.


Clifford grimaced. “I’m sorry,” he said, pulling a hand across his face. “I can only imagine what it
means
to lose your wife.”


“I thought you did lose your wife,” Ted sneered.


Clifford stared at him. It might be that Ted was not
strange, he thought; it might be that Ted simply hated him. “I’m hoping we can get back together,” Clifford explained for his own benefit.


“Oh,” Ted said with an exaggerated swelling of his chest and rise of his chin. “Good for you. Did you explain that to Carol? Because as crazy as she is, she’s not the type to fuck like a rabbit every time she meets someone at the bar. She pretends she is, sometimes. But she never delivers.”


Ted suddenly stood up and walked away. Appalled to think he had made a victim of a beautiful, sad and lonely woman, Clifford counted all the mistakes in his life that had finally left him alone and out of control, stranded with Ted Quarles in the room where Anne Stratton had died. When Ted came back gripping a pistol, the gun pointing forward from
his side, aimed just below level, Clifford didn’t care.


“Why a gun?” he asked with only vague interest. “We’re going to talk about the war now.”


“The what?”


Ted sat down and casually slapped the gun on the table. “Don’t worry. It’s not loaded. That’s my brother’s gun. He was in the war, too.” “So I heard,” he said. “You need a fucking gun to talk about


the war?”


“Naw. I just thought of
it. I decided I’d like to see it
again. That’s a Smith and Wesson .38. They gave them to chopper pilots in Nam. I managed to smuggle this the hell out and bring it home.


Clifford stared glumly at the pistol. It had begun to illuminate everything around him with an ugly, harsh light


“You weren’t in the war, I take it,” Ted said.


“You’re not some kind of crazy fuck, are you?” Clifford
asked, squinting at Ted as if
the room were full of smoke.


“I told you. Everybody’s seen my gun. I shoot targets with it.” Clifford
looked at him hard. “Did Anne do that too?”


Ted snickered. “She hated the fucking thing, to tell you the truth. She didn’t know I had it for the longest time. I didn’t use to show it off. It sort of surfaced when things got a little rocky around here, asshole that I am.”


Clifford gazed at him, thinking about the war he had missed. “Did you ever hear of a guy in Vietnam named Mason Wyche?”


“Myron who?”


“Mason, his name was. I didn’t know him. I just know he died there. I’ve always wondered what happened to him.”


“You want to know about him? He was a fucking hero, young Myron Wyche was. The VC shot him to pieces. Guts and brains all over the fucking place. There wasn’t even a piece of his fatigues left bigger than a postage stamp.” Ted smiled wickedly and leaned back in his chair, peering at his cards.


“Mason Wyche. His name was Mason Wyche.” Clifford clenched his eyes shut. “Look, Ted,” he said, opening his eyes and letting his chest slump forward. “Maybe I’d better find a phone now and call that cab.”


“Relax. I’ll take you.” Ted took the gun from the table.


Clifford staggered as he stood. He was dizzy. Outside, they climbed into the truck. Ted reached in
front of Clifford
and put the gun in the glove box. When the truck began to roll, Clifford let his head fall back against the rear of the cab.


They didn’t speak for miles. Ted smoked a cigarette, flicking it nervously at the crack he’d left open at the top of his window. By the time he jabbed it out in the console ashtray and spoke, Clifford had nearly fallen asleep.


“You say you hadn’t seen my wife for 20-something years?” Clifford
forced
open his eyes and sat upright. “What?”


“You heard me, jerk.”


“Wife? You mean Anne? No,
not since college. Christ. Why do you keep asking that?”


Ted grinned at him. “Because she was fooling around on me, that’s why.
And I’d like to find
the guy. I figured it
might have been you.”


The road rocked them. “Fooling around on you? How do you know that?” Clifford
asked.


Eerie green light from the dashboard limned Ted’s face. “Because the little bitch told me, that’s how I know. I’m sure there were others too. But that’s the one she threw in my face.”


Clifford turned away and pressed his arms against his sides. He felt another wave of sadness, this time for Jenny, as fierce and black as the sadness he’d felt
for himself. “If she was telling you the truth, it wasn’t me she was talking about. I have never cheated on my wife.” He stopped and stared at nothing. “Not before this.”


He looked at Ted. “How could it have been me? I’ve never spent more than an hour at a time on the island until now.” Even as he said it, he realized there was a simple answer. A
pilot for Rogan Air, passing through the Vineyard almost every day, could have maintained a schedule for trysts with an unhappy housewife.


Clifford
put his hand to his mouth, thinking of it. It took time for
him to sense that Ted wasn’t grinning anymore.
There was a frozen moment when neither
of them moved. Like a lizard that attacks from a trance,
Ted lunged, popping open the glove box. He pulled out the gun, which sagged in
his hand, heavy and pendulous, and pointed it at Clifford.


“You stupid fuck. What are you doing here?” Ted whispered.


“I did not sleep with Anne, not 25 years ago, not
ever,” Clifford said. He wished he were sober. If he were sober, he might care about Ted and his gun.


“You didn’t know Mason Wyche, right, Ted? You were just trying to fuck around with me, right?”


“Who?” he spat.


“The guy you said got shot into little pieces by the VC.”


“I don’t know any fucking Mason Wyche. There were half a million guys in Vietnam.”


“Ted. I think you may be nuts.”


For a moment, Clifford heard nothing except the wind and the hum of the tires and the engine. Then Ted slammed on the brakes and skidded the truck to a screeching stop, sending Clifford into the dashboard with a dull thump. Ted’s hands
pulled him back and gripped him around the neck.


“I know exactly who you are, buddy,” he said, an inch from Clifford’s face. “Anne told me all about you. You’re the creep she knew from Exeter. You’re the great writer of love letters. The one who went to Columbia and lived in the roach-infested shit-hole apartment. You’re the one who sat there watching your father stick the police on your brother. Anne never forgot it. She told me all about it. You treated her like shit that day. Every time she drank too much and started in on
her God damned ex-husband and her old boyfriends she’d wind up talking about you and that mess of a scene in your shit-hole apartment. She hated you for it.”


Clifford pulled at Ted’s hands. He didn’t know what Ted was talking about. “No,” he rasped.
“That’s wrong. You’re crazy.”


Ted released his grip and lunged past Clifford
to open the passenger door. “Get the fuck out. I can’t stand the sight of you. 


Rubbing his neck, trying to think, he only heard Anne consoling him. ”Gawd is love,” she said, tears in her eyes. The memory
of it was so astonishing to him that Clifford
barely noticed Ted.


“I said get the fuck out!” Ted shouted, twisting in his seat to pull up a booted foot, jam it into Clifford’s side and ram him out the door. On the way down, Clifford’s head banged against the running board. Curled on the ground, he lay still.


“You’re a lucky fuck that I don’t shoot you,” he heard Ted shout before his truck
roared
off, leaving behind a fading hum of tires and finally silence.


Clifford held still for a long time. When his breathing slowed and his heart no longer pounded, he brought himself to his knees, grimacing at the newly complex pain in his head. The darkness was nearly total. He could see only the sandy shoulder of the road, a misty ribbon disappearing into the dark. He felt the bump above his left ear. He pressed his hand against his chest. No
shards of bone or
strands of wire poked from beneath his sweater. He was still in one piece. Clumsily he stood up and began walking toward Edgartown.
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Within a mile, cloaked in darkness and grief, Clifford was lost in his head and singing “Yankee Doodle Dandy”
as he shuffled along the road to Edgartown. He could see Paul clearly. He stood in the doorway of Clifford’s New York apartment
in his dirty leftover Exeter clothes —
threadbare tweed jacket, blue button-down shirt with frayed collar, stained khakis and ragged loafers, his red hair matted against his forehead.


“I’ve got a Yankee Doodle sweetheart,”
Paul announced with a smirk of self-mocking bewilderment. “She’s my Yankee Doodle joy! Yankee Doodle went to London just to ride the ponies —
I am that Yankee Doodle boy!”


He sucked on his cigarette and rubbed the stubble on his chin, making an “O” with his mouth after he finished the song, a wide-eyed clown pretending to realize that no one was getting his jokes. He smelled of shit and Clifford stared at him, appalled, thinking only of Anne, who was down the hall behind him, out of sight, sitting on the living room couch. He didn’t want Anne to
see Paul. He didn’t want Anne to
know his family could produce such a man.


“What are you doing here, Paul?” Clifford whispered. He hadn’t seen Paul in months.


“I just had a big fight with Dad. Did you know Dad is a first-class fuck head, by the way? You should see his horoscope.” 


“Paul, I have a friend here,” Clifford said urgently. Paul flinched and stepped away from the door.


“Wait!” Clifford
said. “I’m not saying leave. I’m just surprised!” But the damage had been done. Paul gingerly stepped inside and stood shaking like
a hypothermic avalanche survivor. “I need you to
save me,” he said apologetically. “Dad’s coming to get me with the police. I just put shit all over his bathroom. The cab driver must have loved me.” Paul forced a grin.


Clifford looked over his shoulder. He had kept her off base all weekend, finding her strange little body unappealing and her talk
of family and college boring. When it came time to drive her back to
Hancock, he
was certain that he wouldn’t care at all. No more tears, no more pining. He had finally figured out
that she was just a pain in the ass.


“Shit,” he said under his breath. “Paul, come on in here and get cleaned up. You can take a bath.”


Clifford led him into the kitchen
with its filthy airshaft window, cracked linoleum
floor, warped cabinets coated in layers of yellowed paint and its scampering cockroaches. The bathroom was in the corner, a step up behind a crooked door that didn’t quite close. Hot air spilled out when Clifford opened it to expose a cramped nook that contained an old
toilet, its flush box mounted high on
the dirty plaster wall behind it, and a tub encased in crumbling plaster like a halfexcavated sarcophagus. The faucet ran all the time, emitting an anxious wail and scalding water that filled the bathroom
with clouds of steam. The superintendent, a toothless old Norwegian who lived downstairs with his parakeets, seemed uninterested in fixing it. The soggy heat had melted the molded plaster so that it had fallen off
in chunks, revealing wire mesh and dark passageways inside the walls of
the sarcophagus.


“In there? Looks like something out
of Auschwitz,” Paul said. “But gosh, Colonel Klenk, if you got a girl, I’ll do it. Does she have freckles on her but
she is nice?” 


“I’ve never seen her butt,” Clifford humorlessly
replied. Paul looked like a madman, with missing teeth and red eyes. “Paul, what happened? When did you loose those teeth?”


“Tragic, isn’t it? Dad was screaming that I don’t brush them. He spent a lot of money on our braces you know even though
we lived with dear mom. He did a lot of things I have failed to appreciate, as a matter of fact. If only I understood the great sacrifices he has made for my welfare.”


Paul shuffled from foot to foot, looking blindly
around
the room, his hands working themselves against each other then scratching along his sides like insects.


“Got a cigarette, Laddyo?”


“Wait, just wait,” Clifford said, holding up his hands. He trotted down the hall and peered around
the corner at Anne. She sat
on the edge of
the couch,
waiting for
Clifford to tell her what was happening.


“Is everything okay?”


“It’s my brother. He’s a big mess.” “Let me help,” she said, getting up.


“No! No, don’t go in there. He’s going to take a bath. But he needs a cigarette.”


Without hesitation, she reached for her pack of
Tareytons. Clifford
took one from the pack. “You just stay here,” he said, pointing at her. “Just sit and stay. Please.”


Anne was
looking at him, stunned and wide-eyed, as he turned away.


Paul had pulled out a chair and was sitting with his elbows on the kitchen table, cradling
his face in his hands. “Clifford, I’ve got one thing to ask you. Don’t let Dad take me away. Don’t tell him I’m here or let him take me away. I’ll go anywhere they want but not with him. God told me he’s Belzebub, if you want to know the truth. I try not to share these kinds of things with you, pal, but we’re in a crisis stage and your mother and I think it’s time you should know, son.” 


Clifford kept his distance. It was always “Laddyo” or “Sport.” Paul never called him by name. “Does he know you’re here?”
Clifford asked. “I may have said something. One never knows what one is liable to do.” He leaned back and rubbed his hand over the top of his greasy head. “By the way, nice place you have here. It’s big and you have lots of little friends skittering around. Not as lonely as my place, although I’ve had a centipede or two. How ‘bout that cigarette?”


Clifford handed him
a cigarette and the box of matches he used to light the gas stove. Paul’s hands shook as he awkwardly lit the cigarette like a 12-year-old doing it for the first time.


A fierce knock came at the door. With long methodical strokes of his arms, Paul began a slow, rhythmic scratching of his thighs.


“Clifford?” their father called. “Paul’s in there. I can smell him.”
He said it with a hateful sneer, like an angry queen.


“Don’t let him in,” Paul said, rolling
his head as he
itched and scratched.


Clifford clutched the molding around the entry into the hall. Disobeying orders, Anne stood beside him and stared at Paul writhing at the kitchen table. “What’s happening, Clifford?” she whispered. She reached for his hand but
he snatched it to his side.


“It’s my
father,” he said, giving up any hope of control.
“You’re going to see everything.”


Paul gasped into his quivering hands. “Please don’t let him
in, Cliff. He’s the devil.
He wants to destroy me. I really think he will this time. O
why did I come forth from the womb to
see toil and sorrow and spend my days in shame?”


Their father pounded on the door. “What are you
doing, Clifford?” he whined with all the loathing Clifford
knew
the man felt for his underachieving younger son. “Let me in, for Christ’s sake!”


“Give to him who begs from you and do not refuse him who would borrow from you,” Paul called to the room.


“What are you going to
do
with him?” Clifford pleaded, eyeing Paul crazily. 


“I’m going to
tell him to take a god damned bath before the police get here.”


“It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God!”
Tears filled Clifford’s eyes. “Why are the police coming?”


The man outside the door shouted like a deranged
stranger. “Because he destroyed my apartment,
he insulted me, he spread
shit all over the living room, he broke every dish in the kitchen
... He threatened me with a knife!”
He paused then shouted, “Just let me in!”


“Never flag in
zeal, be aglow with the spirit, serve the Lord,”
chanted Paul. “Rejoice in your hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. Contribute to
the
needs of the saints ... ” He looked at Clifford
and grinned. “Practice hospitality!”


“He’s afraid of
you,” Clifford pleaded, trying to do his best for Paul as the world caved in
around
them. “He thinks you’re the devil and you’re going to destroy him.”


Again Anne reached for Clifford’s hand. Again he snatched it from her. “Don’t!” he spat. She looked at him with
the hurt of a child who had discovered treachery in people she trusted.


Paul rocked and scratched. “He who does not love remains in death. Wretched man that I am! Who
will deliver me from this body
of death?”


There were more footsteps up the staircase and voices outside the door, their father’s mixing in with them. “Police!” said a man with a hard, loud shout.
“Open up.”


Paul laid his head on the kitchen table and rubbed it with his hands. “Be sober, be watchful. Your adversary the devil
prowls around like a roaring lion seeking someone to devour.”


“Open up!” said the stranger.


After five seconds of
silence, the first crash sounded in the hallway. Anne jumped
and clutched at Clifford. He pushed her away. Then came another crash and another, each
one
followed by more and more rattles of loosened jambs and hinges as the door prepared to
give way. 


“If God
were your father,” Paul said quietly, his eyes closed, “you would love me.”


The last crash blossomed like a skyrocket into the finer sound of ripping wood. A half dozen men in
blue
uniforms with dark faces and hate in their eyes stampeded into the front hall, holding out billy clubs and pistols and shotguns, knocking Anne down as three of them burst past her into the kitchen
to pursue the bedraggled young man who had bounded from the table into the bathroom.


Anne sobbed on
the floor, where she lay on her side. Clifford barely noticed. Blankly he watched the three policemen crowd into
the bathroom after Paul, as if it were all a cartoon. Three more policemen charged into the kitchen
and knocked Clifford sideways as they rushed to crowd behind their partners. They were shouting at Paul, who was lost behind the wall of blue backs, uttering soft grunts and whimpers until Clifford heard a gruesome scream.
All fell silent and all motion stopped. For a moment, there was only the sound of water hissing at the tap. Then Paul screamed again, ending it with a thick, viscous groan.


Anne slowly brought herself to her feet. Clifford hated her, just as he hated his father, who stood
in the hallway watching grimly in
his charcoal gray topcoat and his dark deeply polished Oxfords.


The last three policemen backed away from the bathroom
door to allow the others to emerge, also backwards, bending over Paul, one of them struggling to lock Paul’s hands behind his back in cuffs. Turning as a group, their feet scraping on the dirty floor, reassuring each other with low calls of instruction, they hustled their prisoner past Clifford and Anne, into the hall where Clifford’s father had to
step out of the way to let them pass. Clifford never saw Paul’s face in the pack but there was the flash of a bright red ear, as red and slick as a wet lollipop.


Clifford looked at his father, who looked back with his jaw set and his milky
blue eyes unflinching. “I’m sorry,” he said, shifting his gaze to Anne. “I didn’t know they’d do that.” He looked at Clifford
again. “If your mother would take some responsibility
for him ... he doesn’t even brush his teeth.”


“Brush his teeth?” Clifford asked softly, hunched and shrunken even after his father turned and disappeared, his shiny shoes crunching pieces of wood and plaster. “I’ll pay for the damage,” Clifford heard him say, his footsteps fading into the retreating rumble of
the police and Paul in the stairwell.


When the heavy door to
the vestibule downstairs closed itself with a distant
thud, Clifford and Anne were left
in silence. She knew not to reach for his hand again.


“Do you want me to go?” she asked.


Clifford nodded, slinking to the kitchen sink, where he leaned against it on his hands and closed his eyes. “I didn’t do anything for
him,” he muttered.


“I’ll stay with you Clifford, if you want.”


She waited a moment, watching his back. Then she went into


Clifford’s bedroom off
the hall and collected her few things.


“I’ll take a bus. It will be okay. But I will stay with you Clifford, if you want. You need me to stay.”







She waited. He didn’t move or speak. His eyes brimmed with tears. He didn’t want her to
see them.


“Call me, Clifford,” she said from the kitchen
doorway. “Remember what I told you in
the car. We’re friends for life. God brought
us together. God is love, Clifford. It’s as simple as that.”


He wanted to cringe, just as he had wanted to cringe when she’d said it in the middle of some college-kid speech on the long ride from
Hancock. He knew he’d never call her again.


As he walked in darkness on the empty road to
Edgartown, her offer of love and his longing for her to
stay with him forever all came back to
him. It was no revelation. There was nothing to
get used to about it, no new pain to conquer. The shame had always been a part of him. 


“It’s amazing what the mind will do, Laddyo,” he said out loud, remembering something else at that moment: Jenny had chosen that very night to call him. She was on her way through New York, heading off for a semester in Europe, and she had been thinking of him.


He didn’t tell her what had happened.
Sitting alone in
his apartment, the broken door open all night to the junkies down the hall and the gay women who lived above him and the drunken
Hispanic cook who worked at the Waldorf and wanted Clifford to marry his 16year-old daughter, Clifford
said he was sick and didn’t feel well but he was glad she had called. He had turned his back on
her, too, and now, in the middle of the mess his father had left behind, he had a second chance. She promised to call in the spring.


He hadn’t thought of her for months or maybe years but her reappearance in his mind that night was like a shaft of sunlight. His dismal world tilted through the winter
solstice. From then on, the sunlight came stronger each day. A friendship blossomed. It became a marriage full of mysteries and silences that sustained him in benign equilibrium for more years than he deserved.


Dirty and bleary-eyed, he reached the hotel in Edgartown at 4 a.m. More hung over than drunk, he fell onto the bed and lifted the phone to call Jenny to ask if she truly hated him. Her phone in Vermont rang too many times. When she finally answered, he could tell she had been asleep.


“It’s me,” Clifford said, forcing a smile. “Where are you?”


“I went to the Vineyard. I didn’t know what else to do.”
She said nothing.


“I’m sorry,” Clifford said. “I misunderstood. I’m coming home, if you’ll let me.”


There was a long, ugly pause. “Clifford ... ”


“I’m coming home as soon as I sober up. I’ve been on some kind of bender. Is Sewell still there? He’s not there, is he?”


“No. He’s gone back to Washington.” 


Clifford held still, then took in
a breath. “Good old Sewell. Now he knows I’m crazy.”


She said nothing.


“So give me a few hours. I’ll be home after I get a little sleep.” “Clifford,” she said firmly, fully awake now. “I think we need some time.
I don’t want
you to come back. Not right now. Not until I leave. You can come back here and stay after I go home to Long Island. I’m leaving in the morning. I want to go home. This isn’t home; it never was.”


His wild reaction was instantaneous. “You love Vermont!” he screeched, just like his father. “I taught you to love Vermont.”


“Clifford, call me when you wake up. We’ll talk then.” “No! We’re going to talk now! Let’s get this ... ”


“Clifford. Not now. Call me later.” She was about to hang up.


In a split second, he imagined telling her what he’d done—or at least had tried to do. Jenny! Jenny, I cheated on you! Treachery has saved us! We’ve been made human, finally, after all these years, capable of sin and so finally capable of love and regret!


The imagined confession reminded Clifford
of Sewell and the terrible connection Jenny had made with him. It made his stomach swirl. Hypocrite, he thought.
Fool. And instead of a confession, Clifford muttered feebly, “I’m my damned father’s son. He thought I was too
comfortable. ‘Comfortable?’ What a joke. I’m cursed.”


“Oh Clifford,” Jenny said softly. “Where did all this mess suddenly come from?” She hung up.


Clifford listened to the dead line with crazy eyes and fell back against his pillow, staring at the ceiling. His anguished face went blank as his mind emptied itself. Lying on the bed oblivious to the rasping recorded voice in the receiver telling him to hang up, he might have been mistaken for a corpse or a man drugged for surgery.


It felt to Clifford that he’d been gone for a long time when the pounding on the door brought him around. But it was still dark; dawn had not broken. Rising from the bed, he hung up the phone without thinking and stumbled to
the door, never remembering Ted or Anne or
Jenny until he opened the door and the light from the hall fell into the room and he saw the silhouette of a man.


“It was you,” the man said. “She told me it was you. I’m not letting you off the hook so easy.”


Something flimsy struck Clifford in the chest and he heard fluttering wings. Falling onto the floor at his feet, envelopes with familiar
handwriting — his own handwriting — flickered onto the carpet. He bent to retrieve
one and peered at the address. It was a letter to Anne.


“You can take those with you,” Ted said. “And get them the fuck
out of my house. You’re
leaving this island.”


“I’m drunk,” Clifford said from the floor. It was an automatic response, said without thought. “I can’t fly now.”


“You’re leaving,” Ted repeated, pulling his pistol from his coat and pushing the barrel into Clifford’s forehead just enough so it made him tip backwards. He reached behind himself in search of
support but
Ted shoved him in the chest and drove him to the floor.


Clifford rolled slowly into a crouch above the letters. Carefully he picked them up
one by one. “She seemed to
find men who liked to be cruel to her,” he said lowly, without looking up. “In the end, even I fit the mold,” Clifford said.


“Get up,” Ted said, waving the gun toward
the hall.


Clifford swept up the last letters and stood. Ted put the gun back inside his jacket.
“Move, fly boy,” he said.


They walked downstairs to the lobby, Ted behind Clifford. It was


4:45 a.m. according to a grandfather clock in the hallway. The night clerk peered at them from the office behind the desk. Clifford shrugged at him, as if
to acknowledge how strange it was for two men to be striding out of the hotel like this before dawn. With a strange smile, Clifford
mouthed the words,
“He has a gun,” and thumbed over his shoulder at Ted, “but he’ll never use it.”


“Pardon?” said the clerk. 


“Nobody said anything,”
Ted snapped.


Clifford had no impulse to run when they stepped outside. He wasn’t afraid. Climbing into the passenger side of the truck, he said, “You are one fucked up
guy, Ted. I’m sorry for Anne.”


“Fuck you. You don’t know anything about me and Anne.” Clifford nodded, lowered his eyelids and almost dozed off until the truck entered the airport road and he leaned forward to look at the sky. There were
no moon or stars. Daybreak would come late. He would have to fly on instruments, tired and hung-over, in the dark, in an old airplane with faulty equipment. Clifford
doubted that Ted knew enough to have planned such a perfect murder. It satisfied him that Ted could claim no victory
from his death.


Clifford led the way through the cyclone fence to
the
ramp where he had parked the old Cessna. As Ted stood in the dark, pointing the gun at him, Clifford
untied
the wings and tail and kicked away the wooden chocks under the main gear.


“Just get in the fucking thing and go. No
need
to check it out,” Ted said.


Ted and his gun didn’t make any difference
to Clifford. He reached into his pocket for the key and unlocked the pilot’s door. Leaning inside, he removed
the control lock and turned
on the master switch to make sure the battery
was charged. He heard the low
whine of the electric gyroscope behind the instrument panel and flicked on the navigation lights. He turned and found Ted dully glowing in the red light at the left wingtip.


“Bye Ted. Thanks for everything.”


Ted snorted. “Have a nice swim, scumbag. Think you’ll make it past the shoreline?”


Clifford bristled. Ted knew. Clifford
clenched his fists and felt his heart begin to
race. He stepped toward Ted. “You
really want to
kill me?”


“Aw, just fly the thing, pal. You know how to fly it, right? Fly it away and be gone.” 


Clifford took a step toward him. “Stop,” Ted barked, his sneer disappearing. Clifford
didn’t stop. He thought
of Carol looking into
his eyes, hoping for something that wasn’t there; he thought of Anne, leaving him forever
with wasted forgiveness; he thought
of Jenny, who had saved him. Clifford
walked to within a foot of Ted, grasped the barrel of the Smith & Wesson and yanked it free. Ted raised his hands to cover his face and fell backwards.


Clifford aimed the gun at him, enjoying the rush of hatred. “It’s not loaded!” Ted whined from his crouch.


“I figured,” Clifford
said, grasping the barrel of the pistol and hurling it away. He heard it
hit the earth with a thud
somewhere off in the dark. He looked at Ted. “So what are you afraid of, you
crazy jackass?”


Ted stared. Suddenly he seemed pathetic. He was crying. “Ted, for God’s sake,” Clifford said quietly.


“Shit,” Ted whispered, drawing his forearm across his nose. Clifford
turned away and climbed into the airplane. By feel he found the ignition switch, the mixture control and the throttle. The engine coughed to life. He released the toe brakes, advanced the throttle and, without looking back at Ted, taxied away, pulling Anne’s letters from his back pocket and putting them on the seat beside him.


With the tower closed and nowhere to go but the sky, Clifford followed the blue taxiway lights to the nearest runway. Ted was right. There was no need for a run-up or control check. Without stopping, he rolled onto the centerline and advanced the throttle, working the rudders to
maintain direction. There seemed to
be no wind and the little Cessna nimbly followed his commands. After
a few seconds feeling the wheels rumble, he eased back on the control yolk and felt the airplane lift itself from the ground.


At 400 feet the runway lights disappeared as he entered the overcast and Clifford shifted his eyes to the ghostly glow of the instrument panel, where his magnetic compass titled uselessly and his directional gyro slowly slipped around its axis and the artificial horizon leaned cockeyed in
its glass frame.


Only the primitive turn-and-bank indicator
worked. He used it to keep the wings level. He used the airspeed indicator to control his pitch. Thinking he’d be lucky to clear the beach before the conflicting indications of the broken gyro horizon and compass made him
dizzy with vertigo, he bore down on himself. He was in
his element, doing what he did best. Vertigo did not set in. He leveled off at a thousand feet, well below any instrument traffic on the airways, keeping the wings level in order to maintain the runway heading — southwest, out to sea. With only
an hour of fuel left in the tanks, it would not take long to reach the point of no return.
Then it would be too late for him
to change his mind, as he knew he would.


Paul was along for
the ride again. He was quiet at first, letting Clifford
concentrate. He spoke only when it seemed that Clifford was ready.


“She’ll take you
back,” he said softly from behind his shoulder, as if it were a game.
“She’s a darling girl, Laddyo, and maybe things will be better now. Try it! You’ll like it! And listen. Be at peace.”


He had only flown a few miles out to sea when he made a gentle turn to the right, counting 15 seconds before leveling off on what had to
be a west-northwesterly heading by that count —
a heading that would take him to Long Island. If the radio and the turn indicator didn’t fail, if the fuel held out, if he could maintain his heading and keep his mind on his unknowable Jenny, he could pick up the Hampton radio beacon in
a half hour or
so and follow it home.


Without
taking his eyes off the turn indicator and the airspeed gauge, Clifford
carefully reached for the latch at his left shoulder. He unhooked it, the hinged window popping outward an inch with a rush
of air, and felt for his letters to Anne on the seat beside him. When he had gathered them all, he lifted them across his chest, pushed them against the window and let them fly into the slipstream.


Without a sound, they disappeared.
They belonged to Anne. 


She was out there, in the darkness and the wind, forever filling the air between him and home.



 


 

I know I’ve underestimated you, Sewell. Who else could make me cry? Not that I
am crying for you.


That man in Rutland who rented Clifford the airplane was the one who called the police. They called me. All I knew was that he’d been on the Vineyard.


I
must sell this house. I can’t stay here. I
don’t believe I could stand to see Vermont again, once I
leave it.
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