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  Jim Stebbins’ father pulled up a chair, sat the ten-year-old boy across from him and said, “Jim, I want to talk to you about something. And I want you to know I’m saying this because I love you and I care about you and I want you to do well—in life, that is. I want you to do well in life. See, you can tell I’m no good at talking like this. I’m much more relaxed around people my own age. I’ve always tried treating you like a little adult, and maybe that’s wrong of me. Maybe that’s bad. Maybe I should make goo-goo faces and talk down to you like some parents would, but that’s not my style.”


  The room where they sat had a blond wood dining table with four ladder-back chairs. Some kids were playing with the sprinkler in the yard next door. Jim’s father had his back to the window and his small eyes focused directly on Jim. Jim’s mother was in the next room cooking something that smelled like Kung Pao chicken. She had a thing for what she called “world cuisine.”


  “It’s this drawing. Your mother showed it to me this afternoon. It sounds like your art teacher—what’s her name, Miss Wrabel? Miss Wrabel is a big fan of yours. Let’s see what she’s written: ‘A wonderful use of color,’ she says. Her words. ‘Has a keen eye for details…’ et cetera. ‘Jim shows real talent for drawing and painting…’ And it goes on. High praise indeed. You should be proud, Jim. It’s good to get good grades, whether it’s Art or Math or Science or whatever. Good to be well-rounded. I wish I were more well-rounded. I pretty much know my one thing and that’s it. Ask me a question about aerodynamics and I can answer it. You may not realize this—we don’t talk about it much at the dinner table—but I’m one of the world’s foremost experts on theoretical aerodynamics. I daresay I am the foremost. You might be able to make a case for Clifford Green at MIT, but that’s a big if. And he’s got twenty years on me—he’s all but washed up. Not to mention the way he treats his post-docs is nothing to be proud of.”


  Jim found that he could stare just over his father’s right ear and still see into the neighbors’ backyard while appearing to give his father his undivided attention. The two kids playing with the sprinkler were brothers, Randy and Scott. Scott was okay but Randy was a dick. Both were way too into Transformers in Jim’s humble opinion. It wasn’t that Jim didn’t appreciate Transformers as a cultural phenomenon, but he drew the line at spinoffs like Armada and Energon. He’d been in Randy and Scott’s bedroom a few times, and they had a complete set of Alternators including the special edition Rodimus Ford GT you could only get at the ’07 Convention in San Diego.


  “I’m not a judge of art, so I’ll have to take your teacher’s word for it. Artists are wonderful, amazing people—painters, sculptors, musicians… well, you know what an artist is. I don’t need to tell you what the word means. We have many fine artists over at the university. I’ve run into a few of them at faculty parties, and they’re all nice people. Different. Different from me. Different values maybe. I have fairly simple tastes. I work hard all day and when I get home I don’t want to read a complicated book, I don’t want to watch a complicated movie. It’s not that I lack the intelligence for it, I just don’t want to do it. Maybe that’s a shortcoming of mine. Maybe I should be more broad-minded, along with more well-rounded. I don’t know. I don’t pretend to know the first thing about life, and I always do my best not to force my own world view on you—I hope you know that, Jim.”


  Now Randy had the sprinkler in his hands and aimed it at his brother Scott, who laughed and jumped away in his orange down-to-the-knees swim trunks. The sprinkler had a rotating head, so Randy got splashed as much as his brother did. Randy, Scott, and Jim all went to the same school, though Randy was a grade ahead of Scott and Jim. He knew stuff the other boys didn’t. He cursed a lot and talked about things like “butt sex” and had even invented a word, “boogment,” which he used all the time even though no one knew what it meant.


  A pungent smell of ginger and garlic came from the kitchen, along with Jim’s mother singing to a swing band CD. Both Jim and his father agreed she wasn’t the best cook, though it made her happy. It was something she did after a long day’s work as the publicity director for a local winery.


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Good, I’m glad. People aren’t born knowing how to be a good parent. You probably think your mother and I know what we’re doing all the time, but we don’t. Parenting is very much a learned skill. I mean, think of it: there you are, you’re thirty-six years old, you’ve graduated with top honors from Purdue, you’ve already had a paper in the IJAD—and suddenly there’s this thing in your lap. This drooling, crying, slobbering thing. It’s scary. It’s scary because you want to watch over the kid and make sure he doesn’t hurt himself but at the same time you want to teach it to be independent-minded.”


  Randy dropped the sprinkler and tackled his brother in the grass. The window in the dining room was open and Jim could hear Randy call Scott a “dickhole,” a “boogment,” and a “fuckety faggit.” Their grass hadn’t been mowed in weeks—their parents were both kind of deadbeats—and only their bare legs were visible kicking around in the tall stalks.


  “I want to talk about where you’re headed in life. Your goals, your hopes for the future. It’s important to have a plan, even at an early age. Right now you’re still getting the lay of the land, as it were. You’re trying new things, seeing what fits, and I applaud you for that. Your mother applauds you. One could even say she goes a little overboard at times, but that’s fine too. That’s a mother’s prerogative—within reason of course. I’m all for offering encouragement to the child, provided there’s some glimmer of hope in it. Otherwise it’s simply coddling, and I don’t go for that. For example—and I don’t want to get too far off topic here—but the whole karate thing, we all knew that wasn’t going to work out. We knew you were going to lose interest in six months. We knew you’d never be able to compete on a tournament level. We knew all that. But that’s the wonder of childhood, you have the freedom to fail. I don’t have that freedom anymore. I gave that up a long time ago. I’m essentially shouldering the entire financial burden for this family, minus the little bit your mother brings in. I can’t suddenly decide to quit my job for a year and read a hundred books. I can’t go back to school and get a second PhD, much as I’d like to. In other words, I can’t do what I want to do—for me. You can, and that’s great, but what I’m saying is it won’t last forever.”


  Something was burning in the kitchen, and Jim peeked through the door at his mother switching off the stove. The swing music had a jaunty pulse. She played it every night with her cooking, and Jim had learned to recognize many of the tunes. This one was called “Pennsylvania 6-5000,” and it featured a chorus of old guys who couldn’t sing calling out the title whenever the music stopped at predictable intervals. Another was “(I’ve Got a Gal In) Kalamazoo,” which also involved bad singing and corny lyrics. They were all pretty lame.


  “I didn’t always want to be an engineer. I was like you—smart, studious, the center of my parents’ world. I didn’t have any brothers or sisters, so my mother focused all of her attention on me. She even called me ‘His Highness’ when she was being funny. Sometimes ‘His Royal Highness,’ which my father didn’t like. She did a lot of things he didn’t like. We had a little routine where I’d sit in my play chair, which she’d painted gold to look like a throne, and she’d bow to the floor and ask ‘His Royal Highness’ what His orders were for the day, and I’d wave my tinfoil scepter and bap her on the head with it, and we both had a great time doing that for years and years. My father didn’t see the humor in it.”


  Randy popped up from the tall grass with Scott swiping at his heels. Jim couldn’t tell if they were play-fighting or being serious. He was an only child and had trouble decoding the language of siblings. Randy grabbed the sprinkler and made his I-am-Optimus-Prime face as he turned the spray on his brother. For some reason Scott either didn’t have the sense to get out of the way or else that was part of his strategy. From what Jim could tell, younger brothers expected a certain amount of abuse.


  Jim’s mother dumped what she’d been making for dinner into the trash and washed her hands. Lame-o swing band music went silent between tracks. She had an especially hard time using the wok. Quick-fire dishes didn’t suit her personality. She was more of a stirrer, and her best recipes involved long simmer times. Jim hoped she wouldn’t turn to fish tacos as a last resort. They were sometimes the replacement when the more ambitious Plan A didn’t come off, and they always gave Jim wicked heartburn and added unsettling fantasy/sci-fi elements to his dreams.


  “Now at your age you don’t have any responsibilities beyond your schoolwork and the chores your mother and I ask you to do around the house, so you can afford to coast a little. That’s why I don’t mind it so much when you play your video games or watch programs on TV that I find juvenile or pandering to young people. I’d like to think I’m not always after you to spend all your time studying. I would much rather you be a B student and a good person with a range of interests than an A student who doesn’t care about anything other than getting ahead. Now both would be nice, but… I’m joking of course. That’s just your old man pulling your leg. In all seriousness, your mother and I would still love and accept you even if you weren’t so special, if you were more like those dingbats next door.”


  Jim didn’t know much about Randy and Scott’s parents. Their dad had a job that made him tired and irritable at the end of the day. Sometimes when Jim was over playing Transformers, their father would come home in either his blue or gray suit—always one or the other—and yell at them to keep the noise down. The brothers had different ideas when it came to Transformers. Randy tended to regard the toys as museum pieces and handled them like a curator, offering lore and statistics and watching with a careful eye to make sure nothing got broken, whereas Scott, being younger, preferred pitting the figurines in close combat, holding one in either hand and doing the voices for both. Jim couldn’t stand being around them for more than an hour at a time. Their house smelled bad, like something dairy had been left out.


  Randy had Scott in a chokehold while Scott reached up and desperately clawed at his brother’s eyes. Jim was grateful his parents had never decided to have another kid. For the most part he found people his own age to be limited. They never really said anything, though their mouths were always going a mile a minute. He once read a book about a school of religious devotees in China or Japan who took vows of silence and spent the long years of their lives tending their crops and contemplating the sounds of the universe. He thought this sounded cool and wondered what would happen if he decided to stop talking. His parents would probably freak out. They’d send him to the school counselor, then a real doctor, who’d fry his brain with medication. No one would understand. No one would see the deeper significance in it, like they did in China or Japan or wherever it was. Jim’s reading scores were much higher than Randy and Scott’s.


  “Your father’s not very good at getting to the point, I’m afraid—to add to my list of faults. If you were a colleague of mine sitting in a conference room somewhere—Hiroshima, for example—and we were talking via WebLink, I think you’d find my public speaking skills more than adequate. You’ve never really had a chance to watch me in my element. That’s always bothered me. The only time we see each other is around the house, and let’s face it… playing catch in the backyard isn’t exactly my forte. I’m much more impressive at work—much more myself, if that makes any sense.”


  The brothers momentarily gave up fighting, and their mom wandered out to watch them from the back porch. She was a nice enough lady. She looked a lot younger than Jim’s mom and never gave Randy or Scott much grief. She even sometimes played Transformers with them, which delighted Scott but Randy not so much. Unlike Jim’s mom, who cooked five, six, sometimes seven nights a week, Mrs. Jewell preferred ordering out. Jim would be at his own house settling down to one of his mother’s “creative” concoctions when he’d spot the Domino’s delivery guy coming up the Jewells’ front path. Jim had dinner with them once every few months. Mrs. Jewell would tell them to grab two twenties out of the drawer and call for pizza. The only problem with eating over was seeing Randy and Scott chew with their mouths open.


  “My own father was the same way, you know. Men in general are awkward around children. The whole institution of fatherhood is an anomaly. It goes against nature. Certainly that’s the case in the animal kingdom. Males exist for one reason—to procreate—and then they go about their business. Usually their business involves getting torn apart by mountain lions, but even so. Do you know ‘anomaly?’ Never mind if you don’t. I’m half talking to myself. This is how I think through ideas at work, by talking them out. You don’t know that about me. Part of my other life, you might say.”


  Jim didn’t know “anomaly,” or even “procreate.” He did know most of the words on his advanced vocabulary list, like “anonymous’” and “disposition.” Anonymous was how he sometimes felt at school. Disposition meant you sat with your back straight. Then there was “avid.” Jim was an avid reader, also a “recluse.” He tried to be “affable” and not to “demean” others. Dinnertime could be “interminable,” especially on fish taco night.


  “In the animal kingdom—let’s say you’re a cheetah. Cheetahs are fun. If you’re a male cheetah, your only obligation is to help the female make babies. Once you’ve done that, you’re free to move on. In fact, the mother cheetah doesn’t want the father hanging around, because the father might eat the babies. Or, if not eat them necessarily, then get jealous of them and kill them, or kill them inadvertently by playing with them too hard. In the animal kingdom, the father is encouraged to leave. And it isn’t thought of as sexist or irresponsible. It’s simply the way things are. For millions of years, mothers have raised their offspring on their own, and civilization has done quite nicely. It could even be argued that mankind has caused far more damage to the planet than any other species. So in that sense, fathers clearly do more harm than good. That doesn’t mean I don’t love you and don’t cherish our time together. I’m just mulling out loud.”


  Jim’s mother was standing at the open refrigerator, digging through the crisper for inspiration. Jim could just see the back of her bending over. She still had on her work clothes, her tailored pants and crisp white shirt and black vest. The winery where she worked was called Frog Gaggle, a name that made no sense to him. A “gaggle” meant a gaggle of geese—he knew that from last year’s vocabulary list. He went into work with her once when he was eight and the winery had a friends and family day for its employees. Frog Gaggle stood on a spread of rolling hills about a half hour drive from Jim’s hometown. It featured a gift shop and a tasting room where guests could sample the wines and order them by the case. The logo for Frog Gaggle was a laughing frog with its mouth open and its tongue hanging out. You could get it on shirts, sweatshirts, chefs’ aprons, kids’ jumpers, baseball caps, scarves, and dishtowels. Jim had five Frog Gaggle shirts, three in red and two in white, which meant a week didn’t go by when he didn’t wear one of them. He also had the plush toy and the snow globe for the holidays. Every Christmas usually brought at least one Frog Gaggle related gift. Jim thought the frog looked like it was choking on its tongue.


  His mother was a different person at work; more keyed-up. Her office was on the second floor directly above the gift shop with a corner view of the vineyard receding over the hills. They played classical music everywhere, in the offices, the gift shop, the tasting room, even the bathroom. The little bathroom was unisex and had a basket of potpourri near the toilet. Jim knew “potpourri,” the dried flowers and berries people used to hide bad smells. It never worked. Instead of smelling yucky bathroom, you smelled yucky bathroom and gardenias, which wasn’t any better.


  “I didn’t think I’d get married when I was younger, let alone have kids. Life has a way of surprising you. You’ll encounter a million twists and turns before you reach my age. You simply don’t know what kind of a person you’ll be at age twenty, thirty, and so on. The important thing is to leave yourself open to possibilities and not get too fixated. When I was a young man entering the world, I had everything planned out. I wanted to devote the first half of my career to pure research, then hit the lecture circuit. I’d write a popular book explaining my work to a lay audience. A bestseller, naturally. I had a title for it: Bigger, Faster, Stronger. That would’ve been a good name for a book, wouldn’t it? I even wrote a few chapters before life got too busy and I had to shelve it, which hurt like hell. I still work on it now and again but it just isn’t the same. Can’t say there wasn’t some bitterness for a few years. But that’s because I let myself get fixated. I got so hung up on this one idea that when something came along to steer me off course, I had a hard time accepting it. I had a hard time being ‘a good sport,’ as your mother would put it. You always want to be a good sport, Jim. That’s really important.”


  He paused to swallow some of his Coca-Cola. Jim’s father was the only person in the house who drank Coke; Jim and his mother both drank Pepsi. He frequently cited a case study that proved a glass of Pepsi could corrode a stainless steel fork—as opposed to Coke, which apparently was harmless to forks.


  “It’s hard to believe the average life span for humans used to be under thirty. People had children when they weren’t much older than you, Jim. Can you imagine that? Can you imagine someone being entirely dependent on you for food and clothes and emotional support? Even today the average life span in some countries isn’t much more than thirty, and not coincidentally those countries are typically some of the poorest and most underdeveloped in the world. Because you need time, Jim—you need time to make something of yourself. For me, life didn’t really start to get good until I was about thirty. I had my first full-time university appointment, I was bringing in grants, I was doing relevant, meaningful research—not academic b.s., but the kind of practical research that might one day benefit real people, change the way we travel from place to place, advance space exploration, revitalize… see, now I’m thinking back to my book. Bad daddy.”


  The refrigerator closed, and Jim’s mother ducked out of sight with an armload of food. The other women at Frog Gaggle all seemed to defer to her. She was the big cheese, and when she led Jim down the hall to her office with the corner windows, her coworkers looked up from what they were doing and said hi. She introduced Jim to a woman with long, long hair who designed wine labels. Jim had never seen an older woman with such long hair before. Most older women had hair like his mother’s—short and straight, like a helmet. One exception was Mrs. Jewell, whose hair was a crazy snarl of blond and brown, but she was more like a girl than a full-grown woman. The lady who designed the wine labels brought out something she was working on. The brand was Cabernet—Jim knew types of wine from his mother—and the picture on the label showed the Frog Gaggle frog driving a taxicab. It was sort of funny. Jim’s mother and the other woman talked shop for what seemed like hours while Jim swayed on his feet and nearly passed out from the boredom, then the label-designer lady asked if he’d ever had a sip of wine. Jim said no, and his mother scolded, “Oh, of course you’ve had wine!” Like there was something wrong with not drinking wine. For friends and family day the winery had fancy juices for the kids to drink while the adults sipped their Merlots and Chardonnays. The juices came in bottles with corny, fake-wine names like “Caber-not!” and the kids filled out little evaluation cards with boxes to check for flavor, texture, and color. Jim felt belittled.


  “Life is full of surprises and disappointments. Take today, for example. I had a disappointment at work today—there, I said it. I try not to take my work home with me, but it’s hard sometimes. Your mother’s better at it—she comes home, puts on that dirty apron of hers, and gets busy in the kitchen, but I don’t have that. I don’t have an outlet. I’ve tried hobbies but nothing holds my interest. No hobbies, no social life to speak of. I don’t have any real friends, just the people at work and they all want something. I took this administrative position because I needed the stability and the extra salary, but let’s be honest… anyone could do my job. I’m a signature on a piece of paper. I’m the guy who wrote the Stebbins-Huan paper back in ’95. Oh, my grad students love me—I write great recommendations, and on the occasional rainy Thursday I actually know what I’m talking about. I just feel so under-utilized. It’s a waste of my gifts, and I realize that sounds pompous.”


  Jim shifted in his hard ladder-back chair and sipped his small glass of chocolate milk. His mom always let him have chocolate milk as a treat if dinner was running late. The sun was just starting to set and the air outside had a golden look. Mrs. Jewell came down from the back porch to tussle with her boys in the yard. She wore a white bathrobe and her legs were bare. Jim couldn’t tell if she was wearing any shoes or slippers. Mr. Jewell’s car wasn’t in the driveway, which was odd for this time of day. Maybe he’d left her. It happened. It happened to Julie Fedder’s parents, and Patrick Kann’s and Jeremy Baylor’s. Jim understood enough to know that his own father wanted to leave them.


  “Your mother doesn’t have this problem because she doesn’t care about her work like I do. She never has. Maybe that’s the difference between men and women or maybe it’s not. Linda had a good brain for science but she let it go. I envy her in a strange way. It’s just a paycheck to her. She could be working at a winery or a florist’s or an animal hospital. She never got fixated, like I did. She’s the one who should be talking to you, not me.”


  After the wine tasting, Jim and his mother went outside for a picnic. A steeply sweeping yard of very green, mown grass surrounded the shingled and gabled building where she worked. The adults now had full glasses of wine, not the sample sizes from the tasting. Voices grew loud, smiles became crooked. More Caber-not! for the kids—everyone was tired of Caber-not! Jim and his mother sat at a picnic table by themselves and picked at their boxed lunches of cold chicken and potato salad. Jim’s father had elected not to come to friends and family day. He had student recommendations to write and, time permitting, an hour or two to spend on his book. Jim’s mother didn’t mind and actually seemed relieved.


  She asked, “Do you know how much it cost to put on this little shindig? Guess, Jimmy. Guess how much. No, not eighteen million dollars—that’s not a real guess. That’s a silly guess. Forty-five hundred—I know because it came out of my budget. Mommy’s job is hard! There’s organizing the big media push in June and November, scraping together enough money for advertising, direct marketing to retailers… and I’ll let you in on a little secret. The wine. It’s… terrible. I didn’t say that too loud, did I? The white zin is passable—I mean, at least you can drink it. At least you can keep the stuff down without wanting to cough it back up again. The Merlot is the worst. It’s almost like perpetuating a fraud. There ought to be another use for it—as a pesticide, say, or an additive to petroleum. It wouldn’t be so bad if we didn’t actually call it wine. That’s our whole problem, a poor and misleading choice of words. We should call it, ‘Dangerous toxic substance, not for human consumption.’”


  Jim didn’t know “shindig.” It sounded made-up, like something only adults said. His mother used a number of similarly dubious words. Instead of cursing she said “goober” or “snickerdoodle.” His father was a “doofus” when he wasn’t in the room.


  A hot wind swept over the rows of grape vines, blowing her paper napkin across the yard. “I’m glad we have this time to pal around, just you and me. Let’s play a game—you ask me something about my work and I’ll answer it, then I’ll ask you something about school and you can answer it. And the loser has to do a jello-shot—kidding! That’s not much of a game, I suppose. That’s more like two people having an ordinary conversation. So, we’ll have an ordinary conversation. Let’s see, we’ve already covered the wine: yes, it’s terrible, no, I’m not kidding. But that’s why I enjoy my job. It’s a real challenge. It’s like being paid to flat-out lie to people’s faces. That’s all we do around here: formulate untruths and pass them onto an unsuspecting public. It’s like working for the Republican National Committee.”


  Back outside, Mrs. Jewell had gained control of the sprinkler and was now aiming it at Randy and Scott. It looked like fun. Jim never roughhoused with either of his parents. They weren’t the “roughhouse” type. “Roughhouse” was another of those words that sounded made-up. At some point there had to have been a house where things got rough, and that’s where the word came from.


  Jim’s father moved his head between Jim and his view of the fun next door. His eyes seemed even smaller, if possible. “I won’t go into the details about what happened at work today. It’s not that I don’t think you’d understand. I’m sure you’ve had your share of disappointments before. There must’ve been a time when a friend of yours got something you felt you deserved. Or maybe you both deserved it, but if it had to come down to one of you, you or him, it should’ve been you. See, I’ve always labored under the old-fashioned notion that a man should be measured on the quality of his research and his performance in the classroom. But that’s old-fashioned, Jim. No one thinks like that anymore,” he said.


  Out in the kitchen Jim’s mother dug through the cupboards for a pan. Jim’s father winced at the noise. He claimed to have sensitive ears, which was why he didn’t like going to crowded restaurants or ballgames or movies or anything that involved doing something in a place with someone else.


  “Let’s get back to your art teacher, Jim. Now, I happen to give teachers all the credit in the world. I don’t think of myself primarily as a teacher, though that’s what people probably think when they see me. I don’t mind—I’m over all that. I’ve resigned myself to a lot of things. I know for the first few years after you were born, I wasn’t the greatest father in the world. Not the worst, I’m sure. I never got mad or raised my voice. But I brooded a lot, and that wasn’t fair to either you or your mother. I hadn’t yet accepted certain unavoidable truths about myself. Hadn’t learned to be ‘a good sport.’ I was still that overgrown kid waving his tinfoil scepter around. When your mother had you, I thought it meant I’d stop being me—and it did to a certain extent. You do stop being you when you have a kid. That’s why it’s so important for both partners to be in absolute agreement on what’s right for the family. Not just one person telling the other, ‘You’ll get used to it,’ or ‘Why can’t you be a better sport?’ That doesn’t work, Jim, I can tell you from personal experience.”


  Randy and Scott stopped playing and collapsed with their mother in a laughing heap on their back steps. It was hard at times for Jim not to idealize the brothers’ family situation. They were almost an archetype. Jim thought he knew “archetype,” at least enough to use it in front of some of his slower friends. It had something to do with the way things ought to be, or at least how they usually were. Mr. Jewell still hadn’t come home from work. If he died or was having an affair, Mrs. Jewell would be okay on her own. She’d cut her hair short and start working out. She’d probably buy a gun, like in the movie Jim’s mother watched every year on her birthday.


  The picnic had entered a raucous phase as a new case of wine was brought up from the cellar. Jim was pouring himself another glass of Caber-not! You could almost get a buzz off it if you tried, if you drank something crazy like fifty glasses. Jim’s mother slowly twirled her glass by the stem. “These people are sadists. Do you know ‘sadist?’ It means ‘someone who takes pleasure in watching other people suffer.’ You’re probably still learning words like ‘coinage’ and ‘winter.’ And rocks—I know you know all about rocks, don’t you honey? All I’ve ever known about rocks, I learned in third grade. I know there are three main types, ‘igneous,’ ‘sedimentary,’ and… you’ll have to tell me the last one. And rocks are everywhere—everywhere! Especially in people’s shoes. You should enjoy school while you can, Jimmy. There’ll never be another time when you truly learn something new every day. I can’t remember the last time I actually learned a new fact. A whole day will go by and I’ll think, ‘Did I have a single thought today? Did I actually use my brain, or did I just sleepwalk through the afternoon?’ Though there’s a thought there—thinking about not thinking. So I suppose it’s impossible not to think. Having a useful thought is another matter.”


  Jim’s mother came up with a pan and filled it with water from the kitchen sink. Jim didn’t notice her turn the volume up on the swing band CD, but now the music seemed louder. He knew why his father didn’t ask her to turn it down—because he didn’t want her to hear what he was saying. The song now was the one with the long and extra-lame drum solo.


  “I wish my father had had this talk with me when I was your age,” Jim’s father said. “Would’ve saved a lot of problems. My dad was a dispassionate man. He expected a lot out of me, and mostly I delivered. He taught me to swim when I was six. Taught me basic cooking—‘bachelor food,’ he called it. How to fry a steak, cook up enough spaghetti sauce to last a week, that sort of thing. I actually think he was disappointed when your mother and I got married—nothing against your mom, I’m sure. Maybe he thought I’d start taking my work less seriously. Every day was a lesson with that guy. He taught me to throw a punch without breaking my hand, not that it’s ever come in useful. Taught me to use a compass, send Morse code, balance a checkbook. That was how he engaged with me, by teaching me things. I think all the lessons were to avoid something that frightened him about being a father. Not knowing the answers—that’s what frightened him. Frightens me. I’m scared you’re going to take an interest in something I know nothing about. Isn’t that silly?”


  New cooking smells floated in from the kitchen, onions and black pepper. Of the four chairs in the dining room, the one at the head of the table went unused most nights. Jim’s mother liked sitting closest to the kitchen in case she had to jump up and grab something out of the refrigerator. That put Jim and his father across from each other. The empty chair often had a coat in it, a school bag or briefcase, on rare occasions a grandmother.


  Jim’s mother finished her boxed lunch and threw it into a nearby trash receptacle. Some of the other families were moving down the lawn to tour the grapes, but Jim and his mother stayed put. “As your father would say, ‘Another five-star dining experience.’ He’s not a very good sport sometimes. We’ll just have to tell him we had a fabulous time drinking bad wine while he moped around the office all afternoon. And boy, won’t he be jealous? Hey, here’s another idea for a game. Let’s think of a better name for your father’s book. I’m sure he’ll be so appreciative. Instead of Bigger, Faster, Stronger, we’ll call it Longer, Duller, More Self-Serving. Or How to Avoid Spending Time with Your Family on Weekends.”


  The problem with fish tacos was that they weren’t really tacos. They were pieces of fish with a tortilla folded around them. They usually signaled a mood of his mother’s. Fish tacos meant not much talking at the dinner table. His father would grumble at his plate and occasionally his mother would say something cheerful and nasty. Fish taco dreams involved pretty girls in danger, crippled spacecraft, and animate puddles of slime that could eat through metal. Jim was never ‘Jim’ in his dreams. Sometimes he was a boy genius with a fabulous name that various intergalactic organizations wanted to control because of his unique abilities. The girl in danger was Jim’s age and wore a silver suit. She too had special powers, but while his were mental, hers were mostly physical. Both felt burdened by their fantastic gifts. The dreams often ended with the girl about to jump across a chasm of some kind.


  The picnic was winding down, and Jim’s mother finished her wine. Jim’s stomach hurt from too much Caber-not! It was basically ordinary grape juice with carbonation added. “You’ve got purple on your lips, Jim. Here, wipe your mouth. Mommy’s tired and my eyes hurt and I don’t want to drive all the way back home. Do you want something from the gift shop? I get a twenty percent discount. I think you deserve a souvenir. Let’s go back inside and you can pick something out. Pick something good, not the cheapest thing like you always do. Then we’ll get a pizza on the way home and have it for dinner. I don’t feel like cooking tonight. I feel like having a glass of wine on the back porch and going to bed early.”


  Randy and Scott went inside their house, leaving their mother sitting alone on the back steps. Jim wondered if Randy said “boogment” in front of his mother, if she cared about his cursing. He was pretty sure she didn’t. You could say “ass” and “fart” around her and she wouldn’t mind. At most she might roll her eyes, slap you playfully on the wrist and say, “Oh you!” Probably not “butt sex”—butt sex might get you a lecture. Jim once as an experiment said “damn” in front of his dad, which earned him a long talk about bad words and colorful language and what was an acceptable vocabulary and what was not. Not worth it overall.


  “Your mother and I have both encouraged you to pursue your interests. You don’t necessarily have to follow in your old man’s footsteps, or your mother’s for that matter. Sometimes it’s hard to say what your mother’s footsteps are—not what they are. That’s not what I mean. You know what I’m saying. Her footsteps are less distinct than mine. Though there’s nothing wrong with indistinct footsteps. Maybe it’s a good thing. Maybe that’s my problem. Maybe my footsteps are too distinct. You tell me. Do I strike you as someone with overly distinct footsteps? Never mind—that’s an unfair question. Let’s just forget about the footsteps.”


  Mrs. Jewell reached between her legs and pulled out a bottle of something to drink. Jim hadn’t seen her come out with it. It looked like a bottle of beer. The Jewells recycled their returnables; every Sunday night around seven Jim heard either Randy or Scott lugging the bin out to the curb. The bottles made an embarrassing sound. It was like owning up to a problem in public. Mrs. Jewell sipped her beer and gazed out over the tall grass. She seemed to be listening to the swing band music his mother was playing, though he knew that was impossible.


  “For example—I always wanted to write a book. I know we’ve been over some of this before. Did I mention the title, the name of my book? Bigger, Faster… I did. Good. I’m glad I did. I had a lot more than just a title, I can tell you. I had a good fifty pages of polished text, third draft stuff, plus another hundred of notes. A real labor of love, and I worked on it for years until it became impractical to work on it anymore. So I shelved it, more or less. Now, nothing would make me happier than if you decided one day to write a book. For example. And it’s not a matter of following in my footsteps, because I never actually did the damn thing myself—wrote a book. Or at least finished it. So those don’t even count as footsteps. My point is, you can do anything you want so long as you understand the long odds, and the strong likelihood of failure and disappointment… do you follow me, Jim? I’m trying to give you a pep talk here.”


  Jim didn’t want to write a book. He didn’t know what his father was talking about. The pleasure he took from reading was enough without feeling like he had to write one himself. The book about the religious devotees who took a vow of silence in China or Japan or wherever it was seemed to have been written by no one. It simply existed, every word perfect on the stiff, thick pages. The Chinese or Japanese man who’d written it lived in the 1600s, which was the same as not existing. Jim liked certain words that recurred in the text, words like “stone” and “rain” and “bamboo” and “grotto.” They meant more to him than the story itself.


  It was now past most people’s dinnertime, and Mr. Jewell still hadn’t turned up. He might’ve been away on a business trip, or lying at the bottom of a mangled car wreck, or having an affair with a pretty and dangerous woman. Jim knew “affair”—he knew what the word meant, but perhaps not the full sense of it. In the movie his mother watched every year on her birthday, it meant being startled and surprised in a room with two women who didn’t like each other. It also had something to do with having your shirt off. The shirt was key. He wondered what it would feel like to have his shirt off in a motel room while two women yelled and clawed at each other. Exciting, maybe. He’d do what the guy did in the movie. He’d stand between the two women and push them apart and say, “Laura, wait!”


  “I know what you’re thinking, Jim. You’re thinking, ‘What does any of this have to do with me?’ Maybe nothing. But you’re in fifth grade now, and in a few months you’ll be in sixth. Before you know it you’ll be staring high school in the face, then college, grad school, et cetera. You’ll have to make decisions for yourself that could impact on the rest of your life. ‘Where do I want to go to school? What area of concentration should I focus on? What is and is not a good use of my time?’ What I’m saying is, you’ll need to pick a path, and it’s important to choose wisely. You might set off in a certain direction—think of a trail in the woods, like when I took you to the Adirondacks last summer—and find after you’ve been walking for a few hours that you picked the wrong path. Or not wrong exactly—there are no wrong paths. Every path leads somewhere worthwhile, in theory. But after a few hours you realize you should’ve picked the other path, not because there’s anything wrong with this one, but because it’s not the right path for you. You wanted to see the waterfall, and this path leads to the… something else. I can’t think now. The place where the owls live. So you have to backtrack, but while you’re backtracking, while you’re re-going-over all those miles of trail, you’re losing precious hours of sunlight. Not only that: the other kids on the trail, the ones who picked wisely to begin with, they’re miles ahead of you. They’re going to get to the waterfall before you do!”


  Jim’s father picked up the drawing and spent a long time just staring at it. Then he turned it over and spent even more time staring at the back. He seemed more interested in the back than the side Jim had actually drawn on. Miss Wrabel had written her comments on a separate piece of paper and attached them to the drawing with a paperclip. Because she was an art teacher and art was supposed to be fun, she used colorful paperclips and wrote her comments in green pen. She underlined a lot, drew multiple exclamation points, and added extra vowels to words like “really” and “great.” Jim didn’t mind her. She’d been on crutches since April. The crutches gave her a personality outside of the classroom. You could imagine her wiping out roller-skating or tripping getting out of her truck.


  “‘Excellent control and execution,’ she says. ‘Jim should be encouraged to continue with his art in middle school.’ Sure, that’s a great idea. So he can make twenty thousand dollars a year as an art teacher and work weekends at a grocery store? See, that’s my problem, Jim—the hypocrisy of these people. I’m not saying their hearts aren’t in the right place. I’ve met your art teacher. She’s a fine woman, and I’m sure she’s an excellent instructor. And of course it’s important to learn a thing or two about art. I never did, and I regret the hell out of it. I grew up in a different age when there wasn’t so much emphasis on these extra-curricular activities. When I go to a museum, I don’t know what I’m looking at. I mean, I’m not stupid, I know the difference between a Monet and a Van Gogh, but I don’t have any real appreciation for the technical skills involved. Maybe if I’d taken more art in school, I wouldn’t be so deficient in that area. I could go to a museum and say, ‘Yeah, I can see how all that makes sense. I can even see some of the beauty in it. Isn’t it interesting how the artist did that thing with the brushstrokes?’ I’d be able to talk about it. I’d love that, Jim, believe me. With music it’s the same way. I just don’t have an ear for it. As soon as the concert starts, I’m thinking about the recommendations I have to write and all the hassles come Monday. If I’d learned music as a kid, I could hear what other people are hearing. I’d cry at the sad parts like everyone else.”


  Jim’s father set the drawing back down on the table. It was just a piece of paper now.


  “The thing about your art teacher… what’s her name again? Miss Wrabel. The thing about people like Miss Wrabel is that they set up false expectations. Do you know what I mean? Maybe you don’t. Put it like this—Miss Wrabel’s view of the world is not the world as it really exists. In Miss Wrabel’s world, being able to paint and draw and sing Broadway medleys and write cute little short stories and play ‘The Entertainer’ on the piano actually means something. In Miss Wrabel’s world, artists are the center of the universe—never mind the folks who build cars and program computers and fix roadways and sell gym shoes. No, those worker-bees don’t count, only the one painter in a million who ever made any money at it or the one poet on the planet anyone gives a damn about, and he died a hundred years ago.”


  Something banged out in the kitchen, and the swing music shut off. The silence was its own kind of angry noise.


  “I’ll tell you what I think. I think the only people who care about paintings are other painters. The only people who care about poems are other poets. For better or for worse, we’ve lost interest in the arts. Maybe we’re stupid, or maybe these so-called artists have simply become obsolete. Why not? There’s no saying things have to last forever. If someone isn’t earning their keep, I say to hell with them. But why lie to people, particularly children, and tell them there’s a future in something when there clearly is not? That’s what I mean by false expectations. Miss Wrabel wants you to think if you just work hard enough on your… what’s she say? ‘Control and execution…’—people will clamor to buy your paintings and you won’t wind up in your thirties disappointed and still living off your parents and utterly incapable of practicing a trade or supporting a family because someone sold you a bill of goods back in fifth grade. I don’t want that to happen to you.”


  Jim looked at his father. For the first time since they’d sat down, he really looked at him, not at Randy and Scott playing outside with their mom, nor at his own mother making a mess in the kitchen, nor at the scenes drifting mobile-fashion inside his head. He looked at his father, and what he saw was new. He saw the man’s plain, open and honest fear. It was amazing. His father was afraid of him! Now why should that be? he wondered. He’d always been in awe of his father. And Jim was nothing to be afraid of. He was a ten-year-old boy. He wore white gym socks with yellow at the heels. He kept a shell collection in the bottom of his underwear drawer. He’d been to the symphony exactly nine times and still had the ticket stubs from each show. His favorite ice cream was mint chocolate chip and he was scared of dogs and didn’t like reggae and wished his name was Steve. Pretty simple.


  “This is hard for me to say, Jim. As a father, it hurts. But I’ve never lied to you, and I’ve always tried telling it to you straight. You deserve no less. What I’m getting at is, despite what your art teacher says—and congrats on the good grade, by the way—if I’m being honest, if I’m really telling the truth and treating you like a young adult and not a juvenile, this drawing of yours… well. It’s nice. It’s okay. I mean, it’s attractive enough. It’s not a bad drawing, at least by fifth grade standards. And again, I’m no judge. But ‘a keen eye for details’? A ‘real talent for drawing…’ and so on? I don’t know. I’m not seeing it, Jim. Let’s just take your teacher at her word for a moment. Look at this picture and tell me what you see. If you were a collector, say, and you had ten thousand dollars to spend on something to hang in the living room—because that’s what things cost, Jim. Let’s not be naïve here.”


  Jim looked at the drawing on the table. Miss Wrabel had asked the class to draw something based on one of their dreams, and Jim chose the one where he and the girl in the silver suit were standing on the far side of the chasm, having jumped across. The girl’s boots were awesome, and she had a grappling hook and wrist-firing lasers and bulletproof kneepads. She was a bounty hunter.


  Jim’s mother dumped another pan into the sink and let the water run. She wasn’t having a good day. The snags came when she tried doing too much. Side dishes were a problem: string beans or steamed asparagus that got done too late or too soon. You could be a woman and a mother and an otherwise good person and still not know what to do in the kitchen.


  “Do you see what I’m saying, Jim? It’s not that I don’t appreciate the effort. You should do what gives you pleasure, particularly at your young age. The worry can come later—the worry and unhappiness and aggravation, and having a stack of worthless pages sitting on a bookshelf gathering dust, and seeing Cliff Green’s name wherever you look even though the man hasn’t made a significant contribution to the literature in twenty years, and ‘Professor Stebbins, can you write a recommendation by Monday?’ and ‘Hey Walt, nice speech at the AIAA last fall,’ with the smartass smirk like he really means it. You’ve got all that to look forward to—sitting behind your desk and thinking wouldn’t it be great if I had my old energy back? Wouldn’t it be great if I cared about something for a change, and what’s stopping me—and then realizing nothing’s stopping you. You could do anything you want, have anything in the world, and yet you just sit there. That’s what middle age does to you. Don’t look so alarmed, Jim. Your father’s just grappling with some identity issues at the moment. It’ll pass. It’s all a matter of being open to all possibilities and not getting fixated. Just being alive and healthy ought to be enough. Being alive and married to a good woman and father to a great kid—because you are, Jim. A great kid. And you’ll be a great kid no matter what. I mean that. That’s why I’m telling you all this, because I love you deeply and dearly and don’t want you to get hurt. People like… what’s her name again? Miss Wrabel—I always want to call her Miss Ruble. People like Miss Wrabel see so many students over the course of their career, and it’s just so much easier to slap them with some faint praise and send them along—oh, I understand, believe me. I know all about grade inflation. I know all about wanting to be liked, to be the bearer of good news. It’s a bigger problem in the sciences; I can’t give someone an A just because I’m a nice guy. There are lives at stake. There’s an objective right and wrong. But art is a different matter. It’s subjective. So you get a woman like Miss Wrabel—probably a decent enough person, tenderhearted… I mean, she teaches art to fifth graders, for God’s sake! And suddenly everyone’s a budding Picasso or a budding Van Gogh even if they can barely hold a crayon. I know how it is. Now, I’m not saying that’s the case with you. It’s just important to distinguish between being good enough for Miss Wrabel, who’d probably praise a piece of used toilet paper—forgive my crude analogy right before dinner—and good enough to make it your life’s ambition. Because the real geniuses of the world—and I think this is true of everything, not just drawing and painting but writing and music too—are born with a gift. Mozart was born with a gift. He had it when he was five years old. True geniuses—I’m talking about people with a once-in-a-generation talent—aren’t like you and me. They’re almost not even people. They’ve got an aura or ambience about them—do you know ‘ambience,’ Jim? It’s like a glow that sets them apart and makes them different. There’s no mistaking it—it’s just there, and you don’t need someone like Miss Wrabel to point it out. And the worst thing you can do is to tell a person, particularly a kid, they have the glow when they don’t. I guess that’s what I’m saying, Jim. That’s what I’ve been getting at all this time. I’d be the first person to praise you to the eyeteeth and root from the sidelines if the situation called for it—you know that, Jim. But I’m your father, not some woman who isn’t even going to remember your name in a year’s time. I need to be honest. I’m just not seeing the glow.”


  The door on the side of the house opened, and Jim’s mother appeared in the Jewells’ driveway with her hands on her hips. It was like she’d stepped into a movie; one moment she was in the house, an inhabitant of the world as he knew it, and the next she was on screen, flattened and stretched-out and given a defined function. Mrs. Jewell didn’t see her at first, then smiled and waved her over. Jim’s mother strode across the driveway and into the tall grass. She walked with her hands behind her back, stepping lightly like a cautious girl. Jim had never seen her walk quite like that before. Being in the movie made her different; she was acting a part, playing at being young or drunk or blind or southern.


  “What do you think, Jim? You’re free to express yourself. You’re always more than welcome to disagree in this house. I wish you would, in fact. Tell me I’m wrong. Stand up for yourself. I don’t want to be responsible for your life. I don’t want you thinking bad things about your old man fifty years from now. Fathers have a certain obligation, that’s all. Even after I’m dead and gone, you’ll remember what I’ve said and how it made you feel, and maybe it’ll make a difference. In a good way, I hope. And if I’m wrong, I’m wrong. Who knows, maybe my being wrong will help more than my being right.”


  Jim’s tongue felt fat and dry inside his mouth, like he hadn’t used it in years. He wondered if the religious devotees in China or Japan ever slipped up; if one day they accidentally dropped something heavy on their foot and cursed out loud or were moved to exclaim at the sight of a pretty bird. Maybe that one word meant all bets were off. It robbed the silence of its power and significance. Whatever you thought was such a big deal about silence wasn’t important anymore, and you could just talk and talk and talk.


  Jim’s mother and Mrs. Jewell were still chatting in the Jewells’ backyard. His mother now had a bottle of beer in her hand. Jim didn’t know how he could’ve missed that. He must’ve drifted off for a minute.


  “I wonder what we’re having for dinner. Your mother seems to have abandoned her post. Hey, I’ve got an idea. We don’t do enough together as a family. What do you say we go to a movie after dinner? We’ll dig the paper out of the recycler and see what’s playing. I know it’s a work night but I don’t care. I want to see a movie with my kid. A flick. I don’t think I’ve been to a movie in years. They must cost a fortune by now, but that’s fine. I want to see a G or PG rated movie with my son.”


  The two women were laughing in the yard. Jim had never known his mother to exchange more than brief pleasantries with Mrs. Jewell. His mom had friends all across the country—in Boston, in Tucson, in Minnesota—but none nearby.


  “Or, if you don’t want to see a movie, we can do something else. We can go out for ice cream. Do you like bowling? Listen to me, asking like I don’t even know you. Of course you like bowling, I know you like bowling, I’ve seen you bowl, we’ve done it a million times. So bowling’s always an option. Really, Jim, you name it. It’s your night. I want to celebrate your good grade in art class. In fact, if you don’t mind, I’d like to put that drawing in my office. Not my office here—my office at work. Would that be okay? Unless you’ve got other plans for it. We’ll get a frame. It looks standard size. Even if it’s not, I’ll pay for a custom job. I want that picture over my desk where my colleagues can see it. They’re not the only ones with talented kids.”


  At that moment Mr. Jewell came racing up the driveway in his car. He drove like a man returning late from an appointment. The car blocked Jim’s view of his mother and Mrs. Jewell. Mr. Jewell shoved the car into Park and slumped out with his briefcase. He had the blue suit on today.


  “I’ve done enough talking for one night. What about you? Tell me about your day. I already know about your art project—that’s good news. You must be getting ready for the school year to end. Maybe we’ll do the Adirondacks again this summer. You seemed to like it last time.”


  Mrs. Jewell and Jim’s mother appeared around the back of the car, and Mrs. Jewell gave her tired husband a hug and a kiss. Jim wished Mr. Jewell hadn’t come home when he did. His mother wasn’t done with her beer yet.


  “Hey, talk to me, Jim. I feel like I’ve hurt your feelings. If so, that was not my intention. Like I said, I’ve never been comfortable around kids. It ought to be different with you, but I guess it’s not.”


  Jim’s mother stood alone in the Jewells’ driveway holding her beer. The Jewells had already gone inside. Jim could see Mr. Jewell in his kitchen window taking off his tie.


  “Tell me what’s on your mind. I’m absolutely all ears.”


  His mother lingered in the driveway, then turned back to the house. Jim had his chance. He could either say it now, or let it pass.


  “Jim?”


  Jim leveled at his father. He spoke.


  And this is what he said.


  Man


  Mike Heppner was born on November 21, 1972, when his parents were thirty-two. His mother’s family came over to Minnesota from Sweden around the turn of the century. They were of the working class for whom college was not an option. His mother was born in Montana where her dad sold farm equipment for International Harvester. When he quit his job, the family took what little money they had and bought a small motel in Monterey, California. The place wasn’t much but attracted the patronage of a celebrity or two; Ansel Adams was a frequent visitor, and Clint Eastwood. John Steinbeck even spent a week there and mentioned Heppner’s mother (not by name) in his Travels with Charley. The family later sold the motel in Monterey and bought another, a Best Western, in Davis, which they used to seed their retirement.


  Heppner’s parents met at the University of California at Berkeley and were married in 1964. The University was a special place for them, and when their son was born eight years later, they bestowed on him the middle name “Berkeley.”


  After a couple of years in Seattle, Heppner’s parents moved to New England so his father could take a teaching job at the University of Rhode Island, a post he held for nearly forty years. For twenty thousand dollars they bought a yellow, three-story house in Wickford with an acre of land out back. At the very edge of the land stood two leaning grave markers from the 1700s belonging to a man and his wife, which fascinated Heppner at an early age.


  Both parents worked long hours establishing themselves in their respective fields, and Heppner was looked after by the woman next door. They went down to the beach and dug around for shells and searched for horseshoe crabs and drank Del’s lemonade on the car ride home. The woman had a gift for making pancakes in the shapes of various animals and cartoon characters, like Mickey Mouse. Heppner loved the feel of her long blond hair on his face when she set him down for a nap.


  What he remembers: an angry neighborhood Doberman named Bruno, the crack in the wall next to his bed, the picture puzzles inside bottle caps of Narragansett Beer, falling from the back of a car right outside the house and nearly getting run over (and then crying in his mother’s arms in front of the whole neighborhood), the bits of lemon rind inside cups of Del’s, his father’s two-toned Datsun sports car with the leather sleeve around the stick shift.


  His parents divorced when he was four, and he went with his mother and her parents to live in Providence, where they stayed for two years. Their house was a hulking white colonial on a small plot near College Hill. A playroom on the third floor roasted in the summer. The yard was all dirt and Heppner slept in what amounted to a small corridor between his grandmother and grandfather’s rooms. His father came up on Sundays to spend the day with him. Sundays would start with his father reading the Providence Journal from cover to cover. Heppner felt competitive with the paper. It impeded the rest of the day. If the newspaper were a person, he would’ve killed it or locked it in a closet.


  After Providence, Heppner moved with his mother and grandparents to Grosse Pointe, a prim and somewhat foursquare suburb of Detroit, Michigan. He played with a little friend who lived across the street. They made up skits in the basement, traded 45s by awful groups like Foghat and Blue Öyster Cult, and hit a tennis ball back and forth between their driveways. For a few years he only saw his father at Christmas. When he was nine, his father spent a year in the Philippines as a Fulbright Professor. His letters were long and came in Air Mail envelopes. The envelopes doubled as writing paper; you scribbled your note on the back of the envelope and folded it up. Sometimes they arrived with photos of his father riding a water buffalo or hanging from the side of a crowded bus or wearing a ceremonial robe and sword.


  Heppner was small as a boy and frequently picked-on. More or less invisible in school, he struggled with extracurricular activities: karate, soccer, floor hockey, Cub Scouts. He had a nervous stomach and threw up everywhere. In class he responded pleasantly when called upon but rarely volunteered. He liked his video games and riding his bike in the parking lot of the Congregational Church.


  What he remembers: the guy who lived on the corner losing control of his car and crashing into the tree in their front yard, the shirt with alternating apples and elephants his mother wore on weekends, his grandfather shaving in the first floor bathroom and his grandmother screaming, “Gene, Reagan’s been shot!” and his grandfather shouting back, “Oh, no!”


  His grandparents were both smokers and kept an air purifier going in the family room with the green shag carpet where they spent most of their time. The inside of the air purifier was filled with the same black gunk that coated their lungs. His grandfather was kind but had an annoyed, simmering quality that sometimes boiled into anger. He once yelled at Heppner for celebrating excessively after catching a football, and again for not being prompt enough about going up to bed. He was an excellent golfer and actually died on the course when Heppner was twelve. Heppner’s mother met the boy at the house’s side door after he’d been dropped off from play practice. She looked compassionate and concerned. “It’s not good,” she warned. He’d never had a person die on him before. Heppner’s grandmother was sitting alone on the knit sofa in the family room, and when he came in she said, “What am I going to do?”


  The family moved to a different part of town where the schools were better and his grandmother could walk to stores. By this time, Heppner had been acting in the local children’s theater for a number of years. He felt at home there; his small physique didn’t count against him so much, and he could make use of his wit and sense of humor to win friends. Roles he played included: Rabbit in Winnie the Pooh, one of the kids in Cheaper By the Dozen, and the Mayor of Munchkin City in The Wizard of Oz. His mother videotaped his shows with an enormous hand-held Betamax camera that must have hurt her arm.


  In eighth grade, his English teacher suggested he write a short play for a contest. The play was called God, and his high school presented it at a one-act festival his freshman year. Other plays followed, roughly one a year, which his high school regularly performed as part of their season. From this, along with a handful of satirical pieces in the school’s literary magazine, he developed a “writing” persona, which suited him.


  What he remembers: the Astroturf tee-off mats on the par three course at Metro Park, how swim class made him tired all day, cast parties where kids played kissing games and showed each other the moonwalk, the time he fell off his bike on his way to catechism and stumbled into church bleeding and crying and chowing on a candy bar.


  During the summers he stayed with his father in Rhode Island. His father had built a Frank Lloyd Wright-style house in the South County woods about three miles from the campus where he taught. He’d named the house “Daylight,” after the famous Southern Pacific railroad. Heppner’s father was a rail-fan who’d been instrumental in saving the historic train station in Kingston, Rhode Island—the oldest on the Amtrak line—from destruction. Other volunteer activities took up much of his time, from the Civil Air Patrol to a stint as head of the local housing project. Over the decades at the university he’d earned a reputation as a difficult grader and a charismatic, if eccentric, professor. Classes took place in an amphitheater with stadium seating and included as many as three hundred students. He incorporated theatrical elements into his presentations, giving one lecture as Count Dracula and another as a Hell’s Angel on a motorcycle. Everyone in the state knew him, had once been a student, etc.


  While his father was at work, Heppner usually stayed at Daylight and wrote plays in his journal. At this point he wasn’t sure if he wanted to pursue acting or playwriting in college. When he ultimately chose writing, it was because he recognized something in himself that wasn’t suited for the stage. His early stories were mainly forced attempts at humor in the vein of Woody Allen or Douglas Adams. Already he’d begun thinking of his days in terms of how much writing he wanted to accomplish.


  Every summer he and his father took a long weekend or even a full week and went hiking in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. They drove up in the truck, stayed over at the AMC base camp and set out on foot for excursions in the Presidentials. He wrote stories about these trips too. A romantic notion grew in his head about being a writer. The idea of engaging with other people from a distance, as writers apparently did, appealed to him. Writers could do what they wanted—go out or not go out, be social or not be social, and no one minded. Their books did the talking for them.


  He thought maybe he’d like to write a book someday.


  There was a girlfriend in high school, a pretty, fair-skinned Irish girl he’d met in a play production of Brighton Beach Memoirs. Because he’d never been in love, every feeling he had for her burned with an awful intensity. It made them both a little crazy, and for a year he didn’t think much about his writing; but when the relationship was over—he headed off to college and she stayed in Grosse Pointe—his writing was waiting for him like the old gang he always knew he’d go back to.


  He studied at New York University, where he learned a number of things about the writing life. Writing was never difficult for him in the sense that he knew how to do it without a lot of fuss. While many students had trouble finishing their work on time, he didn’t. It’s possible he mistook this mundane ability for real talent. At any rate, he wrote play after play and worked on short stories in the summer. His purpose was to impress people with his wit, intelligence, and energy. He wanted to create around him a flurry of words.


  Around the same time he started drinking. He drank whiskey straight up, Foster’s Beer, screwdrivers. He could put down twelve beers in a night without a problem. Sometimes he overdid it and made himself sick. It was just part of the environment and nothing he thought of too much.


  What he remembers: eating that same damn salami sandwich every day for lunch, thinking what if it fell over when someone a few blocks away set off a bomb under the World Trade Center, seeing celebrities like Lenny Kravitz and Anthony Perkins and Ric Ocasek and (two times!) Danny Aiello bopping around town.


  When he was a junior he passed a night chugging vodka in his RA’s room. His RA was a graduate film student, and by the end of the night he’d convinced Heppner to co-write the screenplay for his thesis. The project lasted nearly five years and ended with a thirty-minute film called Generic Metal Titan, which eventually made the short film circuit and even played a few times on the Sundance Channel. The story was mostly the RA’s, but it gave Heppner some experience at collaborating and working on a big project. The RA taught Heppner about revising and constructing a plot using index cards. He pointed out flaws in Heppner’s writing that came in handy many years later. As for the vodka, Heppner woke up hung-over and spent the next three days vomiting and using a broom handle for a cane.


  In his third year at NYU, Heppner took over the department’s undergraduate reading series. Once a week students met in the school’s black box theater and listened to their peers read from their works-in-progress. Programs often ran short, so he brought in some of his own work to fill out the time. He’d recently been on a camping trip to Canada with some of his old high school friends and thought it might make an interesting theme for a performance piece of sorts. Each week he wrote a new installment and presented it in the black box, and by semester’s end he’d amassed sixty pages. It was the longest piece of writing he’d done so far, and only about a third complete. Riding on this youthful enthusiasm, he finished the book over the summer and realized he’d written a novel without even trying. He called it Wine, Women and Song and, four drafts later, changed the name to Hobo Pie Maker. He was convinced he’d produced something truly remarkable, his generation’s Lord of the Flies, and the feeling it gave him had a lasting effect.


  That summer he made his first attempt at getting published. He knew nothing about the business but, armed with a copy of the 1993 Writer’s Market, he sent out query letters and partial manuscripts to some two-dozen houses. He got a few rejections; most he never heard back from. He’d read all the old saws about rejection being the name of the game, so it didn’t bother him much. He even kept his rejection slips in a photo album, thinking he was being clever and ironic.


  He knew a writer in his late thirties who worked at a local independent bookstore. This man had spent eighteen years writing his first novel and had just had it published with a small midwestern press. The writer gave Heppner advice whenever he came by the store and had even agreed to read some of his work.


  One day Heppner burst into the store waving a piece of paper, breathless with excitement. A publishing house in British Columbia had read the first twenty pages of Hobo Pie Maker and wanted to include it in their fall list. The publisher made special mention of the book’s “page-turning plot” and “well-developed characters.” Along with this generic praise was an envelope for Heppner to mail in his five thousand dollars for “printing and editing fees.” After listening patiently, the older writer asked Heppner what he knew about vanity presses. The news that he’d nearly been duped came as a blow, and Heppner resented the older writer for telling him. Nine years later he included the writer’s name on the acknowledgments page of his first published novel (which was not Hobo Pie Maker, nor any of the five books he wrote after it).


  The summer before senior year Heppner was back in Grosse Pointe house-sitting and working part time at an art gallery. One of his coworkers knew about his writing and mentioned that her boyfriend lived upstairs from an old woman who’d been married to Jack Kerouac in the forties. Heppner hadn’t read much Kerouac but knew a famous writer’s name when he heard one. From the coworker he extracted the woman’s phone number and called her up. In his fantasy he imagined showing her Hobo Pie Maker and gaining introduction to her coterie of literary friends.


  The woman, who’d been born to a wealthy Grosse Pointe family, was living in Detroit in a state of poverty with some eighty cats who pissed freely on everything and came and went through a swinging pet door. Edie Parker, formerly Kerouac, welcomed him by asking him to feed her cats. She was in the last summer of her life and wasn’t interested in his book, though she did show it to a colleague from a nearby community college, who judged it “adolescent, self-indulgent, and masturbatory.” Heppner spent the summer keeping her company, feeding her cats, and breaking down the twigs that had fallen from the dying tree in her yard. At the end of the summer she phoned him at his mother’s house to accuse him of stealing a can-opener, and that was the last he ever heard from her.


  Midway through his senior year, he decided he’d had enough of school. Most of his classes were light on substance, and he felt guilty about the amount of money his family was spending to keep him there. He had a semester’s worth of leftover AP credits that he cashed in to graduate in December. He didn’t want to stay in New York but didn’t know where else to go, so he wound up camping out in his mother’s basement. By February he had a job and a cruddy apartment. He was twenty-one and hadn’t a clue what to do next.


  That first year after college was rough for Heppner. For a few weeks he worked as a busboy at a supper club in Detroit. He was incompetent at the least little thing and eventually took a job as an Assistant Manager at a Pier 1 Imports on Eight Mile Road. The work paid five dollars and fifty cents an hour and involved unloading delivery trucks, stacking displays of wicker porch furniture and, because he was a manager, counting down the registers and supervising the nightly clean-up routine. He buffed floors, hung ad-prep, processed merchandise returns, cleaned the bathroom, restocked the incense and bath beads, handled customer complaints, took cash deposits to the bank, and ate his lunch in the breakroom. At night he partied with his friends from the store. They had a little band—Heppner played drums—and they stayed up late jamming and drinking and smoking pot.


  What he remembers: some asshole customer returning a set of plates with the food still on them and smiling at his cashier’s apron as if to say “The joke’s on you,” a woman tipping him a nickel for carrying a marble table-top out to her car, the Brother computer he wrote on that only showed ten lines of text at a time and took a full minute to print up one page, playing Frank Zappa early in the mornings on the store’s speakers before the customers came in, feeling ashamed when his old English teacher turned up at the store and saw him working there.


  He wrote around his shifts. Sometimes work started at six and ended at two, so he wrote in the afternoon. Other times he worked from two to close, and on those days he wrote in the morning. He wrote a farce called Buried in Babies about two factory workers trying to steal a car. Another novel, Rent Control, concerned a spoiled young man and his intimidating father. His writing was generally built on such tidy conceits. He wrote quickly—novels, screenplays, short stories. Sometimes when the mood struck him he sent his work out and hoped for the best.


  He made a lot of mistakes in those days, chief among them hurrying too much. He wanted instant success. He’d always regarded both of his parents as impressive people—his mother was a trailblazer in breast cancer research, and his father equally trailblazing as an educator—and it fell upon him to do something impressive as well. Simply working in a furniture store and leading an anonymous life wasn’t good enough.


  The mistake at the heart of this mistake was believing that being a “real” writer—“real” meaning “published”—would complete him in some way. It would make up for his other shortcomings and get the world off his back.


  When he wasn’t writing or working at Pier 1, he was drinking entirely too much Jim Beam and Franzia burgundy-in-a-box. He drank full glasses of red wine out of juice tumblers. One night he woke up with the bed spins and puked on his desk chair before he could reach the bathroom. The next morning he put the chair on the curb, and someone came by and hauled it away. Another time he tried driving into work hung-over and vomited a great hot explosion all over the windshield, dashboard, steering wheel, his lap and cracked leather jacket. He drove back home and washed his hands off in the melting snow. His boss sounded dubious when he called in sick. He’d turned into one of those people who said “sick” when he really meant something else.


  During this time he was living alone in a small apartment above a florist’s where big black cockroaches dropped on him in the middle of the night. The roaches were so huge, he could actually hear their footsteps. They sounded like little people running around. The job at Pier 1 wasn’t panning out anymore; he was tired of being abused by customers and earning next to nothing. He was depressed and thought about killing himself. Sometimes while standing at the toilet he’d hold his right hand up to his head like a gun and pull the trigger.


  He read over the work he’d done so far. It might’ve been a thousand, fifteen hundred pages. He expected to hate some of it, but the truth surprised him—not one page, one paragraph, not so much as one worthwhile sentence. Not even close. His writing was gimmicky, precocious in the worst way, badly conceived, badly executed, not funny, not insightful, not literary, not even technically proficient. The person from the community college was right.


  He was being too hard on himself, of course. His problems weren’t anything insurmountable or unique to him. He didn’t like his job, drank too much, and felt like a disappointment to his parents (though they’d done nothing to make him feel that way). And yet with every corny, ingratiating page, he’d denied all this, suppressed it. You would’ve thought he was a cheerful teenager with little experience of the world, a clean suburban kid who got good grades and always pleased his mother, not an angry young man with a drinking problem and bitterness to spare.


  Instead of giving up, he wrote a book called Survivors. It had its flaws as well, mainly a rushed and overly complicated plot, but at least he’d managed to convey some of what he was feeling inside. It was the first book he’d written that read like the work of a grown man, albeit one who was still lost and finding his way. By the time he finished the draft, his mood had improved and he began to see his life as a cause—not a simple state of being but an actual narrative with plot-points and a structure and a purpose to it all.


  He knew he had to quit his job but didn’t know what else might pay a few bucks more and still leave time for writing. He interviewed around the city before settling on a tech position at Wayne State University Television. Broadcast from a cement bunker with a three hundred foot tall transmission tower sticking out of the roof, the station offered educational shows for students who were enrolled in the university’s long-distance learning program. A robotic arm named “Max” fetched playback tapes from a number of rotating carousels and placed them in the appropriate tape decks. Heppner’s job was to update the program logs and keep an eye on Max, who went haywire every few months. Whenever this happened, Heppner had to shut down the system, report the incident to a repair technician, and load the tapes by hand. It was an easy job and perfect for a writer. No customers, very little busy work, and free access to the station’s high speed Internet connection, which was new technology back in ’96 and not readily available on the consumer market.


  The job also left him all day to read. He worked twelve-hour shifts on Saturdays and eight-hour shifts on Sundays, and the only other person he saw was the guy who dropped in for ten minutes to vacuum the carpets and empty the trash. For someone who’d made writing—and specifically novel writing—such a priority, Heppner’s knowledge of books was surprisingly thin. He’d read a little Hemingway, a little Faulkner, some DeLillo, some Flannery O’Connor. Tom Wolfe too—he’d always had an affinity for the “New Journalists” of the late sixties.


  During his shifts at the TV station he plowed through some of the weightier and headier tomes of contemporary fiction, nine hundred page monstrosities with epic ambitions and stylistic sprawl. What attracted him to these books was their apparent disregard for conventional narrative. He’d always thought of a novel as being essentially an overgrown short story: you had your protagonist and your antagonist, your conflict and your crisis point. None of that stopped being important to him, but his reading suggested that the real power of a book—what gave it its lingering effect—was rarely narrative but rather something ineffable and abstract. You couldn’t put your finger on it. The books he most admired always withheld something from the reader. You came away from the experience feeling like you’d only partially grasped what lay at the heart of the book, and that was what kept it active and alive in your imagination.


  Heppner was now in his mid-twenties and starting to get his act together. The job at Wayne State expanded to full-time. During the weekdays he worked downtown at the university’s video production lab where he operated a camera, helped set up location shoots, and even wrote and produced a couple of public service announcements. His coworkers were mostly eccentric campus-types on the way up. Heppner seemed to fit in; his persona was that of the funny little white guy who’d written a bunch of novels and would probably win a book prize someday.


  What he remembers: the former security guard turned graphic designer named Luther who told an amusing story about nearly whipping someone’s ass in a delicatessen, trooping around the city for days on end shooting a PSA about diabetes, the ice that formed on the transmission tower and cracked off during the spring thaw so that you had to wear a hardhat in the parking lot and dodge the splinters that fell and pierced the ground like giant hypodermics.


  The pages kept piling up: a novel dedicated to some of the people he used to pal around with in the Pier 1 days, another called Punched In (a more-or-less failed experiment in political satire and non-linear story-telling that eventually yielded a short story of the same name and wound up being his first paid publication three years later).


  It was time to reassess and learn from the past. He’d done an enormous amount of work, but most of it was thin, good-but-not-great, the characters cobbled-together from a list of personality traits, the plotlines awkwardly scripted and diagrammatic. More and more he thought of the quote attributed to Gustav Mahler that “a symphony must be a world.” The same was true for a novel. At least he’d written one book, Survivors, which had the potential to be something more than just a learning exercise. He might even be able to sell it one day. Knowing this (or at least believing in it) gave him the confidence to design a larger narrative, one that might take many months and even years to finish.


  For weeks he kept a notebook and jotted down things that interested him without worrying too much about the bigger picture. This notebook eventually grew to include an intriguing conversation he’d had with his father about computer routers, a memory of a strange, ruin-like tower perched on a small island off the right side of the eastbound Lakeshore Limited in upstate New York, a girl with pigtails he’d seen performing with a modern dance troupe in Providence one New Year’s Eve, a wealth of feelings he’d never processed from his parents’ divorce, a general sense of being politically at odds with how people of his generation—the so-called “Generation X”—were portrayed in the media, and so on. He wasn’t thinking in terms of Acts One, Two, and Three. He wanted the book to be an approximation of whatever was going on in his brain, whether large or small, personal or political, taken from experience or from books. He wanted to write a world.


  That world included spending a lot of time on the Internet. In those days most people accessed the Web with dial-up modems, which were almost prohibitively slow. “Surfing the Net” wasn’t really practical unless you had a fast connection, as Heppner did at work. He noticed that much of the information online drew on questionable sources, making it hard to distinguish between good information and bad. A credulous person might easily be persuaded to believe nearly anything provided the source looked reliable enough—and “looking reliable” had more to do with the visual impact of the layout than the actual content. For whatever reason—perhaps the book’s natural evolution—this concern lay at the heart of Heppner’s first published novel, The Egg Code.


  He wrote the outline at work, envisioning an epic whose style and structure mimicked the schizophrenic nature of the Internet itself. Tone and point-of-view would change from chapter to chapter. You could almost read it out of order and focus only on the parts that interested you. As a writer he’d never allowed himself to make a big mess before, and he wanted to make a big mess. His ambitions were huge and his influences perhaps not yet fully digested, but he was twenty-five years old and grasping at his little chance.


  He decided he’d reached the limit of what he was able to teach himself. Not only that, but being out in Michigan and cut off from the world of publishing had its own limits. He needed to meet new people and spread his name around. That year he applied to graduate school and was accepted to Columbia University in New York. He must’ve said “Thank you” a thousand times when the department chair called him on the phone.


  Back in New York, he threw himself into the life of the department, writing three pages a day and attending lectures and workshops with other gifted young men and women who’d traveled down their own idiosyncratic paths. Some of them weren’t so gifted, and he wondered why they were there. The false rumor was that the head of the department was really Thomas Pynchon. Workshops were intense and exhilarating, petty and boring. Heppner was pleased to discover that he belonged there, and for the most part he didn’t feel intimidated by anyone or their work.


  What he remembers: living on Seminary Row next to a school playground where the monitors made more noise yelling at the kids than the kids did, going to a book party and sitting next to the famous writer from Haiti who was so moved by her own reading that she couldn’t stop weeping after she sat back down, hosting events in the school art gallery and trying not to laugh at the giant painting of a nude man jerking off (head reared back in ecstasy) situated directly behind the performers.


  One of his first days at Columbia, he waited in line to see his schedule advisor. The man had written a dozen or more novels and had once been nominated for the National Book Award. Like Heppner, he was from Rhode Island but had lived most of his adult life in London and had the accent to show for it. He was gracious and gentle as he asked Heppner what he was working on. Heppner gave him the outline to The Egg Code, which was eleven single-spaced pages and a good indication of the whole. The man offered to read some of the manuscript, so Heppner dropped it off the next day. A week later the man brought him into his office and said with emphatic sincerity, as if the words had been brewing all week, that Heppner’s writing was brilliant. Heppner was stunned—he felt like he’d suddenly tumbled into a new life. He and the man remained close long past grad school, and when The Egg Code was published, Heppner dedicated it to him.


  By the end of Heppner’s first year at Columbia, The Egg Code had grown to nearly fourteen hundred pages. His teachers had taken notice and encouraged him to find a publisher. Along with working on The Egg Code, he’d done some half dozen revisions of Survivors, which was as ready as it was ever going to be.


  It wasn’t until his last day as an active student that he met his first agent. The man had come to the school for the purpose of scouting out new talent, and Heppner was not particularly impressed. He seemed indiscriminate about handing out his card, even to some of the department’s weaker writers. Heppner had been hoping to hear back from a number of other people, so he kept the agent at bay for a week or two before eventually deciding to sign on.


  That summer he worked at an arts camp on Long Island, and every day he raced home to hear of any news on the book front. He had to vacate his apartment by early September, and his plan was to move back to Rhode Island for the time being. He had a few dollars in savings that he could live on for a month or two in the likely event the book didn’t sell. Beyond that, he didn’t know what. He’d get a job, probably. Keep writing. Go back to the life he’d put on hold before New York.


  The agent hoped to find a publisher for Survivors while Heppner sanded The Egg Code down to a manageable size. Whole sections had to go, tangents that amused Heppner but probably no one else. Things were more serious now. His agent schooled him on the business, talked tough, used phrases like “commodifying the persona” to explain marketing concepts.


  Survivors made the rounds in the summer of 2000, attracting the interest of a few editors who had great passion but not the clout to push the project through. One publisher’s office was in the middle of Times Square, and Heppner went to meet with the editor. When he entered the lobby, a floor-to-ceiling tower of TV screens playing Backstreet Boys videos greeted him with flashing silver and white. The Backstreet Boys were hot then, and the publisher’s parent company owned their label. Past the TV screens, a small display in a corner and under dim light held some paperbacks and a photo of the brassy woman who’d written them.


  After three months of trying, Heppner still had no publisher for his book. The consensus was that while his writing was impressive, this particular book didn’t have quite enough bang, not enough pop or fizzle. Most editors asked Heppner’s agent to stay in touch. All the while Heppner went to camp every day, guided thirteen year olds through their fun writing projects, and watched them eat their lunches.


  Finally Survivors arrived on the desk of a big, important editor at Knopf. This man had worked with a number of notable authors in the past, among them “The guy who wrote that one book” and “The guy who wrote the other.” He, too, admired Heppner’s writing but felt he couldn’t get behind this particular project. It lacked a certain quality that couldn’t be expressed in words, only furrowed brows and shakes of the head. Heppner’s agent had grown tired of always hearing the same verdict and perhaps saw the writing on the wall, so he took a calculated risk and hand delivered the still-incomplete Egg Code manuscript to the editor at Knopf, who promised they’d hear back by the end of the week.


  That Friday was the last day at camp, and Heppner was too distracted to teach. Coincidentally the camp’s literary magazine came out that afternoon. The students in class had all submitted their work, but unfortunately the adult in charge of editing the magazine had decided to exclude a third of the submissions without giving Heppner a chance to warn anyone. It was a tearful day on Long Island, and he realized that seeing their stories and dinosaur drawings in the camp magazine meant as much to these kids as selling his book meant to him.


  He rushed home to Manhattan, took the steps up to his room two at a time, and played back his messages. His agent had good news. Knopf had made an offer for The Egg Code and a second book to follow. The editor wanted to take him out to lunch. Hearing this, Heppner stumbled into his bedroom and stared in amazement at the wall, unable to move.


  To celebrate, he walked to the used bookstore down the street, where he’d had his eye on a first edition of John Updike’s first novel. The book was expensive—seventy-five dollars—but he went for it anyway. When he told the white haired man who owned the store he’d just sold his first book, the man looked like he didn’t care, in fact seemed a little annoyed.


  He met the editor at the publisher’s office on Monday, and they went out to lunch. The editor was a rough-and-tumble guy with long blond hair, unshaven cheeks, and a disconcerting way of pricking his stomach with a needle every half hour to check his blood sugar. Heppner couldn’t believe someone like this could be interested in him. They discussed the book and what changes were needed. Heppner ordered a beer with lunch but felt like an idiot when the editor stuck with water.


  After lunch they continued their discussion back at the office. The editor took him around the floor, introducing him to his assistant, the publicity director, some of the people on the design staff, etc. They all seemed very excited to meet him, and he was flattered and honored by their attention. He resolved to treat everyone with respect and to make sure they knew how much he appreciated them—the editor in particular. He very much wanted the older man to like him and enjoy working with him.


  Heppner took his book contract, his three boxes of possessions, and the manuscript to The Egg Code and returned to Rhode Island, staying with his father and stepmother for a few weeks before renting an off-season beach cottage in Snug Harbor and working twelve to fourteen hours a day on revisions. He wrote with tremendous energy and confidence, feeling privileged at having the support of a respected publisher who trusted and believed in him. It was a great opportunity and one that could be taken away. He had what other writers wanted, and now their burden was his as well. He promised he would always work hard and make the most of it.


  What he remembers: how the wood-burning stove would die out and rekindle in the middle of the night, day-long sleet storms, the lonely sound of the wind knocking a bell in the harbor, driving to the Joyce Family Tavern for one dollar bottles of creamy Miller High Life, watching the 2000 election on the chintzy TV that came with the cottage, walking every morning to the one little store in Snug Harbor and buying his coffee, enjoying huge draft beers at the Friday’s on Bald Hill Road, fielding phone calls from his old grad school friends who wanted to know what he could do for them now that he’d made it to the other side.


  With The Egg Code still over a year away, Heppner worked for months on its follow-up, a book called The Swedish Problem in Latin America. While he was proud of his first novel, he felt too much of it relied on a willfully ornate storyline, and he wanted to prove he could write a leaner, more disciplined narrative that stuck to a single point-of-view. The results pleased him, and his agent too. The agent felt confident Heppner’s editor would like The Swedish Problem even more than The Egg Code when he turned it in.


  The lease on the beach cottage ran out, and Heppner moved into a cheap third floor apartment in the Fox Point neighborhood of Providence, about a half-mile from where he’d lived for two years in the late seventies. The landlords were old-world Portuguese who offered few perks for his three hundred and fifty bucks a month rent, which was fine with him.


  What he remembers: the landlady nearly burning the place down when she left a cake in the oven, hanging out with a new friend who later moved to New York and got a job writing for Law and Order, walking to Hemenway’s for raw bar and vodka tonics or the Hot Club for Rolling Rocks and free nosh, how sweltering it got on the third floor—sometimes over a hundred degrees, and he’d go over to the Providence Place mall for the air conditioning and blow some cash on CDs at Newbury Comics.


  Early that summer, some drinking buddies set him up with a woman who taught eighth grade drama at a public school in Massachusetts. They met at L’Elizabeth’s, which he didn’t realize was more of a third date place than a first. The woman impressed him with her sharp sense of humor (she performed every Saturday night with an improv troupe downtown). She thrived on laughing and being happy and saw no point in living otherwise. They went out the next day and the day after that and were largely inseparable from then on.


  What he remembers: talking about Sondheim while driving over the bridge to Tiverton, eating a bad octopus appetizer under the low lights and loud techno at Viva, kissing on a stool at the Old Colonial and annoying the couple they were supposed to be playing pool with, writing her love notes and emails when she was out of town and telling himself to write like a person and not a novelist for a change.


  By the end of the summer, his editor had made notes on half the book, with every page covered in green-ink scrawl. Because Heppner was a novice, the editor had a lot of work to do. He cleaned up Heppner’s sentences, showed him where he was being inconsistent or unclear, and corrected some of Heppner’s bad habits. On a technical level, he was superb. Heppner virtually gushed gratitude over the phone, which the editor discouraged with his gruff, let’s-get-on-with-it demeanor.


  Midway through the edit, one of the editor’s other clients won a prestigious book award, and the publisher decided to rush out a collection of the author’s short stories. Heppner’s editor had to jump over to the higher profile project, so he told Heppner to edit the second half of the book himself; the editor would check his work later. Heppner tried his best, though he felt helpless and somehow aware that this wasn’t the way things were typically done.


  September wasn’t a good month. About a week after the attacks in New York and Washington, Heppner and his girlfriend joined his mother and some other friends for a weekend on Nantucket. Heppner’s girlfriend was in discomfort from a biopsy she’d had that Friday. His mother and girlfriend got along fine, and they ate two-pound lobsters and drank as much as they liked, and his girlfriend mistakenly ordered a twenty-six dollar glass of Chardonnay (everyone had a good laugh over that). Being off the mainland made them feel far from the problems on TV.


  On Monday, Heppner received a call from his girlfriend who was in tears. He met her at her doctor’s office so he could hear what the man had to say. The doctor left the consulting room while they watched a videotape, and when it was over they stumbled into the sunlight. The strip mall across from the doctor’s office had a liquor store and a Boston Market and a Strawberries and a clothes outlet filled with useless crap sold by idiots who deserved to be exterminated.


  What he remembers: her parents flying in from Chicago to be with her (and all four of them living in the same cramped apartment for three weeks), some butchy patient in the chemo ward going on and on about medicinal marijuana, the oncologist who appeared doubtful about their prospects as a couple, the chemo hitting her hard for the first time at Thanksgiving, spending his twenty-ninth birthday on his knees in the bathroom shaving her head over the tub with a pink electric razor.


  They decided to get an apartment together and moved into a two-story upper on Transit Street in Providence. Though she was cripplingly sick most of the time, she managed to struggle to work nearly every day. Heppner wrote at home and did his best to take care of her. He’d never had to take care of anyone before; his life up to now had been entirely self-centered, and that by design.


  With The Egg Code more or less finished and The Swedish Problem sitting on his editor’s desk, he began sketching out a new novel. Now more than ever he needed something to do with his time. Both The Egg Code and The Swedish Problem were rather downbeat affairs, and he wanted to write something more positive, mainly because life at home had become such a strain. This wound up being his second and final published novel, Pike’s Folly.


  Pike’s Folly had something in common with The Egg Code in that both were postmodernish satires about society’s freaks and outsiders, but whereas The Egg Code was cold and massive, Pike’s Folly was more of a strange comedy of manners about the very wealthy in New England and their oddball pursuits. He wanted to take the formal ambitions of The Egg Code and use them in the service of something more streamlined and human-scale. The focus would be more on the characters than on the ideas they represented.


  About six months before The Egg Code was published, Heppner heard from his agent, who’d just had a tense conversation with Knopf. The editor had questions about The Egg Code’s last chapter—didn’t like it, in fact. From his negative response, you would’ve thought he’d never seen the ending before, and for the first time Heppner considered the possibility that maybe he didn’t know everything about how the book business operated. Maybe selling his book wasn’t a simple case of the work being good and the timing right. Maybe the editor just owed someone a favor or had a quota to fill. Maybe it had nothing to do with Heppner at all.


  By mid-winter his girlfriend was in rough shape. At one point she had to be quarantined in the hospital for a week. He slept in the chair next to her bed, and they watched the Winter Olympics and a game show in which the contestants speed-ate buckets of hot dogs.


  In late February another call came from his agent speaking on his editor’s behalf. The word on The Swedish Problem wasn’t good. The editor found too much of it to be flimsy and unbelievable or else too concerned with death and old age. The agent, who’d been supportive just months before, agreed entirely. Heppner felt like he’d been hung out to dry, especially since he’d done his best to keep everyone informed over the two years he’d been working on it.


  He spoke to the editor over the phone, and together they decided to save as much of the book as possible. Of course this would delay the second novel by a year, maybe more. Heppner wasn’t happy about any of it, and, almost as an afterthought, mentioned the new book he’d just begun. Perhaps the editor would like to look at some pages? The editor did, and within a week—an extraordinarily short period of time—he emailed to say he liked the new material better. So Pike’s Folly went from the back burner to the front in record time.


  Heppner’s girlfriend finished her chemo in May, and The Egg Code came out the following month. In truth Heppner was so exhausted by the past year that the moment got a bit lost. Still, it was an exciting time. The early notes were mostly positive; he received a starred review from Publishers Weekly and a glowing write-up in the Washington Post. His publisher sent him out on a brief book tour, and he did a couple readings in the Midwest with Chuck Palahniuk, a lit novelist with a huge cult following. Chuck was a good guy who showed Heppner a few things about being a known writer. Observing the one-on-one time Chuck gave each of his readers, many who’d travelled hours to see him, made a lingering impression.


  What he remembers: talking to his handler on the way from Chicago to Madison about all the celebrities he’d schlepped around (favorite client: Marilyn Manson, least favorite: Jimmy Carter), getting fan mail and notes of congratulations from areas as far-flung as California and the southern tip of Brazil, watching his Amazon.com rating climb up to three thousand and hover back down, getting his picture taken by a professional photographer for the first time since high school, not sleeping, being careful to stick to a daily writing schedule no matter how much he wanted to run out and play.


  Things were still going reasonably well when some bad reviews started rolling in. The New York Times dismissed the book as the kind of academic fiction typical of grad students in M.F.A. programs. The reviewer even bragged about panning the book the next day in his blog; the savaging he’d given Heppner was payback for the misery he’d endured for having to suffer through so much badly-written prose. Once again words like “adolescent, self-indulgent, and masturbatory” reared their heads. Another reviewer for the Providence Journal—Heppner’s hometown newspaper—went so far as to question Knopf’s judgment in publishing such dreck. It seemed to Heppner that these reviewers disliked him personally, not just his book, and he felt publicly humiliated.


  By the fall, his girlfriend was on her way to recovery. Her hair grew back blond and curly—it had been brown and straight—and he was starting to think about asking her to marry him. He waited until six months after her last treatment, and by Christmas they were engaged.


  All this time Pike’s Folly came together in bits and pieces. Because he didn’t want what happened with The Swedish Problem to happen again, he kept in close touch with his editor, sending him drafts and partial drafts and spending a fortune on photocopying and mailing expenses. He grew to have real affection for the book, and he felt the female lead, Marlene, was the best character he’d written. His agent lent a patient ear to the story as it evolved, as did his editor during the multiple rewrites that stretched long past the deadline. In his need to get the book exactly right, it’s possible he simply wore everyone out.


  By the time Heppner and his wife were married, Pike’s Folly was at a place where he could look to the next project. Though Pike’s Folly was an improvement on The Egg Code, Heppner’s tastes had evolved, and his writing had adopted a more subtle approach. With more life experiences under his belt, he didn’t need to rely so much on technical flash to cover for a lack of substance.


  He wrote a book called Getting It. His wife’s cancer had changed them both, and the effect showed in his work. Compared with The Egg Code and Pike’s Folly, the narrative of Getting It was lean and straightforward. The book contained his most clean and openhearted writing; cancer hovered in the background, but so did divorce, fatherhood, being an artist, all the things that had informed his life for better or worse. He wanted to write a simple book that, by the end of it, earned its one honest little tear.


  One thing was obvious: he needed a new agent, so he found one who appreciated his simpler and more accessible style. She felt confident she could make a big sale, and for the first time in a long time he looked forward to hearing from New York. Instead of defending himself and being treated like a child, he could talk with someone who understood what he was doing and saw the potential in it.


  For a year he alternated between writing Getting It and rewriting Pike’s Folly. Most of Getting It was hammered out in the months it took for his editor to put his notes together. Heppner worked at a blisteringly fast rate, and his publisher had no real interest in keeping up with him.


  Heppner’s agent delivered Getting It to the editor at Knopf, who had the right of first refusal. There it sat for many months. The editor didn’t want to show his hand too soon (The Egg Code hadn’t sold out its first printing, so the pressure was on the second book to perform) but a few early emails indicated a general desire to pursue talks further.


  For a while Knopf seemed genuinely excited about Pike’s Folly, but by the time the book came out, most of that enthusiasm had waned. Pre-reviews were mixed and sleepy, and because of that, the book was thinly reviewed in newspapers and received little promotional support. Within two or three weeks it had drifted to the back of the stacks at Borders and Barnes & Noble. Many bookstores didn’t even bother carrying it. The whole experience was a series of small failures; Heppner would tape radio interviews only to have the interviews never air; readings scheduled for noon on Wednesdays drew empty rooms; a web profile would accidentally appear deep in the website’s archives instead of on the feature page and no one would get around to fixing it, etc.


  A few people still liked him. Esquire ran a flattering piece, which Vintage made the most of when the paperback came out. A freelance critic in Brooklyn wrote at length about Heppner’s books online. Support came in the unexpected form of a writer and well-known musician who offered his encouragement and some behind-the-scenes help. Heppner appreciated his friends and knew better than to take any of them for granted.


  Despite his bad luck, he still believed he’d pull through. His writing had grown more accomplished by the month. Besides, it took time for writers to develop a following—maybe many books over many years—and surely Knopf knew that. It wasn’t his fault that neither of his books had gained much traction in the marketplace. He’d submitted to all criticism and worked hard even with his girlfriend withering away in the next room. He’d been tolerant of other people’s schedules and rarely complained. Everyone at Knopf agreed how talented he was and what a pleasure he was to work with. They were his friends. He hadn’t let them down, nor would they let him down.


  Three months after Pike’s Folly was published, Heppner’s agent had lunch with the editor, who sent her back to the office with a message. They’d looked at the early sales figures, and after careful consideration, they’d decided Getting It lacked a certain quality that couldn’t be expressed in words, only furrowed brows and shakes of the head. The editor told the agent to let Heppner know what a good guy he was and how much everyone at the publisher wished him the best. He also had the agent offer this piece of advice: “Tell Mike he should think about writing books people actually want to read.”


  Around this time he noticed a comment someone had made about him in an online book forum. The poster wrote, “MIKE HEPPNER IS THE MOST OVER-HYPED WRITER OF HIS GENERATION.” He laughed. In those days he was going to bed drunk every night.


  What he remembers: writing with his head in his hands, writing with one hand shielding his eyes as if he didn’t want to look at the screen, spending hours pacing in his robe and talking to himself, getting worked up over nothing, making angry faces at the mirror, drinking as the goal and not the reward.


  He and his wife moved up to Boston so she could take a job at the Boston Latin School. The city was expensive and Heppner’s financial worries increased. He’d been frugal with his book advance, but with no other means of earning an income, all he saw in his future was debt and ruin. It paralyzed him; a good day meant he didn’t have to leave the house, because leaving the house meant having to spend money. This was another way in which he felt betrayed. These people had asked him to use up critical years—years he could’ve spent building a viable career doing something else—writing two books that for them represented little more than a hedge on a bet that had little chance of succeeding anyway.


  After Knopf passed on Getting It, Heppner’s agent showed it to the usual list of publishers, who were very complimentary about his first two novels. They’d heard nothing but good things about his writing and cheerful work ethic—he’d made a point of smiling in public and even wrote a note to the editor at Knopf thanking him for his support over the years—and most felt certain he would find a suitable home for his work elsewhere. Then, citing the realities of the publishing business, they would pass him on to the next admiring editor who would say much the same thing. Occasionally they’d comment on the work itself—one editor turned it down because the main character reminded him too much of his father—but more often they’d simply tell him no.


  He was falling apart. He’d put on a great deal of weight, to the point where his face looked bloated. His cholesterol was sky high, and at night he could feel the blood squeezing through his constricted arteries. His wife, his parents, and two or three people aside, he felt entirely abandoned by the world.


  What he remembers: acting glib or self-loathing whenever people tried saying nice things about his books, his wife’s old out-of-touch friend wanting his help finding a publisher for his half-baked autobiography/philosophical tract without doing any rewrites or even fixing the egregious typos (and then getting pissy when Heppner said it needed another draft), hating everyone on the planet, wanting very much to kill his enemies and watch them suffer, screaming at motorists who honked at him in the Fresh Pond rotary for obeying the fucking traffic laws, storming out of a sushi restaurant after getting crap service and flipping off the dumbass Japanese waitress.


  He decided to give writing another try. Several factors influenced this new book, including the high cost of living in the Northeast, which had come to dominate his thoughts. He and his wife had been together for a number of years and were starting to worry about their future. Many couples their age had kids and a house of their own, not an apartment and the measly remains of a six-year-old book advance as a nest egg.


  Quartered had to do with a married couple’s decision to surrender their lives as apartment dwellers and buy a house. Given their modest incomes, the only place they can afford is a small loft-style efficiency in a mill reclamation project, and through a series of darkly comic misadventures—including an affair with a sexually insecure college student, a cancer scare that turns out to be hemorrhoids, and an overweight cat who gets lodged inside a cannon—they eventually split up. Despite the challenging subject matter, the book was a pleasure for him to write, combining Getting It’s focus on simple story-telling with a more fully developed narrative, à la Pike’s Folly. It really was the best he could do.


  Heppner was thirty-four when he finished the fourth and final draft of Quartered. He’d been writing nearly non-stop for fifteen years. He’d written eleven novels and seen two of them in print. He’d been through two agents, an editor, and a publisher. He’d ghostwritten one novel and collaborated on a number of screenplays. He’d had some short stories published while others ended up in the closet. Years of sitting in front of a computer had warped his personality. Having a simple conversation with anyone other than his wife took effort. Physically, psychologically, spiritually, mentally, he was spent.


  He started teaching, first at an adult learning center and then at Emerson College. He wondered what made the prospect of writing a novel attractive to so many bright young people, even at a time when the “literary novel” had become peripheral to the culture. Probably the same thing that had motivated him when he was younger. He had thought that writing a book would make him the most interesting person in any room, and people would think of him with wonder, and his reputation would always precede him to such a degree that the real person wouldn’t even need to show up anymore, and he could just sip his beer and buy one nice little thing for himself every day—a golf magazine, maybe, or a DVD—and that would be a good life, he would be pleased with that.


  He didn’t have another novel in him, but he’d been writing every day for so long that doing so had become automatic to him. He wanted to write, if not a novel, then something else—a novella, maybe. He started without an idea in his head, just a voice that spoke to him. It felt natural, not like writing at all, more like simple talking. When he saved his work on the computer, he called the file “mantalking,” and the name stuck.


  “Man Talking” explored the relationship between a man in the middle years of a successful writing career and a woman trying to write her first book. The man knows what so many writers know, and what non-writers or beginners can’t fully understand, that by fixating on a specific goal—writing a book, say, or even simply the idea of it—you lose your ability to function outside the context of that goal. You can’t enjoy life, you can’t relate to others. The unlucky ones never reach their goal, and they die unhappy. The lucky ones, if you want to call them that, break through and find a white nothingness on the other side.


  He hadn’t written more than a few pages when he saw that he wouldn’t be able to sell it to a commercial publisher. Since he’d just established a website, he decided to post it online. He thought of the novella as an effigy of himself, or at least the part he’d devoted to writing, which was more or less saying the same thing.


  A month later he was back to writing again, this time a quirky saga about a middle aged father lecturing his young son about a drawing he’d made in art class. Heppner knew his father would probably assume that the dad’s character was meant to be him, but the story had more to do with his own pending fatherhood now that his wife was pregnant. As he wrote it, he noted a resemblance between the boy’s character and the narrator of “Man Talking”—almost as if the boy could’ve been the narrator at age ten—and decided to call it “Talking Man,” which appealed to the conceptualist in him.


  Eventually the project grew into four parts. The story of the boy and his drawing came first. Part two, “Man,” was an autobiographical account of Heppner’s life, followed by “Man Talking.” A postscript, “Talking,” collected quotes from people he’d known over the years—established authors, students of writing, people in publishing.


  He worked on the project over the summer while his wife’s stomach grew bigger. She looked good pregnant, as women often do. The prospect of being a dad convinced him to take better care of himself, so he took up running on the treadmill and dropped a few pounds. He tried imagining another thirty or forty years of life without writing, but it wasn’t easy.


  He arranged with a tiny press in New York to bring out “Talking Man” as a limited edition, handmade book. Unlike “Man Talking,” if you wanted to read “Talking Man,” you had to order the book directly from the publisher, commit funds to it, and wait for them to send it to you. Heppner wondered if the readers’ feelings about a piece of writing depended on how much of an effort they had to make to acquire it, if they had to pay for it or not, if they could hold it in their hands or had to read it off a screen. Was a book merely a physical object to possess and keep on a shelf, or was it something more potent and abstract? The answer meant everything to him.


  The remaining part, “Man,” pushed this question further. Instead of putting it online or working with a small press, Heppner simply photocopied a few hundred copies and, with the help of friends (he suspected many of them thought of him as a sad ghost), left them in random spots across the country: coffee houses, bus stops, grocery stores, in New York, California, Illinois. Most of the copies would go ignored—they’d get stepped on and swept out with the trash. But a few might find their way into sympathetic hands. It’s the risk every writer accepts, and the challenge as well.


  Please Read!!!


  Do Not Discard


  December 1, 2008


  



  You hold in your hands a copy of “Man,” the second of four quasi-fictional narratives being published in 2008 and 2009. The third, “Man Talking,” can be read in its entirety for free at my website, mikeheppner.com. The first, “Talking Man,” is a handmade, limited edition book available exclusively at smallanchorpress.com. The final section, “Talking,” will be published in 2009.


  “Man” cannot be purchased anywhere, nor can it be read online. Instead, five hundred copies have been left in random locations across the country. This is one of them.


  Please do one of the following: (a) read it, (b) leave it where you found it, or (c) give it to a friend.


  After you read it, send me an email through my website, mikeheppner.com. Tell me a little about yourself and where you found the manuscript. Also tell me what you thought of the story, even if you didn’t like it.


  I’ll post your comments on my website. (Your identity will be kept confidential, and nothing more will be asked of you.)


  You’re also invited to make copies of the story and distribute them. Just be sure to include this note with every copy, and please don’t post any of the material online.


  I hope you enjoy “Man,” and I look forward to hearing from you. Thanks.


  



  Mike Heppner


  Man Talking


  I.


  I know this probably isn’t what you want to be doing right now. I think about you a lot. You’re tired, maybe distracted. You’ve got other things on your mind, as do I. Neither of us is really here.


  We ride in tunnels. Sometimes we feel like we’ve got too much to do. We think there’s not enough time to really excel at anything. Instead we panic through the day, and in the end there’s just a feeling that we cheated ourselves a little.


  I find it hard to concentrate on other people. People should be funny, they should be interesting and interested in me. Everyone should be an artist—but no, that would be ridiculous, wouldn’t it? My expectations can run a little high at times.


  I had a conversation the other day. A woman and I were talking about popcorn. She liked the pre-popped popcorn out of the bag, and I said it always tasted stale. Then she laughed. I guess I was being funny. I said that’s just my Swedish disposition, to look at the bleak side of everything. I get the feeling I’ve said that to a lot of people.


  It’s tempting to make up something about her. The whole thing is a big lie anyway—not the part about my Swedish disposition. I’m trying to say something that’s useful and true—not about me so much as the both of us, I hope (how presumptuous of me) but in order to do that I have to get bogged down in all these narrative constructions. And then the constructions take over.


  The woman and I were talking about her novel. She’d written two hundred pages of the thing—I shouldn’t characterize it like that; “thing” sounds dismissive. I tried giving her a pep-talk because she seemed down. Be a marathon runner, I said, not a sprinter. I offered her some movie recommendations with the promise, “I’ll email them to you when I get home.” Then the conversation turned to pets. The woman’s cat looked just like the cat in the “Fancy Feast” commercials. I asked her if it sat on her lap while she wrote, and the life inside her seemed to dim once again.


  Writing a sentence is something like having a bowel movement. It’s often preceded by expectation, and they’re harder to achieve as you get older. Don’t count on me to be this brilliant all the time.


  Resisting the narrative—I could tell you about how the woman and I rode the same subway home and decided to have dinner at a vegetarian restaurant, then stopped into a bookstore where I bought her a bookmark that said ‘Hold That Thought’—I’d rather pause on the woman herself before burdening her with an action. She should just be a person first. To begin, why a woman? Why not a man? I suppose because I’d rather spend my time imagining conversation with a woman than a man. The men too often wind up resembling me, which isn’t so bad, but it gets easy and repetitive. A woman I can build from scratch, and there’s a greater chance she might surprise me.


  I like to think of her as a fragile little optimist. She wears her glasses when she writes but puts her contacts in for going to work and seeing her friends—so maybe she’s getting older too, maybe she’s ruined her eyes at the computer. Generally she writes late at night when she can’t sleep. She’s asked her doctor about her insomnia but doesn’t want to go to one of those clinics where they wire you up and watch you not-sleep all night and later inform you that from exactly 2:38 to 2:39 in the morning you stopped breathing or your heart stopped beating, so you have to wear a contraption for the rest of your life that keeps your airway clear or sends an electric jolt into your aorta in the event of cardiac arrest. She says she’d rather pick at her book for a few more years, then slip away in the middle of a nap, though I don’t believe her. I think she’s being dramatic, or maybe this is her own Swedish sense of humor.


  She periodically takes weekend trips with an older sister who lives an hour to the north and works for the chamber of commerce. The sister never caught “the art bug,” as my friend calls it. Her parents are still living: Mom sounds like a piece of work and Dad has a history of medical problems. When he goes, I somehow don’t imagine my little optimist crying much about it. I see her spending more time alone, taking days to answer emails, keeping a void expression on her face, wearing her glasses in public.


  She’s irregular about her eating, which I tell her isn’t healthy, though I’m one to talk. A Chinese takeout on the first floor of her building stays open late, and she creeps down three or four nights a week in her slippers and pajamas to order lo mein and wonton soup. She doesn’t call ahead but prefers to wait the seven minutes it takes for the man to put her order together. A map of her neighborhood hangs by the door for the delivery boys to check on their way out, and it gives her something to look at. The boys swing in and out on their bicycles, and when it rains they wear green ponchos that cover themselves, their bikes, and however many bags of takeout riding on their handlebars. She once wrote a humor piece about a white woman who tries getting a job at a Chinese restaurant and feels rejected and discriminated against when she’s not hired, but someone in her writing workshop found it offensive so she put it away.


  Overall she likes the people in her workshop, and even the ones who can be insensitive at times only bother her a little. It’s good to hear the unvarnished truth every now and then, she says, though often she doesn’t know what to do with their advice. “Should I burn it?” she asks, hoping for laughs. Her teacher suggested she try writing a story from a male perspective, just to switch things up a bit, so that night she took out the piece she’d been working on and changed all the “she’s” to “he’s.”


  “It’s still not working,” she told me over the phone, “and now I’ll have to lose the scene at the women’s health center. There’s at least three big laughs in that scene. Didn’t you tell me you liked it? You said it was funny, you said you laughed your head off. Those are some good lines in there. Am I wrong? Am I totally delusional, beyond-the-bend crazy?”


  She takes my energy, though I don’t dislike her. I want to send her off on a great mission, invest her with superhuman powers.


  One night I show up at her apartment with plans for her future. “We need to design your costume,” I say.


  “My costume?” she asks. She’s wearing her glasses, PJs, dirty slippers. A plate of Chinese food steams on the kitchen table, and she’s using the plastic cutlery that came with it.


  “Your superhero costume. Finish your food, you need to eat, you look anemic, just tell me where your scissors are—I managed to remember the paper, colored pencils, and glue but spaced on the scissors. Can I look in your office?”


  Her office, really just a corner of the bedroom, is set off from the kitchen by a pair of French doors. A twin mattress sits on the floor, striped sheets unmade, and a Márquez paperback—the psychedelic cover from the seventies—lies open on the one pillow. Shoes slump out of the closet near where her little TV is arranged so she can watch it in bed.


  I go to the vanity where she keeps her laptop and find what I need, trying not to choke on the detergenty smell of the litter box. An interrupted story waits on her computer, a sparse exchange between a man named Scott and a woman named Claire. Claire is my friend’s name too, and it worries me. It’s always a danger to identify too closely with your creations.


  Back in the kitchen, I lay out all of the craft supplies. “First we need to decide on your superpowers. You can have four of them,” I say.


  “Why only four?” she asks, covering her food, which she’s hardly touched, with an upside-down bowl and setting it in the refrigerator.


  “Four is plenty. Too many powers will make you less interesting.”


  “You’re the writer,” she says dryly. She sometimes likes to punish me for the bit of success I’ve had.


  We decide on three of the powers easily enough. Claire should eat better, so we grant her the ability to make lettuce leaves and carrot sticks appear out of thin air. For a weapon we invent a “shame stare,” which renders her opponents so thunderstruck by the moral consequences of their actions that they’re not permitted to speak for ten minutes. Because she’s concerned about time, we allow her an extra hour each day; her twenty-five fit into our twenty-four.


  “What else?” I ask. She’s put a robe on over her pajamas; some of the nighttime chill from outside seeps through a crack where the kitchen window doesn’t quite meet the old sash. “Let’s have fun with this last one. Let’s say you can change the color of things just by looking at them, or you’ve got the world’s biggest toe.”


  “No, I don’t want to waste it,” she insists. She’s been pawing at her cigarettes since I’ve come in but hasn’t pulled one out to smoke it. “Do you want to hear some music? I’ve been playing this Joni Mitchell album nearly non-stop.”


  I take her hand and ease her back into her chair. There’s something she’s not telling me. “What is it? You look sad. Don’t you want to be a superhero? It’s okay if you don’t. I just thought you might get a kick out of it.”


  Finally she admits, “I would like to have something meaningful to say.”


  “Well, that’s easy. In fact it’s perfect. We’ll let that be your last power. You now officially have something to say.”


  “What, though?”


  She wants a real answer, and I don’t have one for her, so I suggest, “Let’s finish drawing your costume. What size do you wear—small?”


  Now she goes for the cigarettes. “Yeah, that’s my size, small. That’s how they come, small, medium, large, just like McDonald’s, boy. You sure know your women’s clothing, I’ll tell you. You’re a real expert.”


  I’m glad to see she’s still got her sense of humor. Claire’s a funny girl in person but on the page she loses it.


  The next time I hear from her, she’s flown spur of the moment to Wisconsin Dells, a small town in the middle of the country where an enormous casino and shopping mall attract a fair number of tourists.


  “I found a cheap ticket. I had to log onto this special website at exactly six this morning, then stand in line at the airport for something like two hours. We made five stops, but I’m here.”


  “Good for you,” I say. I’m not much on vacations. I like my routines, the flat, predictable course of the day.


  “A man next to my table had some sort of attack at dinner and collapsed. They brought an ambulance right up to the restaurant and wheeled him out. A few of us asked the manager what happened but we couldn’t get any information. I’m going to check the paper tomorrow morning. Would that be considered newsworthy? Maybe if he died it would,” she relays in an eager voice. Everything about this place excites her.


  She stays out of town for a week; the airline charges a penalty if she comes home early. I get a call every few hours telling me about an altercation she’s witnessed in the casino parking lot or a gift she bought for her sister. She curses a lot on vacation, and I wonder why that is. She must be feeling reckless out there.


  One night she calls around eleven. I should let the machine get it, but I suspect she knows I’m in. I’ve had two drinks and sound tongue-tied over the phone.


  She says, “I won four hundred dollars! Can you believe it? It’s real money too, not casino money. A man in a tuxedo just handed me four crisp one hundred dollar bills. I’m standing next to my rental car right now. I don’t know whether to go back in or call it a night.”


  “Call it a night—and don’t flash your money around, especially not in a parking lot,” I advise.


  “I’m not worried. If anyone fucks with me, I’ll give ’em the ‘shame stare.’”


  For a second I don’t know what she’s talking about, and then I do. Claire remembers everything I tell her. Sometimes I think she sees too much in me.


  I find the city less hospitable when Claire’s not in it. We’re more vulnerable to attack. I spend an hour one night looking at pornography online, and all I see is violence. Only lesbians ever make love. A man fucks a woman—he bangs her, nails her, blasts her in the face. “Torture” is an entire subcategory of what turns people on.


  She calls on her last day of vacation to ask what I’d like brought back as a gift. “An interesting story,” I say, though in truth I wouldn’t mind this new Eric Rohmer DVD.


  When we get together again, she hands me a shot glass that she picked up at the airport.


  “I also have a story for you, and it’s a good one,” she says. We’re sipping coffees in the park. “This happened on the way home. A four hour flight—I used my gambling money to upgrade to non-stop. So I’m sitting with my book and my music. I needed something to help me relax, so I put on Joni Mitchell’s Hejira, which I can tell you is exactly fifty-two minutes and five seconds long—I know because I looked it up as soon as I got in. Do you know that album? It’s one of Joni’s best, but much more subtle than some of her earlier work. You have to listen to it a few times to fully appreciate it.”


  Claire and I are both of the age where we’re rediscovering music that first came out when we were five. At home I mostly listen to instrumental jazz, sometimes ambient new age. Nothing with words. I find I’m not interested in what anyone has to say about anything.


  “So we’re coming in to land,” Claire says, “and I realize I’m on my fifth rotation. My fifth playing, Jack, of Hejira by Joni Mitchell. On a four hour flight.”


  “I’m not following,” I say, but I am. My friend is crazy.


  I suggest she simply lost count or forgot to adjust for the time change. Possibly her watch stopped or the flight ran long.


  “You said you listened to it five times. If the album’s fifty-two minutes, that means you’d be on your fifth play at the four-hour mark. Fifty-two times four is… whatever it is.”


  She takes a slip of paper from her purse. On it she’s written the titles of some songs along with their running times. “In four hours I should’ve been on ‘Song for Sharon,’ not ‘Blue Motel Room.’ That’s ten extra minutes. I always check my watch when we take off and land. I’m a nervous flyer, like you.”


  I don’t recognize the names of these Joni Mitchell songs: “Coyote,” “Amelia.” Something about them doesn’t seem to play fair. They don’t give much away.


  Later that day I stop off at a music store and buy the CD. As Claire’s friend, I want to know more about what she’s going through. I hope she’s not taking this whole “superpowers” thing too seriously. I certainly can’t assign her any superpowers she doesn’t already have.


  I study the cover on the bus ride home. It’s a black and white photo of Joni Mitchell in a cape and black beret pointing her cigarette at the camera. In the background lurks a winterscape, trees holding snow. Her expression is intensely neutral; maybe she’s saying, “Come with me,” but in a way that suggests she doesn’t really care—or she does care, but she’ll understand if you don’t want to go. Wind pours over her right shoulder, mussing her long blond tresses. Elsewhere a straight length of highway leads into a prairie of clouds. Her name and the title run discreetly across the picture’s top edge; the font is thin, classical, almost Romanesque. I don’t know what “hejira” means. It sounds Native American, maybe something to do with magic.


  The bus stops to let people on and off. I hold the CD close to my chest as the new passengers come on.


  The back cover shows another winterscape, this time a vast lake of ice with trees on the far shore. A woman whose face is obscured stands on the ice in a wedding dress. Her posture is slumped—she looks rejected. A man in a skater’s costume glides across the ice, swaying balletically and gesturing with both hands at the figure in the wedding dress. The album was made in 1976 and contains nine songs, which isn’t so many.


  Is Claire the woman in the wedding dress? And am I supposed to be the skater reaching out to her? That’d be a laugh. No, the man and woman are just two young kids, two models who happened to be available for work some afternoon in the mid-seventies.


  I look up “hejira” when I get home and find the proper spelling is “hegira,” which means, “Any flight or journey to a more desirable or congenial place.” That sounds like Claire. Searching online mostly brings up references to the Joni Mitchell album. I don’t know why I care. Claire can go fuck herself if she wants.


  The booklet has two more photos of Joni Mitchell. In one she’s skating in the same cape-and-beret getup, while in the other she haunts an obscure environment, bending toward us and possibly blowing a kiss. Lyrics run in columns, and there are a lot of them.


  If I wanted to learn more about the man and woman in the picture, what would be involved, what kind of research? Is there an archive where this information is stored? Did they ever get to meet Joni Mitchell, or were there two separate photo shoots? Claire gets me thinking about things.


  I don’t listen to the album right away; instead I let it sit with my other CDs which I’ve backed up onto my computer. I live on the top floor of a tall building that dominates its surroundings, a white column with narrow windows. The other residents are strangers to me. I afford the rent by keeping my other expenses down. I don’t take vacations, do most of my own cooking, don’t have especially lavish tastes. I don’t want things. People, friends, give me books they’ve written, and I respond within a week with a nice note and a few positive observations.


  From my window, I can see down into Claire’s neighborhood. The blocks are congested, brown and gray building-tops making a canopy above the streets. I can more-or-less point out Claire’s apartment. The bay is closer than it appears at street level, and at times a silver sun wilts above it. A blimp makes its rounds whenever there’s a game.


  Days go by before she reemerges. She’s busy with her job, which has to do with maintaining academic records at one of our many colleges. When she’s feeling morose, she criticizes her own damned sense of responsibility. She puts in time at work and doesn’t get credit for it. No one ever says thank you. She’ll spend two hours at night doing a favor for her boss instead of writing. I agree, this is a problem. I tell her she needs to decide what’s important. If you’re an office worker, let that be your satisfaction. But if you’re a writer, be selfish about that. I’m glad this is her I’m talking about and not me.


  When she calls, she sounds calmer than before. Nothing about superpowers, which is good I guess.


  “My dad needs more tests. Mom’s worried about his diet, but I know he’s not happy with the things she makes him eat. He worked hard his whole life, and now he can’t have a beer with the guys? No more burgers, no more steaks. Yeah, he’s had the one heart attack, but that was six years ago. I think he’s doing pretty good, you know? Give the man some credit.”


  I’m in the bath, talking on speaker phone. The door’s open to the phone in the kitchen, and I have to shout to make my voice heard. “Have you written about this?” I ask. Because so many people ask me for writing advice, I sometimes can’t talk about anything else.


  Claire laughs. “Why don’t you write about it, Jack?” she says.


  I get out of the tub, dry off, finish up with Claire, then put on the Joni Mitchell CD. The music doesn’t grab my attention at first. It has a simple energy, the arrangements transparent: an amplified acoustic guitar, a fretless bass, some hand-held percussion. I can see how someone could develop a relationship with it over many years of forgetting and then remembering it. For me, it’s a bit wordy. Not masculine enough, though I don’t know what that means. I don’t care about being masculine. Maybe I could use a harder edge to the drums, that’s all.


  I recognize the first song, “Coyote,” as something of a hit. Joni Mitchell smiles at her own words when she sings; a phrase here or there will charm her, and she’ll laugh or slide into a funny voice. I like this part of it: there’s no reason why she can’t enjoy herself too. The second song continues the same basic approach; it’s all a bit soporific, but that’s just my own lack-of-trying. To my ear it sounds like they’ve done something to the acoustic guitar. It chimes, has a presence. It’s not just some person playing. The bassist is a well-known jazz musician who died years later in a bar fight, and here he offers sliding side-melodies that burble up between the lyrics.


  I make note of the time when I start the CD. It just so happens I have nowhere to go and nothing to do for the next four hours, so I decide to put Claire’s theory to the test. Certainly music can alter one’s perception of time, but time itself? Of course not. Time simply is. Either she’s wrong or misguided or searching for intrigues where there are none, or maybe all these things. Perhaps she just needs her energy redirected. From what I gather, Claire doesn’t socialize much. I never hear about boyfriends. It’s not healthy to spend your life staring at an empty screen waiting for something wonderful to happen, as I well know.


  I hear new things in the Joni Mitchell album the second time around. Electric vibes sound like pedal steel guitar, and I have to check the liner notes to make sure they’re not. Her vocal phrasing is remarkable throughout, accommodating any number of meters and line lengths. One song seems to be about nothing until I actually start paying attention and find there’s a little story there. I always assume the lyrics to a song don’t mean anything, which is another case of my not-giving-enough-credit.


  By the third play I can even sing along to a few of the choruses. I wonder what it is about this particular album that speaks to Claire. It’s quiet, and Claire likes quiet. The focus is more on the lyrics than the music, which goes along with my other ideas about her. I would think music by itself intimidates her, its abstract, technical nature. Showy musicianship is another reminder of something she can’t do.


  She once told me the men in her workshops didn’t know how to write female characters, and I said I wasn’t surprised. I tried explaining it to her from a man’s point-of-view. It all comes, I said, from trying too hard not to be sexist.


  “Yes, that’s the problem. A man shouldn’t even attempt to write about women if he’s not willing to upset his female readers. What are we, such fragile creatures that we can’t take a little criticism? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Men write for men and women write for women. That’s just a fact,” she said.


  “Oh is it? Are you interested in my opinion, or are you just venting?” I asked. She said she was interested in my opinion. “Thank you. I think women do a pretty piss-poor job of writing about men. Everyone does a bad job of writing about everyone else. And it’s not true at all what you say about men writing for men and women writing for and so on. In fact, women write for women and men write for women too.”


  Claire can’t believe it when I tell her unpleasant things about the book world. Even the word “story” coming from her lips makes me cringe. I’m having trouble with my story. Would you look at my story? No, Claire, I won’t look at your goddamn story. I won’t. Oh, give it here.


  I’ve been listening to Hejira for four hours when the phone rings and Claire’s number shows on Caller ID. I turn down the volume and pick up.


  After some preamble, she says, “I’ve been looking at the paper. Wasn’t Week End the name of the Godard film you recommended? It’s showing tonight at California House. Wanna go?”


  When I get off the phone, the album’s over and I’ve lost all track of time. My test is a bust.


  We meet at the subway stop near the theater. Claire looks pretty in her long red coat, and I kiss her cheek. I complain about her a lot, but I do like having her as my friend.


  “Isn’t it nice how you can meet people in the city like this?” she asks. I’m not sure what she means, but I say yes.


  We walk side-by-side without our shoulders touching. She says, “I saw two people get arrested today. One in the park and another two blocks down from my apartment. Totally unrelated, I’m sure. Have you ever been arrested? I haven’t. I mean, I’ve gotten speeding tickets before. I’ve been pulled over by the cops. Oo, I get so scared when that happens. You never know if it’s a real police officer, and even if it is a real police officer, you still never know.”


  “No, Claire, I’ve never been arrested, in answer to your question,” I say, and we laugh.


  The Godard is loud, long, and violent. Pop-art credits explode throughout the film; the whole thing’s a big cartoon. Some graphic talk about a sexual encounter in the first five minutes seems intended to pare down the audience. A famous tracking shot of a traffic jam goes on and on, and each car has its own little crisis—couples fighting, screaming at other motorists, getting out to inspect damage on their vehicles. All of it looks planned; we’re meant to notice the choreography. Altman spoofed the sequence eight years later in Nashville. The films I most admire have this same ambition and rebel abandon.


  After the film, Claire asks me, “So why did you suggest that?”


  We’re standing outside the theater, deciding where to go next. It’s after eleven and we’re both hungry. “Didn’t you like it?” I ask.


  “No, I liked it… I guess. I don’t know what I like. I just don’t understand the recommendation.”


  She wants to know what about the film reminds me of her, so I say, “It’s angry and funny, and you’re angry and funny.”


  “I am? Angry and funny?”


  “Sometimes. Your writing can be.” We pick a direction and start walking. Most of the restaurants in this hip part of town look closed or about to close.


  “I don’t write like that. At least I don’t think I do. Do I?”


  Now she’s getting self-conscious. I want to push her against a wall and knock her around a few times.


  “Your story about the pharmaceutical salesman, for example. That had an edge to it.”


  She shakes her head. Here I’m trying to compliment her, and she won’t let me. “They’re different. My writing is more witty-sarcastic. Besides, I thought you didn’t like that story. You said it felt too much like a Seinfeld episode.”


  “It did have that quality. Anyway, I’m sorry you didn’t care for the film, apparently. I won’t take you to Breathless the next time it’s in town.”


  Another woman might change the subject, but Claire is still concerned about her story. Talk of writing ages her; I notice how gaunt her face has become, how pale her skin, the wrinkles around her eyes and jaw that look like thin wet tissue. And we were having fun up until now.


  I stop her at the corner. The neighborhood feels bustling and collegiate by day, but now there are blacked-out stretches and the sound of someone kicking a can in the next block.


  “I need to eat. All I’ve got is the stale taste of popcorn in my mouth,” I say.


  “Stale? Boy, first the pre-popped popcorn, now this. Maybe you just don’t like popcorn.”


  We turn and venture back into the light, past the theater and into Restaurant Row, finally spotting a bodega with its lights on. The few remaining bouquets out front look crumpled and picked-over. Inside the bodega, a skeletal man mops a section of scuffed tile floor. Green light flutters dimly on packages of tampons and foot powder. At the back, hanging strips of clear plastic protect a bed of ice chips and what remains of the morning’s produce delivery. I feel eyes watching us, the man lurking with his mop and yellow caution sign.


  Claire finds a bag of baby carrots and a withered iceberg lettuce and takes them to the cashier.


  “You’re not buying those, are you? They’ve probably been sitting out all day,” I say.


  “I have to buy them, Jack,” she explains, and I remember: Claire is a superhero. She can make these things appear out of thin air. The walnut-faced man at the register looks at me with some concern, and I just shrug.


  Outside the store, she says, “I have some salad dressing at home.”


  “You do? You have some salad dressing. What kind of salad dressing?”


  “French and Thousand Island and Bleu Cheese.”


  “That’s a lot of salad dressing. What if I want Creamy Italian?”


  “I’ve got Creamy Italian. Let’s grab a taxi, okay? You said you were hungry.”


  Up at her place, she throws a salad together using the carrots, lettuce, and a red onion that’s been doing time in her crisper. The subway closes in an hour, so I’ll have to make it quick.


  We sit at her little table and clink glasses of shit wine from the jug that she keeps under the sink. I notice a blue glow in the otherwise dark bedroom and say, “You left your computer on.”


  “I usually do. I like the soft light it makes on my face when I’m trying to sleep.” She talks through forkfuls of salad. “This is good lettuce. I don’t think I’ve had this good lettuce before.”


  To me the lettuce is nothing special, but I keep eating. She’s brought out every kind of dressing from her refrigerator and set it on the table: not only French, Thousand Island, Bleu Cheese, and Creamy Italian, but Red Wine Vinaigrette, Honey Mustard, three different bottles of Balsamic, Caesar, Ranch, Russian. We’re surrounded.


  “How come you have so many?” I ask.


  “Jack. I’m a single woman in my late thirties. I have a lot of salad dressings.”


  The bottles are all roughly the same size and shape, and most look like they’ve been opened and poured only once. They crowd my elbows at the table, Claire’s unfriendly pets. The Bleu Cheese appears to be a favorite; the label is gummy from streams running down the bottle, and the little bit left has separated so there’s a film of something clear on top.


  “What’s Russian?” I ask.


  “It’s mayo-based. You get it on a Reuben sandwich.”


  I try some of the Russian dressing on my salad. It’s okay but doesn’t really blend with my Creamy Italian. “I feel like this is some kind of personality test you’ve invented. You’re trying to trip me up. I’m supposed to reveal something about myself by my choice of dressing,” I say.


  Claire finishes her salad and drops her fork in the bowl. Before I can protest, she pours us both another glass of wine. The Godard film seems years ago, and I give up on the idea of going home. Claire’s place is my place for the night.


  “I should do some work tonight,” she says, “but I’m relaxed and having a good time. I wish I enjoyed it more. I think I like it—up until the moment I sit down to write, I think, ‘I wish I was writing now. I can’t wait to get back to my story.’ But then when I’m right there, all I want to do is get it over with. Do you ever feel like that?”


  “No, Claire, not really. I don’t allow it that much importance in my life.”


  She stretches her legs under the table. “See, I don’t believe you. That’s you being Mr. Cool. You act like it’s not important, but if it wasn’t important, you wouldn’t do it, would you?”


  Dumb Claire misses the point. “What I mean is, I don’t look to my writing to save my day. If I’m having a bad morning, writing isn’t going to make it any better, you know?”


  She doesn’t—and when I call her “dumb,” I don’t mean it like that: Claire Is Dumb. Of course she’s not. I simply mean she plays host to a dumb idea. Dumb can be a compliment too.


  I loosen my collar and wipe the back of my neck. Management has the heat turned on, and the radiators knock and hiss, giving off a warm dusty smell. She rises with drink in hand and cracks open the window above the sink. She doesn’t seem drunk; in fact she’s more awake and nervously alive than when we met hours ago.


  “Would you like to read what I’ve been working on?” she asks.


  I tell her it’s late and I’ve been drinking. “I’ll be happy to look at it in the morning.”


  “It’s okay if you don’t want to.”


  “I do want to. Just not now.”


  She asks if she ever told me what she thought about my most recent book. What she has to say isn’t entirely positive. The female lead wasn’t convincing, and some of the plotting in the third act didn’t quite come off. She found herself wanting more information about the main character’s father. She questioned why I chose to leave in so much of the dialogue when I’d always told her some of her dialogue scenes went on too long.


  When she’s done, I say, “I guess it’s too late now.”


  “I mean, don’t get me wrong. I liked it. I like everything you write. I’m always thinking in workshop mode. One of my many many many many… many, many faults.”


  Her faults don’t interest me right now. My curiosity toward her has momentarily shut down.


  I must look annoyed, because she asks, “Have I offended you?”


  “No, it’s fine. I’ve heard criticism before.” Because I want to hurt her a little, I add, “I’m a professional.”


  Claire sets me up in her living room with a pillow and comforter. Though the apartment is small, having this extra room seems like more space than she needs. There’s a futon, no coffee table, no bookcases or anything to attract one’s interest. The one piece of art, a framed poster from a Monet exhibit, rests propped up against a bare corner of wall, waiting to be hung.


  I lay back on the futon, and she covers me with the blanket. “Will it bother you if I do a little work?” she asks. I say nothing, which means no. Then she kisses my forehead. “I don’t really sleep. It’s okay. I’ve stopped fighting it.”


  Alone in the dark, I watch her in the next room blinking at her computer. Occasionally she writes something. The words come in a hurry; her typing sounds like data entry.


  All night I drift in and out of sleep. Sometimes I hear Claire in the kitchen, making herself a cup of soup, pacing, doing little ballet-turns as she re-reads a page of manuscript. Loud, harsh sighs of frustration are common. I wonder what’s so important that needs setting down right now.


  At seven o’clock I sit up and decide it’s time for me to go. Claire’s changed into a skirt, blazer, and heels, and I ask why she’s so dressed up.


  “It’s Monday, silly. I have a job, unlike some people.” She clips into the kitchen from the bathroom, and I’m amazed to see her with her full makeup on. This is the face her coworkers know: handsome, efficient, workaday. A man might notice her cleft chin and remember it later. Heavy foundation covers the circles under her eyes.


  Claire asks if I want to use the shower, and I say, “Do I look like I need a shower?”


  She grins. “Yes, you do.”


  Her bathroom isn’t much more than a stall, barely room to turn around in. Cosmetics spill out of the medicine cabinet and onto the edge of the sink. There’s no tub, just a curtained-off corner with a spigot and a drain. It puzzles me to think Claire can’t afford a nicer place to live. I suspect that inertia has kept her here more than need. Maybe she had to move out on a guy and this was all she found.


  I undress and stand under the hot running water for ten minutes, using some of Claire’s Aveda shampoo. The narrow window is clear glass and looks down onto an air shaft. Flaky scum sticks to lemon-colored tile.


  Once out, I reach for one of the towels hanging inside the bathroom door, find it’s damp, then take the other, dry one. I feel silly putting on the same clothes I slept in. I want to plunge into my work as soon as I get home. I have correspondence to return, pages to correct. Someone’s calling at two o’clock; I forget who.


  Claire has arranged a dozen boxes of cereal on the kitchen table. Evidently the same rule applies to both breakfast food and salad dressings.


  “The milk’s new,” she points out. I join her at the table, opting only for my usual morning cup. I feel like something’s changed between us, though I don’t know for better or worse.


  “Did you get any sleep at all last night?” I ask. No, she says. This doesn’t appear to bother her. “And you’re going into work?”


  “I can get by on very little.” She emphasizes these words. There’s a special meaning behind them that I’m supposed to understand.


  We walk each other downstairs after breakfast. The morning is pleasantly bracing. I thank her for letting me crash at her place, and she says, “I forgot to print out my story for you.”


  “I’ll see you again,” I say, and we split up without agreeing on another time to meet. I feel like filing her away for awhile.


  My two o’clock is a business associate from out of town. He shuffles jobs my way, easy one-offs that leave no bitter aftertaste. I wouldn’t call him my friend, but we get along fine. He’s trying for his pilot’s license, which gives us something to talk about other than work. Practicing stalls at three thousand feet over open water seems foolhardy for a father of two, but I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.


  “Have you noticed something, Jack? Everyone wants to write the Great American Novel, but no one wants to read it. It’s disheartening. In fact, I’m thinking of changing professions. I’m considering going into commercial aviation. Can you see me as a pilot for United Airlines with my hat and briefcase and extra-tall cup of coffee? With a little more training I could handle those big boys. But my wife would probably disown me, so that’s out.”


  I’m thinking about Claire. I don’t want her to become a piteous figure. I want her to find herself on the receiving end of some terrific run of good luck, a fresh start in a new apartment, her insomnia a thing of the past. She should have absolutely everything she wants out of life. At least she should learn to leave herself alone. To accept what she can neither change nor control. That’s all I ever hope for people, anyway. Together she and I must resist the narrative that’s closing in around us.


  I’m trying to be more social. Like I say, I sometimes find it hard to concentrate on other people. I go on a date with a woman, Rhianne, who turns out to be both accident prone and a racist. We go to a nightclub where she lights a piece of her hair on fire while showing it to me over a candle. I pat it out with my hand, and the only harm done is a faint crematorium smell that follows us out of the club. At our next stop, a basement cafe, she trips over the last three steps descending and plows into a service cart, sending a tray of water glasses into someone’s table. We stay anyway and seat ourselves far from the stairs. Rhianne isn’t a drinker, so we both order fancy coffees and some biscotti.


  “How’s your hand?” I ask. She dabs at the cut between her thumb and forefinger with a wet cloth napkin. I like this about her, her klutziness. She’s a reporter from the Bay, about twenty-seven by my guess. Her hair and features are very dark and her eyes have a habit of crossing. She wears a cheerful, startled expression, and there are several times during the night when I’m reasonably sure she’s not listening to a word I’m saying. I decide she’s fun and not to take the date too seriously.


  “I’m embarrassed now. Do you think I’m very foolish? They shouldn’t have put the cart so close to the stairs. Someone should be fired for this, I say. I could get a bad infection. Look at this.”


  She puts her hand in mine, and I turn it over. The cut is minor, and her hand is a hot, moist little thing. “That’s terrible,” I remark.


  She takes it back and leaves her sodden, blood-speckled napkin on the table. “My mother calls me ‘a walking calamity,’ but it’s just the way I am. I have a ‘no-track mind’,” she says, putting finger-quotes around both phrases.


  “I’m sure that’s not true,” I say. I intuit that Rhianne and her mother are in constant competition with each other, and her father is the center of her world.


  “That is why I don’t drink. One martini on a very special occasion and no more. Are you a drinker?”


  She ought to know, considering I had a Stoli back at the club. “I don’t not drink. It’s not a hobby of mine, though.”


  She looks away and back, and then her eyes cross before focusing on me. “It’s good for a man to drink. My father likes his… Seagram’s Seven? Mother pours it for him when he comes home from the office—and no, I am not one of those insufferable women who can’t stop talking about her parents.”


  Like Claire, Rhianne should just be a person too, before I ask any more of her. She puts on a bit of an act, but I don’t think there’s much truth to it. I think she’s basically smart, serious about her job, likes to fill every hour of the day with some sort of planned activity. She earns good money and isn’t afraid to spend it. I imagine she has a niece or nephew whom she indulges with gifts. Over coffee she makes a few untoward comments about African-Americans, but I’m inclined to let them pass. I’m trying to be less judgmental these days, even about people being judgmental.


  After coffee she takes my arm and we walk down by the bay. The moon is big and low; it looks out of place. I wonder if I’ve ever had a woman “on my arm” before. There’s something conventional about Rhianne, and I’m guessing she expects big things from a husband. One date is fine, but it’s possible I’m not the man for her.


  “You see that building?” she says, pointing out the mid-rise tower ahead of us. It’s on the water, with balconies on every floor. “That’s where I live. I never go out walking by myself at night. The people in my building all have money—they’re good people—but one block over the neighborhood changes.”


  I don’t quite know what she means—this part of town always seemed fine to me—but again I pass. I find you get more out of people if you just let them talk.


  We reach her building, and she invites me up to look at her view. “If that’s not being too forward,” she laughs, already pulling me in. Her heels ring on polished white marble. The entry room is bright, with giant potted plants and twin brass elevators. A smiling security guard calls her “girl.”


  “Hey, Calvin, you doin’ good tonight?” she asks, and the man says, “Doin’ a whole lot better now.”


  In the elevator, she says, “I feel sorry for Calvin. He’s one of the good ones, though. You have to give him credit for that.”


  Her condo on the fifth floor includes one big room with a queen-sized bed, a kitchenette, then a short hall to the bathroom. I’m rather stunned by the mess. Some clothes are on the bed, and plates on the kitchen counter haven’t been put away. The whole room smells like a sandwich.


  I check out her CDs while she’s washing up—mostly contemporary R&B and college rock whose jewel-cases have seen some abuse. No Joni Mitchell, and it disappoints me. It ought to be in my capacity to put it there.


  Rhianne changes her mind about that drink; this must be a special occasion. We sit on her balcony with bottles of Corona, which she says are leftovers from a party. I’m curious why she’s being so coy about the drinking thing.


  “Management screens everyone who lives above the second floor. They don’t want any jumpers. Isn’t that ludicrous? I suppose they’re worried about lawsuits. Have you ever seen anyone jump off a building?” she asks. I say nothing, which means no. “It is absolutely disgusting. I used to report on suicides for the Bay—suicides, shootings… a man who kills his wife and rapes his daughter. Some people are no better than animals. After two years I told myself, ‘This is not for me.’”


  Rhianne now writes for the Business page, a section I rarely look at. She works six days a week in an environment that requires her constant, energetic attention. Flaws are not tolerated. A woman must be clever, aggressive, and immaculately put together. Her pager goes off all the time. Coworkers remain enigmas even after years of being on the same team.


  As an experiment I put my hand on her leg, which she seems to like. Our timing is off when we kiss; we’re not used to each other yet.


  “I was waiting for you to do that,” she says.


  The balcony’s chilly, so we move back indoors and get onto the bed. Rhianne has her shirt off and I’m down to my boxers. A part of me wants sex, but what I really want is release. Rhianne is sweet but something of a headache. I’m not sure I need her in my life.


  “Is this okay?” she asks.


  I mutter something about not having done this in a long time, adding, “We don’t really know each other.”


  She takes my head by the hair and holds it to her bare chest. “Look, let’s just have a good time together. Nothing wrong with that, is there? No expectations in the morning. It doesn’t always have to be so serious.”


  This sounds good to me, but when she asks for a condom, I don’t have one. Time catches up with us then. The sandwich smell comes back to me, and I feel like I should get off this woman’s bed.


  “Didn’t you think you’d need one?” she asks.


  “I don’t know. I didn’t think about it.”


  “You knew you were going on a date, but you didn’t think to bring a condom?”


  It still doesn’t sound so strange to me, even when she says it in this bemused, querulous tone. “Maybe there’s one in my wallet,” I say, retrieving my pants from the floor. She watches me take out my wallet, go through the bills and ATM receipts, and put it back.


  I sit on the edge of her bed, wondering if I’m still allowed to look at her breasts. “I’m sorry. I thought it was supposed to be presumptuous of a man to bring a condom on a first date,” I say. Her expression tells me apparently it’s not.


  “Don’t you think I’m pretty?” she asks. Three hours ago we were shaking hands outside The Cuban, still strangers, still on our nervous best behavior.


  “Very much,” I say.


  She then decides I’m not so bad. “Oh, I suppose you were just trying to be polite. You’re a good boy, I can tell. But we can’t have sex now. I don’t believe in abortion, and chances are you’ll get me pregnant.”


  A couple with some history between them might know what to say next, but all we have is this awkward, endless silence. Oddly, I feel more attracted to her now than I did before. I know this feeling is entirely physical and has nothing to do with her, but I wish she’d take off her panties so I could see what the rest of her looks like.


  We put our clothes back on and have another beer in her kitchen. I notice her attitude has changed; she’s more of a chum now. She wipes her nose a lot and cackles loud and long while telling funny stories about work. Her body language is friendly and distant, less female-specific. Now she’s just some chick on a stool cranking back the beers.


  When it’s time for me to leave, she says, “Let me give you something. I’m afraid I won’t see you again, so I’ll lend you a book and that way you’ll have to call me.” She goes over to her bookcase and takes down a paperback. “I couldn’t finish this for my World Lit course in college. I don’t even know why I kept it—a premonition, I guess. You’re smart and you’re a writer, so I think you’re up to the task. I’ll expect a full report in the morning, sir.”


  Her calling me “sir” depresses me. The book is a short novel by the French poet-philosopher Rene Daumal.


  We’re saying goodnight at the door when suddenly I want to stay. I can’t go home to myself. In the morning we’ll both have our work, then a day will pass, then a week and she’ll be onto someone else.


  Holding her close, I breathe into her ear, “Please, let’s make love.”


  “We will,” she promises, but it sounds pretty empty.


  There’s a convenience store a few blocks up the road. I could buy the condoms there. I could run outside, buy the condoms, hurry back, say hi to Calvin downstairs, and make love to this unmanageable, racist woman.


  I’m glad to wake up the next morning in my own bed. Vacant white sheets glow and are cool to the touch. The chrome on my automatic coffeemaker gleams. Life is unchanged from yesterday, which is fine with me. I decide I won’t call Rhianne. Nothing against her, but I don’t trust myself not to sleep with her.


  Later that week I have a lunch date with another woman who’s recently moved up from the deep south. Her name is Hannah but for some reason she prefers the nickname Hank. I refuse to call her this—it’s unflattering, too much like talking to another guy. Hannah is petite, five-foot-one at the most. Walking next to her is like tottering after a child. Her eyes are dark, almost all black, and her hair is also black and shoulder-length. Milky skin gives her a slightly wan, porcelain complexion. She dresses cautiously in a thick sweater, skirt down to her ankles and cowboy boots, and I come to the early conclusion that she doesn’t like her body.


  Everything’s funny to Hannah. She thinks my shirt is funny (it’s a blue shirt). The menu of the vanilla lunch counter we’ve chosen out of mutual convenience has line drawings of sandwiches and steaming bowls of soup on it, and that’s funny too. At one point her checkered jacket, which she’s hung up next to our booth, shrugs off its hook and slumps to the floor, and she laughs like holy heck for five minutes. None of this bothers me—I like a girl who can laugh. I feel high around her, like maybe the gas is on somewhere.


  Hannah eats a lot even though she seems to weigh about eighteen pounds. She orders a Caesar salad and the clam chowder, twice sending the waitress back for more bread. The bread is the kind that’s been sitting around in saran wrap for a day or two. Admittedly it’s a cheap first date, but the lunch counter was mostly her idea. All I want is a bright room, no alcohol on premises, clear exit routes to the fore and aft.


  I ask her about living in the south, and she says, “Oh, it’s so hot! Humid, too, in the summer. I don’t know about this cold. I don’t know how you Yankees stand it.”


  “I’m a Yankee?” I ask. Hannah makes me feel exotic. I pay more attention to my accent, to the smart-ass way I smile at a joke.


  “I fly down to visit my parents every month. I miss ’em, but we thought I needed to start over. Small towns can get complicated. My brother’s stuck down there—I mean, he’s just stuck.”


  The part about small towns getting complicated worries me, but our food is here, and there’s this airy feeling inside my head.


  I observe her job must be flexible if she can take that much time out for travel, and she says, “I don’t do much for work right now. I figure I just need a year to let things settle. My gran’ma-ma left a good bit of money when she passed on, poor thing, so I’m looking at options, laying low. Might go back to school. I’m getting a whole lot of reading done—well, you saw.”


  We met at a bookstore where she’d gone to buy a memoir by Joan Didion. She wanted to make a connection that night, and I guess so did I. Approaching her in the Personal Essay section, eventually asking her out, felt easy and right. She was so striking, with her miniature face and big black eyes. I flattered myself into thinking most men would’ve found her looks too bizarre. “Call me Hank”, she said, signing off outside the store, and I said, “Oh, but Hannah is so beautiful!” She was dressed conservatively then, too. I remember another long skirt, maybe the same cowboy boots.


  I ask what she wants to do when she starts working again. “I’d like to help women who’ve been raped or abused in a relationship,” she says, and we get off the topic.


  I need to be fair to Hannah, like I’ve tried being fair to the others. Maybe I haven’t been fair to any of them. Am I fair to myself? I feel half-human, incomplete. I should talk more. It’s not yet clear why another person might be interested in me.


  Hannah’s big on Christmas. She likes the eggnog, the Harvey’s Bristol Cream with Mom by the fireplace. Christmas is just a few weeks away, and she’s planning on staying with her folks through New Year’s. There’s a Christmas Village five miles up the road with carolers and fake snow and a living crèche. Her brother, Greg, usually shows up late to Christmas dinner with last minute presents not even wrapped and sometimes with the prices still on them. As I’m hearing this, I wonder how her going out of town for Christmas will impact on us if we actually start dating.


  Unlike Rhianne, Hannah pays close attention to me. She wants to know absolutely every little thing about what it’s like to see your name in a newspaper, and her mouth drops when I talk about the complicated-but-yes-rewarding process of trying to stay afloat in the arts. She hasn’t read any of my books, but she says she’s going to order all of them online when she gets home. I tell her I have some extra copies in my office, which I’ll be happy to sign. This gets a big grin; her teeth are small and polished white with gaps in between.


  After our plates are cleared and we’re waiting for the check, she says, “I feel like I’m sitting too far away.”


  I invite her over to my half of the booth. We’re both dancing inside. Little Hannah fits nicely in the tuck of my arm. We share our first kiss among the short water glasses and extra packets of grape jelly and the radio playing the Supremes.


  We split up after lunch, but we’re on the phone again that evening, making plans to meet in a half-hour for a walk. The city park is quiet and the dimming sky an intense blue that must remind her of Christmas. She’s bundled up in a red hat and black muffler, and I can’t wait to catch up with her by the open gates. I bring my arms around her, and the space inside her jacket is warm.


  “I told Mama about you tonight,” she says as we stroll past a reflecting pool and stop near a fountain that’s been turned off for the season.


  “Yeah? What’d you tell her?”


  “I said I met this guy, and he’s a published writer, and he’s sweet and cute and super-smart and I like him a whole lot.”


  We’re face-to-face, holding each other. I could rest my chin on the top of her head if I wanted. “All that, huh? And what’d she say?”


  “Oh, the usual. ‘Just be careful.’ She worries about me,” she says, expressing some sadness or fatigue I can’t yet understand.


  We make a full turn around the park before our faces get too cold and we duck into a subway entrance. The line runs past my apartment, but I’m not eager to bring her home. I don’t want what happened with Rhianne to happen again. I want to wake up in the morning with good thoughts about Hannah, lots of good things to look forward to.


  “I like your boots,” I say as we wait for a subway to take us anywhere, into the city, out of the city. Her cowboy boots are brown suede with intricate gold stitch. Hannah has such tiny feet.


  “I’m tired of them. It’s hard to find shoes in my size,” she says.


  “Me too. My left foot is a quarter size smaller than my right,” I say, and she looks startled. “What?” I ask, wondering if I’ve said something wrong.


  “Nothing, just… mine are different too. Isn’t that funny? But I’m all a mess. I used to be able to wear such pretty shoes. I’d walk around in my mama’s pumps when I was nine years old.”


  I can see her doing it: going to the closet and gazing up at her mother’s things, reaching with both hands for a pair of church shoes, sneaking a look down the hall before putting them on. It’s too easy to picture Hannah as a little girl. It’s the only thing about her that bothers me.


  The train comes, and we sit in a corner of the car, our arms around each other, Hannah’s feet swinging high above the floor. I feel protective of her. She’s a child, an innocent. She’s small enough to fit inside my pocket.


  At one point we have the car to ourselves, and we kiss between stops. I’m going to have to peel myself away from her at the end of the night.


  As the train leaves its tunnel and passes over a bridge—I ignore Rhianne’s condo across the bay—Hannah gets a crazy idea. “Hey, let’s go to a country bar. There’s one right on the water. We’ll listen to Dwight Yoakam and I’ll teach you how to line dance.”


  She takes me to a place called The Ol’ Dog where the jukebox is all country and the clientele, two-thirds women in their forties, are having a ball. Hannah gets carded at the door and again by the bartender who laughs cheerfully when she orders our beers. We take our drinks onto the floor where the dancing is organized and done in a big group. Hannah looks like she’s practiced this particular routine before, knowing just when to turn and kick and plant her heel. I love watching her; it’s all I can do beyond letting myself get shuffled around by the other dancers. Loud honky-tonk funks up the joint. There’s a song about being lily-livered that Hannah and everyone else know the words to.


  During a slow dance, a woman comes up to us with, “Can I just say you two are the cutest couple ever?” We thank her.


  After an hour of dancing, we take a cab home. Hannah’s quiet in the back seat; she leans against me and puts her hand on my chest. “What do we do now?” she asks. We’re closer to my place downtown. Hannah lives in a brownstone with an impressive address. I’ve been on her block before—silver and green German sports cars parked in the street, rich mothers striding along in their out-of-my-way capes and sunglasses, evidence of expensive garbage set out on trash day. Gran’ma-ma must’ve had a lot of money.


  “Why don’t we call it a night?” I suggest, and she looks disappointed.


  “Tired of hanging out?”


  “Not at all. I want to see you tomorrow. I like you, Hannah. I want to spend a lot of time with you.”


  She crawls up my chest, mashing me against the car door. “A woman at the bar told me you’ve got a cute butt.”


  “I do?”


  “Very,” she purrs, kissing my ear, brushing lightly. My head is a spiral. I don’t entirely trust my attraction to Hannah. Her face, her body, even her proportions are those of a prepubescent girl. It’s not that I don’t believe her age—I do. Look closely and she’s clearly a grown woman; in quiet moments, when she’s not laughing at everything, the wrinkles come out around her eyes and the corners of her mouth. Her hair’s even a little thin where she parts it. I’m just concerned what my interest says about me. There’s a self-portrait shaping up here, and I’m not sure I like it.


  She goes back to her side of the cab. “You might not like me anyway. I’m trouble, Jack. You should stay away from me. I’ve had some hard times lately, and I don’t want you getting hurt.” Wiping her eyes, she tells herself, “Oh, this always happens.”


  There’s a glass between us and the cab driver; he’s just the machine driving the car. “What do you mean? You can tell me. Whatever it is, I’ll accept it. Unless you’ve killed someone… that might be a deal-breaker. You haven’t killed anyone, have you?”


  I’m trying to make her laugh. She’s my good little girl, and I want her to be happy.


  When we reach my place, I say, “Let’s make a promise. You go home and I’ll go home, and we’ll talk tomorrow. You can tell me everything then.”


  She nods, her eyes looking a little brighter. I think I can guess what happened. Maybe she had an abortion or she’s on some kind of medication. Either way, I still want to see her again.


  She calls an hour later to apologize “—for being so dramatic in the car. You’re right, it’s no big deal and I’m acting silly. I’ll feel better in the morning. Anyway, I won’t keep you. I had a really great time, Jack. Let’s do it again tomorrow.”


  The next morning my feelings about Hannah haven’t changed. It’s been a long time since a woman made such an impression on me. I like that she seems basically happy, aside from the one conversation in the cab. I can’t imagine her sitting up all night sighing over a computer screen, like Claire. Hannah is gentle and good and likes to have fun. She’s someone I could live with.


  My work associate calls to say he’s finally earned his pilot’s license. “It’s really opened up my life. You need something, Jack, other than work—you especially. Hobbies are good, though I know you’re not the model-train type.”


  I tell him about Hannah; it’s the first time I’ve mentioned her to anyone, and I can’t wait to get the words out.


  “She sounds great,” he says.


  “You don’t seem so sure.”


  “No… you just need to be careful. But I’m not worried about you. You’re remarkably clever at not letting things affect you.”


  I turn up at Hannah’s that afternoon with flowers and a blank greeting card inscribed “To the start of something interesting,” and signed with a J. I’m not very good at writing love notes; I’ve been scarred by my profession and can no longer write from the heart. The card has a pastel-tinted photo of a stuffed bear in a beach chair looking out over the ocean. Hannah gives a chirp of pleasure when she reads it and holds it to her chest, but I feel that something in the card has made her sad.


  We sit at the table in her bright kitchen. She has the first floor and basement, which she’s decorated with country touches, lace window treatments and embroidered pillows. There’s a chair in the Eames style, a hutch for displaying china plates, and a large mahogany coffee table with an inset of beveled glass. The place looks owned, not rented.


  She tells me again how much she enjoyed our date. I find it odd that even at home she still goes around in a long skirt and cowboy boots. She doesn’t want me to get a good look at her.


  Then there’s the hard part. She didn’t want to tell me at first because with other guys, guys she’s taken an interest in and went on one or two dates with before things got personal and she had to tell them, and then the guys never asked her out again, never, never once (and she won’t blame me if I don’t want to go out with her either—that doesn’t make me a bad person, she wants me to know that (and here I admit to being more concerned with figuring out how to balance off the rest of this sentence so that it holds up grammatically than simply letting this poor girl tell her story)), but the bottom line is—fuck sentence structure for once—she didn’t want to tell me. Hannah didn’t want to tell me. She’s got this thing—she says what it’s called and I don’t remember. The name’s not so important, is it? She didn’t want to tell me because she knows what will happen next. I’ll probably be very understanding. I’m a nice guy and smart and talented and good-looking (she says), and I’ll make a great catch for some other girl someday. I won’t end it right then and there. I’m too good for that; I have a charitable streak. I’ll kiss her and tell her she’s still beautiful, and maybe I’ll be kind and allow her to spend a night with me—she hasn’t been with a man in so long, just to be held, let alone make love—and in the morning I’ll be all bright-talk and snappy one-liners, and we’ll go to breakfast, the dream already starting to drift into morning realism, and suddenly I’ll remember a noon appointment across town, and she’ll kiss me goodbye and I’ll say something like, “What are you saying goodbye for? I’ll call you tonight,” and maybe I will—nice guy, charitable, etc.—but it’ll be brief, and the next call will be long and awkward and we’ll hang up separately, leaving her with memories of line dancing, a card that reads “To the start of something interesting,” and a promise I’d once made to sign one of my books.


  I wonder if, in saying this, she’s really challenging me. Daring me not to do it.


  Hannah has a condition that’s caused her left knee to swell with fluid, an illness most commonly associated with complications after surgery but in her case the result of a mishap two years ago in which she suffered a broken leg and damage to her lymphatic vessels. In other words, she’s got this stuff in her knee that won’t drain properly, so she has to wear compression bandages all the way from her foot to her mid-thigh to keep the swelling down. It’s controllable but not likely to go away. She’ll never be able to show her legs in public again. Sexy shoes are a thing of the past. Now there’s only pain and fatigue and horrible itching under her wraps. Every time she meets a new guy, there’ll be this same awful confession, the same rejection, the same healing talks with Mom on the phone.


  It’s not so bad, I decide. At least I’d been expecting worse—not to minimize the pain and discomfort to Hannah, of course. As far as she and I are concerned, I don’t see any reason to stop what we’re doing. What am I, shallow?


  When she’s finished, she wipes her eyes, laughs and says, “I’m a mess.”


  “I like messes,” I say. It feels like the start of a catch-phrase. We’ll refer to these conversations weeks, months, maybe even years from now.


  It’s no longer afternoon but early evening. We’re on her couch, cuddling and drinking wine. I put my hand on her knee, feel the nubbly texture under her skirt, and wonder if the bandage is turning me on. It can’t be. I’ll have to see it first.


  Claire once lectured me about the women in my books. “They’re always bitches,” she said. “I can feel you leering at them. You want to sleep with all of them, don’t you?” When I cited the numerous examples of all the female characters I’d written, few if any I’d remotely describe as “bitches,” she revised her statement. “Driven, then—ambitious, aggressive. I don’t know the word for it. They all want something. Why is that, Jack?” she asked, and I said, “Because they’re human beings.”


  Claire is just this person who asks me questions every now and then.


  “Is it okay if we leave the lights off?” Hannah asks.


  “Of course, yes. I can still see in the dark.” She laughs at my joke.


  Her bedroom is windowless—it feels like it’s right in the middle of the building, surrounded by halls and other rooms. We stand several feet apart as we do our own undressing. She hesitates before stepping out of her skirt. Her bandage is thick and looks more like a cast.


  “Still okay?” she asks. I really think she’s making too much of this.


  “Please, I want to see all of you,” I say, already naked. I’m always in a hurry to get my clothes off.


  Hannah shocks me in bed. I’d been expecting shy, but Hannah is not shy. She’s loud as all hell. She likes changing positions, changing rooms, even changing her personality from time to time. Her only modesty is her bandage, which she refuses to take off. Now that we’ve seen each other naked, I wonder if we’ll ever wear clothes again. We do it in the shared basement next to the upstairs tenant’s laundry, in front of the kitchen window, doggy-style in the living room with her arms braced against the coffee table. When we’re not actually fucking, she’s describing all the things she wants me to do to her next time. By midnight I’m exhausted but still dutifully plowing away. My orgasms are nothing anymore. I’ve already had almost all I want of her.


  “I told you I was trouble,” she laughs.


  We sleep until ten, have a quick, good-morning screw, then jump into the shower. She insists on separate showers; she needs to remove her bandage, and she doesn’t want me to see what it looks like underneath.


  “What does it look like?” I ask. I don’t have a visual in mind.


  “It’s horrible,” she says, waiting for me to step away from the bathroom.


  She’s in the shower when the phone rings and a man leaves a short message. His voice is gruff and southern, and he calls her “Hank.” I assume it’s her brother, the one who got stuck. Funny, I’d forgotten all about Hank. Hank’s not my Hannah. He must be looking for someone else.


  The shower cuts off, and she spends a quarter hour reassembling herself, finally emerging in another long skirt, long-sleeved blouse and cowboy boots. I rush up and hold my body against hers, kissing her face, her neck, the pit of her throat.


  She laughs but pushes me away. “Darn it now, I just made myself all pretty,” she says. My little slut has gone off-shift.


  Between more kisses, I say, “Someone called for you. I think it’s your brother.”


  She plays the message and hits the erase button before it’s finished. “Yep, that’s him. You want to take a shower so we can get some chow?” she asks.


  When I’m dressed and ready, we walk out into the autumn sun and go for a late breakfast. Hannah is just as much fun as ever, and I’m glad there’s no awkwardness between us. Sex sometimes tips the balance between people, and it’s hard to go back to being relaxed and unselfconscious. Not with her: she’s the same cheerful pixie as before, laughing at our waitress’ name (her name is Mary), at the hanging sign for “Fresh Pies” swinging under an exhaust fan. She makes a stack out of syrup and butter packets and I knock them down with my finger.


  While we’re eating, she says, “I have to tell you something. I wasn’t completely honest with you this morning. That person who called is not my brother. He’s a boy from back home, and we went out for a few months. He’s nothing. We haven’t been together in just ages, but he’s still got a crush on me and I didn’t want to say anything because I’m so into you now, Jack. He’s harmless and I feel sorry for him. He doesn’t have any friends, so I let him call me if he wants. But I’ll tell him to stop if it bothers you.”


  I like that she calls him “boy,” and I wonder if she thinks of me as a boy too. Maybe it’s a southern thing. “It doesn’t bother me,” I say.


  A message is waiting from Rhianne when I get home. She’s sorry she hasn’t been in touch, but work has been crazy lately. I don’t know what to do. I suppose I could call, agree to meet for coffee, then mention I’m seeing someone else. That way I could return her book and say goodbye in person. But even that much seems disloyal. I’m taken now. Rhianne needs to just go away.


  I erase the message and tear up her number.


  Hannah and I see each other regularly in the weeks before Christmas. We usually stay at her place; my apartment, being so high up, puts added pressure on her knee. Airplanes bother her too, but the flight down to her folks’ house is only a few hours. Her trip home is looming, and I’ll have to go without her for a whole week. I don’t ask to join her for Christmas and she doesn’t offer. It feels like we haven’t been dating quite long enough.


  The night before she leaves, she finally lets me see her knee. Honestly it’s nothing. Her skin is a little red, but that’s mainly from the bandage. I suppose you’d notice more of a difference if she didn’t wear it at all. She still keeps it on when we make love, which is often. By now we’ve shown everything to each other in bed. We keep our eyes locked and cry out in throaty voices that must embarrass the people upstairs. They’re part of it too; our sex has a muted, less edgy quality when we know no one else is home.


  She wakes at a dead hour of the morning and begins to fret, pacing the rooms of her apartment and rechecking her bags to make sure everything’s packed. I’ll be taking care of her plants while she’s gone.


  “I’m scared,” she says when I come upon her in the living room.


  “Of what? Of flying?” I hate to fly. I don’t even like the idea of someone I care about being up in the air.


  “No, I’m okay with flying. I’m scared you’re not going to like me anymore when I get back,” she says.


  Her flight leaves at nine, and she calls later that afternoon to say she landed safely. She and her mother are waiting for her dad to come home so they can all go out to dinner.


  “I get sad seeing my old room—all these pictures of me when I still looked like a normal human being. There’s me in shorts. There’s me and Greg when Greg took me to homecoming sophomore year,” she says.


  “Your brother took you to homecoming?” Greg is thirty-two, never married, and has a daughter in high school. Usual story—wanted to play ball but couldn’t get some key element of his game up to snuff. Hannah’s parents have learned to love him for what he is, basically a local kid who hasn’t done anything particularly wrong or right with his life.


  “I was so embarrassed that night,” she laughs. I wish we were both lying on her bed, going through her photo albums together. “I’m serious, no one would ask me out! They used to call me ‘Li’l Bitty Pity’ because I was so little.”


  “That’s not very nice,” I say. I’m sitting on the floor in front of her open closet, holding one of her cowboy boots in my lap. “So what are you going to do after dinner?”


  She leans away from the phone to say, “Be right there, Mama! Oh, just meet up with some old friends. Flying tires me out, so I’ll probably tuck in early.”


  We connect twice more that day, the calls tapering off as the week goes on. I divide time between apartments, using my place mostly for sleep. Hannah’s bed is softer than mine and sometimes gives me a backache. Also I prefer my own bathroom; it’s got a small Jacuzzi and the water doesn’t have that old plumbing taste.


  Three days after Christmas, I hear from Claire. A novelist is reading at the cultural center, and she asks if I want to go. I hesitate at first. Though Claire and I have never been more than friends, it’s true I spent the night on her futon, and I want to give a full account of myself when Hannah gets back.


  “I printed out my story for you,” she says, as if that decides it.


  We meet at a vegetarian restaurant within walking distance of the reading. She’s exhausted from seeing her parents over the holidays. “I haven’t slept in three days, which is par for the course. And when I say ‘I haven’t slept in three days,’ I mean it. Maybe four hours total.”


  “That can’t be healthy, Claire,” I say. We order tea. Claire already knows what she wants, so I quickly decide on a garden salad.


  “Things aren’t good at home. My dad’s given up on his diet. Mom thinks he’s trying to kill himself and I don’t know whose side I’m on. Also—” She sets her dark glasses on the table. Her eyes look like another pair of dark glasses. “He’s been acting strange in other ways. Mom wouldn’t go into the details. She just kept saying, ‘I’m not twenty-eight anymore.’ Hey, I think it’s great if he still finds her attractive. Give the man a frickin’ break.”


  While we’re catching up, I tell her about Hannah. I have to get it out there; I don’t like keeping secrets, and Hannah feels too much like a secret. Claire’s expression is inscrutable throughout. Her sandwich comes, and she chews with her mouth open.


  “What does she do?” she asks, and I have to admit Hannah is between jobs. I think she used to work in an office or something. She mentioned wanting to help sexually abused women. Isn’t that good of her?


  “Which means one thing, Jack. It means she’s been sexually abused, or raped or whatever.”


  “Really? I didn’t know that’s how it worked.”


  “Not always, just sometimes. Look, I’m not being critical of her. That’s fine, I’m sure she’s a wonderful person. It’s not that she wants to work in a battered women’s clinic. It’s that she’s telling you this on an early date.”


  I don’t remember saying anything about an early date, but I suppose she’s right. Hannah and I have only been together just over a month. All of our dates have been early ones.


  Claire gives me a little kick under the table. “I’m just yanking your chain, buddy. Seriously, I think it’s great you’ve met someone—shalom and mazel tov. What’s she look like? Is she cute?”


  Describing Hannah is a challenge, but I have a picture in my wallet. Claire studies the photo, getting her thumbs all over it. She’s wondering why I’m going out with this woman who looks nothing like her. “What is this, her confirmation picture?” she asks, and I snatch it away.


  From there we walk to the reading. It’s so cold out I almost put my arm around her. On the way we pass a convenience store, where she buys some Motrin and a bottle of water. “Headaches,” she says, gulping down two pills outside the store. “Comes from not sleeping.”


  “Time to see a doctor for that,” I advise. I’m lucky I’ve always been a good sleeper. It’s easy for me to lie down and let go of the day.


  We reach the steps of the cultural center, but it’s too early to go in. A poster has the author’s old, wizened face squinting at the camera. He hasn’t done anything with his hair; it’s just a windblown mess. The expression on his face says, I’ll give you exactly five minutes of my time.


  “If I ever publish a book, it’s not going to have my picture on it,” Claire says, sizing up the poster. The author’s craggy forehead is as big as her torso. “I think it’s a compromise. Don’t you, Jack? Don’t you think having your picture on your book jacket compromises it?”


  “No, why?” I ask. She’s just trying to fuck with me. Her questions don’t mean anything. She’s unhappy and wants to take it out on someone else.


  The reading is well-attended, with lots of college kids making a clamor inside the hall. Claire and I are more or less alone in this group of twentysomethings who all seem to know each other. Books for sale are stacked in a great quantity beside a table offering concessions, little plastic cups of white wine for six dollars. I buy a drink for Claire and one for myself. Like it or not, she’s my date for the night.


  “Are you going to buy his book?” I ask.


  She takes the top one down from the stack, reads some of the flap copy and says, “I’ll pass. I’m only here because I wanted to ask him about his quote in the Bay.”


  She’s referring to a provocative statement made by the author about female genital mutilation in Africa. “Don’t ask him about that,” I say.


  “Why not? He’s here, it’s his little shindig.”


  “It’ll only make people uncomfortable.”


  “But that’s his whole point, to make people uncomfortable,” she says, returning the book to its stack. She’s finished half her wine, and there’s pinkish lipstick on her cup. “So, does your girlfriend have a su-thern ac-cent?” she asks, changing the subject.


  “Yeah, she’s got a southern accent.”


  She snorts. “Oh, god. She’s not a horrible right-wing Republican fascist fuckhead, is she?”


  “Not so far as I know,” I answer stiffly.


  The author shambles out to do his thing. He’s fine, really; I don’t have anything against him. I’m sure he’s pocketing a nice speaking fee, plus a per diem. Dinners paid for by the publisher. Given the choice I’d opt for the Surf and Turf, maybe a Caesar salad or a half dozen cold oysters to start. Wine? Yes, let’s: two glasses of the mid-priced Merlot. An afternoon worth of phone interviews in a room on the twenty-sixth floor of some Hilton or Doubletree. You want to be polite, not condescending or self-impressed. They’re expecting you to show a little arrogance, so work on that. Be a guy. Be realistic about yourself. Admit that it’s half bullshit, anyway. Order a gin on the rocks at the hotel bar after the reading and charge it to Random House. Turn in at midnight—your publicist will be calling around nine. She’s on her cell, taking her kids to school. She’s not really all there, but she’s glad to hear you had ninety-eight people at your promotional event. She’ll call you again when you get to the next town. She wants to know what you’ve been wearing to these engagements. The suits make you look old-fashioned, though she admits that’s part of your charm.


  The author reads a humorous chapter from his book. I’m envious of his sentences, which have a nice rhythm and aren’t afraid to tackle syntactical complexities I generally avoid. For me a sentence typically has one objective, then gets tired early and has to stop. He uses a lot of words I don’t think I’ve ever written, like “assuage.” I’m not clear on “assuage.” It makes me hungry for something dry and spicy, like lamb kebabs. The word “kebab,” on the other hand, I don’t mind—it’s a thing and it’s real and it’s out there, and you either dig it or you don’t.


  After the reading it’s time for questions and answers. Many of the questions are declarations of love in disguise: one audience member wants the author to know how reading one of his books on a train trip from Vancouver to Chicago changed her life; another wonders if the author knows the work of a certain Czech essayist, then gives him a list of book recommendations that embarrasses the man on stage and annoys most of the audience. The author looks like he’s ready to go. He’s primed for that drink back at the hotel. He’s gotten to where he can mistake his liver for a pulled abdominal muscle, that’s how much it’s declined over the years. If only they knew how little there is to the man beyond what they read on the page. An hour every morning returning emails, then writing until noon—hoping for at least a sentence or two that lives up to expectations. A light lunch, maybe just a handful of chips and the remaining half of the sandwich his wife couldn’t finish last night. More writing from one to four; the rough stuff rarely sings the way it does after multiple rewrites, but that takes time and energy—mostly time—and the author has less of that these days. He swears every book will be his last, wanting to get a rise out of people, his agent, his writer friends. He wants them to say, “No, no… you’ll pull through.” Four to five is the anxious hour. His desire to crack open the gin bottle is the most keenly felt emotion all day. The first drink is strong enough to get him wasted by 5:20. Golf is still on, even afternoon talk shows on some channels. Late phone calls get ignored—he knows what he sounds like after he’s had a few. By seven he’s switched to beer, which he’s decided is even unhealthier than booze. He’s fat and too old now to work it off. Being drunk doesn’t even feel like being drunk anymore; it’s just the disorientation he experiences every night before bed. Sleep is a series of harsh dreams that bark at him until he wakes up sweating, the blood settled on one side of his body. Morning comes and his wife swoops around like a superhero, running chores up and down the stairs, hauling heavy equipment out of the garage, fielding fifteen phone calls before noon. She makes it all possible for him, gives the genius his space. They were the same age once, but now he feels so much older than she. Maybe they have grandkids. The oldest, a boy, wants to be a writer, but Granddad doesn’t know which of his books he can recommend that’s age-appropriate. All he can offer is advice: do well in school. Keep up with your reading. Study the classics. Get an English degree and spend a year bumming around. Don’t write, just watch. Marry a girl from a wealthy family, someone who doesn’t want to compete with you. Then work hard—expect a lot out of yourself. Don’t lose sleep when your peers fall to the wayside; you’re not one of them. When you’re old you’ll have a stack of books with your name on them and the comfort of knowing someone’s always thinking of you.


  Claire asks an insinuating question about the author’s quote in the Bay. The room falls silent; it’s her scolding tone of voice that stops them more than her words.


  The author responds haughtily, adding a little joke for his fans’ sake. People laugh, relieved to see their hero’s quick recovery. They all hate Claire and, I suppose, me by association.


  After the reading, when we’re back outside the center, Claire has the exchange all turned around in her head. “Did you notice how he didn’t take any more questions after mine? The old guy couldn’t even speak. You were right again.”


  “They were wrapping up anyway. He looked pretty tired,” I say.


  “He wasn’t tired, he was stunned. I’m sure he’s not used to people talking to him like that. He’s used to college kids puckering up and kissing his shriveled asshole.” She demonstrates ‘asshole’ by bringing her thumb and forefinger together.


  “Maybe. I don’t know anything about the man’s career—and what do you mean, I was right again? How can I be right when I didn’t say anything?”


  We’re on the steps of the center, alone in the cold and splotches of streetlight. The kids from the reading swarm off to their next destination. They still believe in something when they see a man on stage reading from his book. Maybe they see themselves up there in five or ten years. Most of them will be disappointed, like Claire. They’ll collect their rejection slips and eventually decide the whole thing’s a joke. Even books will be spoiled for them. They’ll stop paying attention to writers their age and younger, and the only books they’ll read will be from the nineteenth century because there’s no arguing with Tolstoy.


  “The ‘shame stare.’ You called it, Jack. You were right about the Joni Mitchell album, right about the carrots and lettuce appearing out of thin air, and now this. That’s three for four.”


  We walk north from the cultural center, looking for a quiet place to drink and talk. The bay is in sight, and the elevated train crosses the bridge to the other side. We’re huddled in darkness. Patches of black ice on the pavement look sexy, like crinkled black leather.


  The Cuban is open late, but just as I’m wondering why I don’t feel like going in, Rhianne bursts out of the club with two other women. She’s cheery, loud, and teetering on her feet; so much for only drinking on special occasions.


  Claire and I are a corner away, and I steer her up a side street. “Someone you don’t want to see?” she guesses correctly. This new street doesn’t look promising; it’s mainly offices shut down for the night. Some loose piece of sheet metal is banging in the wind.


  I explain that Rhianne and I had a date in late October that didn’t quite work out. I should’ve called her but I didn’t.


  “Instead you met this other girl,” Claire surmises, her mouth and chin buried under the neck of her coat, “and you figured, ‘I’m all set, why bother?’”


  “Yep. Terrible of me, isn’t it? This preceded by years of celibacy, I might add.”


  “Oh, I’m not judging. I’m just fascinated by your life, Jack.”


  We find a Greek restaurant, order coffees and a plate of French fries to make it worth the waitress’ time, and I fill Claire in on the rest of the Rhianne story.


  “How many women have you slept with?” she asks, though I’ve said nothing about sleeping with Rhianne. We’re more or less alone inside the restaurant. The lights are turned high, almost to interrogation levels.


  “A few,” I say, then ask her the same question about men. “Or is this one of those things women can ask men but men can’t ask women?”


  She smiles enigmatically and takes sudden interest in her fries. I imagine her sexual history compares roughly to mine. I’m guessing there was a boy in high school, another quiet brainiac. They dated for a few months senior year before sex ruined it. It became all he wanted from her, and she grew to miss the two of them playing Yahtzee and watching classic movies on TV with her parents.


  I believe she’s had her heart broken. Let’s say she once lived with a man for a period of years. They were engaged, though not to the point of picking a date and making arrangements. She went on birth control for him, and their lovemaking was just to each other’s liking. Not once did she feel the need to write while they were together. It was enough to work at the university, meet for dinner, and ride the same bus home. I don’t know why it ended.


  I change topics and grill her about the ‘shame stare.’ “You’re kidding about that, right? I want to know if I should be worried,” I say. I act like I’m not serious but I am. I feel like both of our sanities are at stake.


  “I’m not kidding. I have one power left to discover, and it’s the big one.”


  “What’s that?”


  “You remember. I said, ‘I would like to have something meaningful to say,’ and you said, ‘Fine, we’ll let that be your fourth power.’ Those were your exact words. I just have to wait for it now.”


  I’m annoyed. Here I am, fending off narratives left and right, and Claire isn’t helping.


  Back outside, she pulls a thin sheaf of paper from her coat pocket and hands it to me.


  “When you get a chance,” she says.


  I sneak a peek at the story, which is called “My Latest Victim.” The first sentence is, “Claire had never killed anything in her life, let alone a miniature pony.”


  “You said to start with a hook,” she reminds me.


  “That certainly is a hook,” I admit, reading past the first sentence. “Who’s the ‘my?’” She looks puzzled. “In the title. It’s called ‘My Latest Victim,’ which is first person, but the story’s in third.”


  “And that’s a problem?” she asks. I can hear her getting belligerent.


  “Not necessarily, I suppose. Some readers might wonder about it, since there’s no ‘I’ in the narrative. You could always change it to ‘Her Latest Victim’… or ‘His.’ I don’t know which one’s the victim yet, him or her.”


  “‘Her Latest Victim.’ ‘Claire’s Latest Victim.’ Nah,” she decides, “I like ‘My Latest Victim’ better. You don’t have to read it if you don’t want.”


  In the morning her story is on my kitchen counter, creased down the center where I folded it to fit in my pocket the night before.


  I’m all nerves the day Hannah comes home. I hope she’s happy with how I’ve taken care of her apartment. Not a single plant has died. One in the den trembles like it’s cold or enjoying something deep down in its roots. I wonder if there’s a small creature living in there, like a snail.


  At the airport I wait outside security for her to land. She’s one of the last off the plane, wearing a shirt I haven’t seen before, maybe one of her Christmas presents. All at once I’m back in the world of long skirts and cowboy boots. I know she sees me across the concourse, though she’s not exactly smiling. I think, this is it, it’s over, something’s different…


  We’re kissing in the flow of foot traffic. “Sorry I’m a little out of it—we had a bumpy flight, and I’m hungry as all heck,” she says.


  “We’ll get some food in you,” I say. I’ve got my arm around her, pleased to show her off. We’ve never been around this many people before. I’m proud of Hannah’s unique look: her little body, fragile neck and shoulders, tiny hands like a child’s reaching for a glass of milk.


  She doesn’t talk much in the cab, just keeps her eyes on the window she’s cracked to let some of the cold air in. Catching me looking, she’ll say, “Fresh air’s nice,” or “I’ll be fine in a minute,” or, again, “Sorry I’m out of it.” I wonder if she’s really sick or suffering some kind of buyer’s remorse. Maybe she forgot what she liked about me while she was gone.


  For dinner we pick an Italian place where she packs away a plate of spaghetti with meatballs while I talk and talk and joke and talk; I feel like I’m on a first date again. Soon she’s back to her usual silly self. The word ‘gelati’ on the menu cracks her up, and we decide it’s one of those words that sounds stranger the more times you say it: gelati gelati gelati.


  At the end of dinner, she says, “I missed you.”


  “You did? I wasn’t so sure when you got off the plane. You looked upset about something.”


  “Naw, hon, that was just my stum-ach talking.” Fresh from the south, there’s still some country in her voice. I think about the patronizing remark Claire would make if she were here. Between the two of them, Hannah and Claire, Claire is clearly the expendable one.


  Back at her apartment, she draws us a hot bath. I get naked and sneak up behind her as she feels the temperature under the faucet, still in her skirt and boots and the new shirt her mother gave her for Christmas.


  “All this needs to go bye-bye,” I say, helping her off with her shirt.


  She laughs but stays focused on getting the water just right. “Let me know if this is too hot. Pour us a little wine?”


  I dance off to the kitchen, use up the rest of an open bottle on two full glasses, and join her in the bubble bath. Her bandage is off and lying in a heap. I fish her right leg out of the water and kiss her toes.


  “Give me the other one,” I say, but she pulls it away. “Come on—if I do one, I get to do the other.”


  There’s nothing actually wrong with her left foot; all the swelling is higher up.


  “I love you with my whole life, Hannah,” I say, my heart in my mouth.


  Hannah gulps her wine. “You would’ve liked me better when I was younger,” she says.


  After our bath, we wrap one big towel around the both of us and shuffle over to the bed. The windowless room is too dark, and I ask to turn on a lamp.


  “What for?”


  “I want to see you, Hannah. I haven’t seen you in a week, and I want to drink you in with my eyes.”


  I switch on the lamp, which throws some shadow on her face. Hannah is a sadder person with her clothes off. I can’t imagine her smiling or laughing at anything.


  When we’re ready to make love, she says, “Don’t worry about hurting me. You can even do it a little harder if you’d like. You don’t have to hold back.”


  “I’m not holding back,” I insist, but she says, “You know what I mean. I’m just saying you don’t have to be so gentle. You can be rough and I won’t mind.”


  I’m still not sure what she wants. Have I been too gentle? I thought gentle was good.


  After we finish having sex, she confesses that her old boyfriend from back home, Dave, has been bothering her again. His parents still blame her for “turning his head around.” He was a nice kid before they met, never in trouble with the police. Her dumping him drove him to the bottle, and now he’s got a coke habit and lives in a weekly-rate motel.


  “Sounds like a real winner,” I say. This is the same person who phoned her a few weeks ago; the one who calls her “Hank.”


  “He’s not. I told him when I was down there, ‘You need to stop worrying about me and get your own self together.’”


  “Wait—you talked to him? You saw him?”


  Yes, she says—he stopped by the day after Christmas, and they went out for beer and burgers. Hannah figured enough time had passed since they’d split up, and she thought it might remove some of her mystique if she said yes.


  “What’d you talk about?” I ask.


  “I told him about you, of course.”


  “And?”


  She pulls the sheet over us. “He didn’t like it. That’s how the men are down there. They think they own their women. I said, ‘Too bad—he’s a published novelist and you can read his books in the library if you’d like.’”


  “I’m sure that went over big.”


  We’re silent for awhile. Hannah gets up, puts on a T-shirt and returns to bed. I want to get dressed too but my clothes are across the room.


  She says, “I think there’s something wrong with me. It’s like I have a subconscious need to hurt other people.”


  “I haven’t noticed that.”


  Time moves across her face. “You haven’t known me long enough,” she says.


  She then decides she won’t put up with any more calls from Dave. “He’s a jerk. I don’t know why I ever went out with him. He wastes all his money on drugs and this stupid car he can’t afford because he doesn’t have a job.”


  We stop talking about it, though the conversation feels suspended.


  “Do you hate me yet?” she asks, and I say, “Not yet.”


  The first week of January goes well. We’ve moved into a new stage in our relationship, less frenzied. We don’t make love every single night anymore, and when we do it’s not always such a big deal. We make more of an effort to leave the house, go to a museum, a concert, a movie. Our dates are fun—they feel like “dates.”


  She cancels with me two days before her birthday, feeling exhausted from so many late nights. I do my best not to sound disappointed. It’s been awhile since I’ve had an evening to myself. My apartment, with its clean kitchen counter and sleek appliances, seems to wonder why I’m here.


  I’m on the verge of asking Claire out for a drink when I remember I haven’t read her story. It’s more or less where I left it on the counter, though the crease has lost some of its crisp edge. Deciding I can handle Claire and a drink at the same time, I pour a Scotch over ice and settle down to read. Some of the sentences on the first page are plain bad, and a missing period in the second paragraph insults my intelligence. Claire has made herself into a hovering comedienne; the things her main character says are too smart and too funny, and no one else in the story seems to notice.


  By the last page, I’m panicked about what to tell her. There’s the standard we use when it’s just one writer helping another. We make lists of things that need fixing—the transitions, obviously. The transitions are always bad. The characters all sound alike—neurotic, clever, asking for help. At no point do we acknowledge the other standard, the one that requires—sadly, inconveniently—for it all to matter a bit. So we discuss inconsistencies, red hair that turns blonde without the help of a stylist, snow in September, characters who can’t seem to remember their age. We praise what little we can. It’s better than the last one, we say, and of course it is. The last one was a disaster, now that we’re being honest. We laugh and grab two more beers from the fridge. Returning to the pages, we feel relieved, light-hearted. No one’s feelings have been hurt. We have something to do now. We can fix the transitions, fix the dialogue. The task becomes something like mathematics: see if you can get it down to twenty-five hundred words. One of us, the author, will ask, “Is it too much like John Cheever?” and the other will say, “It’s better.” It’s possible we’re a little drunk. Another draft follows; the author feels silly asking for a second read. The font has gone from Courier to Times New Roman, and this alone feels like revision. Where scenes once consumed pages, phrases like “After a long and uninteresting conversation…” now substitute. The author is pleased with his work, if cautiously so. Already he has an idea for a new story, which means soon we’ll be thinking of this as “the last one” too.


  I spend ten minutes distributing little checkmarks, which I’ll tell her mean, “This is good,” “Funny,” or “I’m following it,” but really mean, “I can’t think of anything negative to say here.” Then I smooth the pages and leave them by the phone.


  I want to know what Hannah is doing right now. I wonder if she’s heard from Dave.


  To get my mind off it, I play some music. I haven’t heard the Joni Mitchell album in weeks, but when I put it on, I find that my memory of it is still strong. There’s the big acoustic guitar that sounds like something’s been done to it, the wandering bass, the busy lyrics that follow no consistent rhythmic pattern but change meter from line to line. I’m even more curious about the two figures on the cover, the boy in the skating costume and the unhappy girl in her wedding dress. I wonder what they did after the photo shoot, if they went out to lunch or just returned to their apartments. Who are they, anyway, and what are their names? Maybe Joni Mitchell could tell me if I met her, but it’s possible she has no idea.


  Hannah’s birthday comes on a cold and snowy night in the middle of a work week. I’ve bought her a bunch of little presents: a country music CD I know she’s been wanting, a funny novel about a girl from the south who gets mixed up in New York City, Tootsie on DVD, leather gloves, white chocolates from Godiva, sandalwood incense, and a silver tennis bracelet with our names and the year engraved. Some other things too—I’m embarrassed by the miscellany. I carry the presents to her place in a ‘Happy Birthday’ bag, each gift wrapped in turquoise paper, turquoise being her favorite color. I’ve signed two cards, a serious one with a long poem and a funny sexy one. The funny sexy one I inscribe with a ‘J’ and write “With deep love for my angel, your Jack” on the other. She cries when she reads it.


  With the last present unwrapped, she lets some of the paper fall from her hands and reaches for her wine. I’m dressed for dinner in a nice sweater, pressed pants, new shoes bought that morning. Our reservation is in an hour—we’ll need to hail a cab.


  She sips her wine, and I sip mine.


  “I can’t keep these presents, Jack,” she says.


  I ask why not. Tears form; she blinks them away and steels herself with another sip.


  It was only once, she says, the night they went out for beer and burgers. She doesn’t know why she did it. He looked so hurt and lonely, and she knew it would mean so much to him. Then afterwards, lying in Dave’s rented room, she realized she’d been unfair to him all these years, and that they really did belong together, having already been through so much with her knee and his problems with the law. I must look stricken because she tells me what a great guy I am, how patient I’ve been with her, etc. Across the city, I can almost hear Claire laughing at me.


  “What about us, then?” I ask. Dumb Hannah doesn’t understand this incredibly simple question, so I say, “When you came back to me, and I picked you up at the airport, and the night we spent together, and then the whole week after that…”


  She hangs her head. My throat feels like it’s full of glass, but not broken glass—a long, smooth glass tube I can neither swallow nor cough back up, so it stays put while my muscles reflexively clench around it.


  “You hate me,” she states. If anything, she’s the most beautiful I’ve ever seen her. I remember the evening of our first date when we met for a stroll around the park with the cold air just starting to blow across the bay. I felt big walking next to her. Her cowboy boots weren’t significant then; they were just something cute she’d worn to please me.


  Before I know it, I’m out of the house. I can’t remember what just happened, but the street is cold and her lights are off. I can’t bring myself to ring the doorbell. Call it my Swedish disposition, but I don’t want to make a scene. I imagine Hannah refilling her wine and calling her mother: Mom, I did it again. She’s already thinking about the next life she’s going to ruin. She’s gotten to where she’s come to expect it from herself, so that it’s almost not wrong anymore.


  I back down the stoop and scan the block. The wind’s picked up, and some asshole down the street keeps laying on his car horn. The fiction writer in me considers asking a random woman out to dinner, but instead I cancel the reservation and walk the dozens of blocks to my part of town. I want to stay out all night, hit the bars, make a new friend—male or female, I don’t care.


  At some dive I’ve never been to before, I get advice from a guy who’s been drinking all afternoon. He says, “If you’ve been having problems with your heating costs, it might be your insulation. Paper insulation is a safe and economical alternative to fiberglass, and just as easy to install.”


  “Thanks,” I say, laying down a ten to cover my two beers. I don’t want to look at the time but do. Hannah and I should be cuddling under a blanket by now.


  Some time later I stumble past The Cuban and inquire with the doorman about Rhianne. He throws down his cigarette and holds a hand up to his chest. “Short girl? Middle-eastern or something? She don’t come here on Wednesdays.”


  I don’t know why I’m asking. The club is medium-crowded, and the bouncer asks if I’m coming in.


  Every bar I duck into doesn’t quite fit my mood. Some I haven’t been to since I started dating Hannah. Guys and girls have a dart game going in one of the bars, and I watch them for awhile. The crisp twenties in my wallet have converted into damp singles and a pocket of coins.


  At home I finish off two beers and pour a brimming glass of white wine, which I take with me to bed. I’m disappointed Hannah hasn’t tried to phone. I wonder if she has a conscience at all. I spend an hour or so tipping around the apartment talking to myself. I’m confused, angry, and now, finally, drunk. I wake at eight in the morning with marks on my face from the bed sheets.


  By the next evening, I still haven’t heard from her. I wonder if I should worry, if my concern is even appropriate anymore. I can’t simply pretend not to care. Maybe it’s easy for her to cut people out of her life, but not me.


  When I finally do call, I get the machine. I know she’s screening, and it pisses me off. I haven’t done anything wrong. I should be the one refusing to speak to her.


  I give her a day to return my call, but still nothing. The city suddenly feels small, and I can sense her breathing at night. During the day I display my usual competence at the word processor. I stop shaving and only go outside for beer and groceries.


  When the phone rings, it’s Claire wanting to know when we can discuss her story. I use Hannah as my excuse. The first beer of the afternoon is a great golden promise, and by six o’clock I’ve already had four.


  I try Hannah again the next morning, and to my surprise she picks up. “Jack,” she says. She sounds tired and subdued.


  I’m straight with her. I tell her I’m not angry—I understand the relationship is over. I would just like to meet for coffee so we can have a friendly, mature conversation, discuss what happened, and move on with our lives. I don’t want our time together to feel like a mistake.


  We meet at a coffee house in the downtown business district, where glass and transience dominate. It looks a bit like the diners we used to frequent on our breakfast dates, only this time Hannah isn’t laughing. She keeps her dark glasses on. Her face is drawn and even her lips are pale. I want her to order a bagel or something, but she sticks with coffee, and so do I.


  She asks if I’ve been seeing anyone—a ludicrous question—and I say of course not. I’ve been very upset, I’ve been drinking, I’ve been staying at home. She looks annoyed to hear all this. She’s thinking I should just grow up, and maybe I should.


  Finally the glasses come off. Her eyes are lowered; she’s remembering something bad she did, maybe something that has nothing to do with me.


  “Jack, I don’t know if it’s healthy for us to meet like this. I lied to Dave on the phone. I told him I was going to the library.”


  “Dave doesn’t need to worry. You’re all his now—though I wonder about the relationship, Hannah… I have my doubts, quite frankly, if you have to lie to the man.”


  “Oh, Dave’s okay. I should just admit to myself that I shouldn’t be in a relationship. I make everyone around me unhappy. I made you unhappy, and I’m going to make Dave even more unhappy. I should just kill myself. I’m not doing the world any good.”


  Her eyes flicker over the room, which is busy with working men and women grabbing quick bites before flocking back to their offices. I can feel the cold coming off of their trench coats and jackets, which hang from hooks and posts. A table of women contains so much laughing energy that the table itself seems to vibrate. One of the women is a neat redhead with a doll’s face and thirsty, pouting lips. She mostly listens as the others around her squawk and chirp.


  Hannah points her out. “Do you think she’s pretty?” she asks.


  The game is to get me talking about another woman. “She’s fine,” I say.


  “Have you ever dated a redhead?”


  “I haven’t dated many women. It’s not something I take lightly. I’ll go for years without a date. I’ve told you all this, Hannah. My life is basically solitary. I have very few friends. The ones I do have are either other writers or people who want to be writers.”


  Her mouth closes slowly. “Sorry,” she says. I wonder if this is the ‘big’ sorry, the one I’ve been waiting for, or just an incidental sorry, meant for something small and specific.


  She makes a big fuss over the check. The total’s only four dollars, but she wants to pay her way, down to the dime. Her little wallet is a square of purple leather with a silver clasp.


  “What tip are we leaving?” she asks, picking through her change. The redhead across the room isn’t there anymore; neither are her friends.


  Hannah gives me two bucks in exchange for a five, then puts the five down. “I think I owe you,” she says.


  “You’ll get me next time,” I say, and we both smile insincerely.


  When we’re out on the street, I ask permission to call her every now and then, just to see how she’s doing. There’s no reason for any hard feelings. I want only happiness for her; happiness and good health.


  “Maybe we could have a drink next week,” I say. I don’t know what my agenda is, honestly. I’m just lost, spinning, aimless.


  “I’d like that,” she says, going on tip-toes to kiss my cheek. Something else I’ll miss about Hannah: I liked being tall around her. An approaching subway groans under the pavement, and she hurries down a dark flight of stairs into the station.


  I wait a whole week to call her. There’s a winter festival in the park, including an ice-sculpture contest that every year draws some local attention. I figure it might be fun to walk around, maybe get some hot cider. We have some memories tied up in the place, after all.


  I get the machine as expected, so I try sounding upbeat and off-the-cuff. I don’t want her thinking I’ll be crushed if she says no. The fact that I haven’t been pestering her all week should count in my favor too.


  A day goes by and Hannah still hasn’t returned the call. It could be she’s flown home to spend some time with her folks. The thought of her seeing Dave again ought to bother me, but it doesn’t. Her ideas about this guy are all wrong, and she’ll realize that soon enough.


  Another day passes with no word. I wouldn’t have called if she hadn’t encouraged me. This is all part of her narcissism: dump someone, then string them along.


  Though I’d promised myself not to, I give her one last try. When she picks up, she’s cold to me. “It’s too soon,” she says.


  “I don’t understand. If you didn’t want me calling you, why didn’t you just say so?” I ask.


  She’s quiet for awhile. “This is hard for me,” she says.


  I hang up.


  II.


  At the end of the winter, something entirely unexpected happens: I win a book prize. Not one of the more well-known or prestigious ones, but a prize nonetheless, and my first. I’d written the book years ago when I was living with a woman. She had money and ran her own cosmetics company, which kept her out of our rented house for many consecutive days and nights. We were an obnoxious couple. I did the cooking and gave her warm oil massages, and she offered business advice that later proved sound. I don’t hear from her anymore.


  Messages of congratulations come in all afternoon, including emails from some people I actively dislike. They sound bemused. Something odd must have happened behind the scenes. The judges couldn’t agree on a winner, and so it fell to second place. Just to be a dick, I reply to everyone with a group email, thanking them collectively. I feel like a corporation.


  I stare down at my penis in the shower. It’s a prize-winning penis. My fingers are prize-winning fingers, my hands prize-winning hands. The phone rings in the kitchen—another well-wisher, I’m sure—and I let it go. For the first time in a long time, I almost feel handsome.


  The message on the machine is from Claire. We’ve been in touch off and on over the winter, mostly to discuss her story. She takes her criticism well. Nothing I say about her writing surprises her. She already knows her humor sometimes falls flat. She knows she tends to solicit compassion for her luckless main characters by putting them in no-win situations. She knows all this.


  “As my dad used to say—” Her father died four weeks ago. “‘Don’t let it go to your head.’ Though I know you won’t—you’re a professional. I’m sorry if I sound like I’m rambling. I’ve been up all weekend surfing the web. That’s how I found out about your news. It’s not like you’re on the front page of CNN. You’re not that important. I mean, yeah, it’s a big deal, but not as big as—” I smile and zip ahead to the end of the message.


  The prize comes with an impressive if not life-changing cash award, plus a ceremony at which I’ll be expected to do a reading. My older books are scheduled back into print, so I’ll see my name in stores again. I remember when my old colleagues’ books first came out, how we’d go into stores and move them out of the back shelves and up to the front tables. Guerrilla publicity. We’d forward each other’s good reviews in case the other person hadn’t seen them that morning. We’d look out for our friends. We’d advise each other to fire our agents, hire our own managers, set up a website. We were twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one.


  You want to know why I started writing. I was a small kid, not terribly confident. Teachers kept an eye on me, worried I’d get lost in the shuffle. I wore tight turtlenecks, threadbare corduroys, brown sneakers. I slept with every stuffed animal on the planet. For fun I’d put on my disco-dancing record and act out stupid pantomimes in my room. A pencil could be a microphone; two could be drumsticks. My friends and I played with our bikes after school, slammed chocolate milk, were nice to our parents, made tents and forts and military command centers out of junk in the basement. I wasn’t a reader, but books intrigued me. They had weight; you picked one up and knew you were holding something. The authors themselves lived and worked in outer space. I liked how a book felt with its covers closed, how you could press it between your hands and feel something pushing back, an energy.


  The ceremony takes place at the cultural center where Claire and I attended the reading in December. I’m excited all afternoon. So many days go by and it’s hard to say exactly what happened during them. Today something will happen.


  My limo driver asks about the book, and I revert to plot summary mode. Spring passes out the car window. I’m a lucky man with thinning brown hair, five o’clock shadow, and a suit that doesn’t try too hard. A Tic-Tac burns between my gums and the inside of my lower lip.


  At the cultural center, a woman from the agency giving the prize brings me back to a waiting room. She informs me I’m not the only person receiving an award; there’s a painter too, a non-fiction writer, a photographer, the founder of a dance troupe, and assorted others. She makes a big point of telling me this; it’s like she doesn’t want me getting a swelled head.


  Time allows for me to read a short excerpt and take questions. I follow the photographer, who talks about being tortured while on assignment. He’s brought along a slideshow of pictures of children with horrible facial burns, an old woman grinning and holding a machine gun, graffiti on a plaster wall decrying the United Nations. His achievement is so much more than mine.


  Claire asks me a question from the audience. The question’s long and convoluted and embarrasses everyone; it’s almost not a question.


  I talk about being twenty-four and looking back over all I’d written—it amounted to about seven hundred pages worth of manuscript sitting on a shelf in my closet—and finding that all of it was bad, every page, every sentence. Not only was the execution bad—the vocabulary strained, the diction stilted—but the attempt as a whole added up to nothing. Here I’d spent hours each week sacrificing my free time to this and had little to show for it. How could I be so deluded? I’d always felt sorry for people like me, so wrapped up in their vain obsessions. Writing was how I defined myself. The rest of my life might’ve been a bore—I had a job unloading trucks that brought me three hundred fifty dollars every two weeks and no satisfaction—but at least my writing was important and might actually lead to something someday.


  Oddly enough, I didn’t give up. I had nothing else to live for, you see, so in the absence of a close relationship or a fulfilling career or any kind of spiritual belief, I returned to my bad habits. In time my prose style got a little better, eventually improving to good enough. At no time was I particularly impressed with myself or did I overvalue my abilities. I realized that when I wrote a sentence it had a certain handsome vibrancy. I understood meter and rhythm, maybe because I’d played drums as a kid. I remember setting up the used drum kit I’d bought for one hundred fifty dollars and playing along in the basement to vinyl recordings of progressive rock bands from the seventies, songs that lasted twenty minutes and changed time signatures so you really had to count time and think about what you were doing.


  After the ceremony there’s a reception in the same room. I have nowhere to put my little certificate so I carry it around with me. I don’t know if I’m allowed one free drink or as many as I want, but I’m not charged for the first glass. I’m greeted by people who’ve never heard of me but now want to read my books.


  “How much prize money didja get?” Claire asks.


  “Less than you think but more than I deserve,” I say.


  Claire hasn’t had much time for writing since her father died. Mom’s distraught, of course, and Claire and her sister take turns keeping her company on weekends. Her mother’s plans for the future sound manic and unrealistic. She wants to sell the house and buy a fabulous condo. Her answering the phone has changed from “Hello” to “Martin residence.” Suddenly she’s got all these gay friends.


  “Sounds like a story,” I observe. I’m feeling light-headed from all the positive attention being paid to me.


  “Not if I wrote it. I can’t go for five pages without introducing some horrible plot device. I know this about myself—I can feel it as it’s happening. I’ll say to myself, ‘I’m going to write a simple story about a feeling I once had, and I’m not going to worry about whether it’s funny or entertaining or if there’s a hook or it’s relatable or if the characters are likeable or if it’s commercial or timely or socially relevant or if Jack’s going to like it,’ and I’ll be fine for, as I say, maybe five pages, ten at the most, but then I’ll freeze up and think, ‘What am I doing? This is self-indulgent! Real writers don’t ramble on like this. Real writers know what they’re doing. They have insights. They tell people things they don’t already know.’ All I know is that smart people sometimes get shafted, and smart women in particular… and there’s nothing insightful about that. That’s not a story. That’s not even a single paragraph.”


  Her cell interrupts her and I wait for her as she steps away to take the call.


  I’ve always liked watching women talk on the phone. They incline their head and forget the world around them. Sometimes they look impatient or annoyed; the person calling should’ve been here an hour ago. Other times it’s a close friend or a lover. She tells him about her day. There are no highlights—everything is value-neutral: how her meeting went, what happened at lunch, what happened after lunch, how long she had to wait for the bus. The woman dials the number with nothing particular in mind. It’s as much to avoid me as anything else.


  Claire hangs up, and I ask who called. I have a right to know everything about her.


  She says, “I’ve kind of been seeing someone. It’s probably a mistake. We met a few weeks ago. He’s a computer guy, sweet. I’m not his be-all-end-all, but it gives me something to do.”


  I’m disappointed. I’d had this fantasy of us spending more time together, taking in another film at California House. I actually think I’d be a good match for her, if only she’d get over the writing thing.


  “Good for you,” I say.


  “It’s nothing. It’ll be old news by the next time you see me. I know what’ll happen. I’ll swear to myself I won’t show him my stories but I won’t be able to help it, and he’ll be nice and say it’s wonderful, and I’ll stand over his shoulder while he’s reading—see, I know me, I know this is exactly what I’m going to do, I can almost pin it down to the date and time—”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Jeremy. And I’ll keep prodding him—I’ll say, ‘Do you like it? Do you think it’s funny? Did you get to the part where she thinks she sees Jimmy Carter getting out of a cab?’ and he’ll say yes, yes and more yes, but I’ll know what he’s really thinking. He’s thinking, ‘She’s not really serious about this, is she?’ and ‘How many times do I have to say I like it before I’m off the hook?’ See, that’s another one of my problems, I can’t let anyone pay me a simple compliment.”


  I feel a warm hand on my neck. It’s Rhianne, of all people; I hadn’t noticed her from the stage. She introduces herself to Claire as “an old drinking buddy of Jack’s,” and when I ask why she’s here, she says, “I’m with a friend—a coworker, really. She writes for the Arts page. I’m thinking of changing departments. I’m finding I’m just not suited for the business world. You can’t talk to these people about anything, and the hours are absolutely unforgiving. I want my nights and weekends back. And how do you know each other?” she asks, turning to Claire. “Are you a writer too?”


  “We move in the same circles,” Claire says.


  I check out Rhianne behind her back, telling myself not to let her get away this time—at least let’s exchange numbers and make a date for tomorrow night.


  “You were the most interesting speaker, my dear,” she says, draping an arm on my shoulder. “The painter had his moments. He reminded me of Chagall.”


  Claire corrects her pronunciation of Chagall, though both sound fine to me. “But you’re right,” Claire says, “about the influence. I don’t have an eye for contemporary art.”


  “Oh, I don’t either. I don’t know what I’m talking about. I’m really a very silly person when it comes to art. I have a fondness for it, but no education. At least I admire him for trying something different. It wasn’t folk art, thank God.” I wonder if this statement has something to do with the painter being African-American. Rhianne doesn’t expect much out of black people, which is why the clever ones always impress her.


  Claire looks puzzled. “No, it wasn’t folk art,” she says.


  Rhianne still hasn’t taken her arm from my shoulder. I like how she’s laying claim to me. All her oppressively racist talk makes me burn from the waist down. I want to teach her a hard lesson, then watch her try to laugh it off.


  Claire wanders off to meet up with Jeremy, and Rhianne says, “I can’t see the two of you as friends.”


  “She’s hard to shake,” I admit, and immediately feel bad for saying it.


  “I’m sure she’s a nice person. I could tell she didn’t like me, though. It’s just a sense I have about other women. They think I’m too forward when I’m really just being friendly. That’s the journalist in me, too—I’m not afraid to ask questions. What can I say, I have a big mouth. My mother calls me ‘a one-woman press conference.’” Again the finger-quotes. “I think she’s attracted to you.”


  “Highly unlikely,” I say, but I’m pleased Rhianne thinks so.


  “A woman knows these things. The only woman she doesn’t have a clue about is herself. Take you, for instance. There I was, thinking I’d met an intelligent, successful, good-looking man who seemed interested in me, of all things—”


  “Yes, well, I’m sorry about that, and I should probably explain myself. But not here.”


  I ask her to wait while I make the rounds, thanking my hosts and saying goodbye to the other prize recipients. Rhianne spends this time chatting with the bartender, some thick-necked stud with razor burn and a tuxedo vest. She looks like she’s talking his ear off; maybe she’s flirting with him, too.


  Soon we’re back at the same coffee bar where we had our first date. Rhianne observes the dangerous steps heading down. “I am determined not to make a fool of myself again,” she says.


  I decide to risk honesty and tell her everything about Hannah, including the parts that make me look bad. Rhianne’s impression of Hannah is less forgiving than mine. I’m just not convinced Hannah is truly in control of her actions. I think she has the same desire for happiness as all of us, but something sabotages her plans. Maybe it’s the monster inside her—a disease or chemical imbalance or just how she’s chosen to respond to the shitty circumstances of her life. Whatever it is, it’s not my problem anymore.


  Rhianne and I are kissing at our table. Her tongue is warm and thin and doesn’t know where it wants to be inside my mouth. When we break away, she takes a delighted look around the room to see if anyone’s watching. No one is; the cafe is crowded and twilit and most people’s backs are to us.


  “You know, I’ve been thinking about you,” she says. “I hated to see you run off like that, and just when we were getting to know each other.”


  “I’m sorry,” I say, nuzzling her. It’s nearly eleven and my head’s swimming with caffeine. I realize I can’t lead this woman on twice, so I decide to let pleasure be my guide and worry about the consequences later.


  “I might forgive you, if you’re very, very good,” she says, her breath hot in my ear. It’s no wonder people wind up fucking in public bathrooms, alleyways, backs of cabs. I feel like the past four months never happened: no Hannah, no long skirts and cowboy boots, no thinking I was in love.


  In the cab to her building, she recklessly announces to the driver, “Do you see this man sitting next to me? This handsome gentleman? He’s going to take me upstairs and put me to bed.”


  “None of that talk in my cab,” the driver scolds. He’s gray and elderly and seems too old to be working the late shift.


  She reaches into her purse and pulls out a single Trojan condom. “I came prepared this time,” she laughs.


  Ten minutes later I’m lying on her bed with my shoes off, waiting for her to come out of the bathroom. The place is largely unchanged, except some of the clothes have been picked up and the sandwich smell is gone. She takes a long time fixing herself up; zippers zip and unzip, drawers open and close, shoes slide off and on. Needing a distraction, I glance over the photos on her nightstand. Rhianne’s mother has bad teeth but everything else looks expensive: peacock eye shadow, tight apple cheeks, high-piled hair. Dad doesn’t smile for cameras, apparently.


  The phone rings just as Rhianne struts out of the bathroom in a gauzy pink teddy, white fishnet stockings, and spike heels. Her cosmetics are done-up and her dark nipples glow through the teddy; I see her belly-button, her smooth, concave stomach, the finger of hair between her legs.


  “I should just get rid of that phone,” she says as she slides onto me. Her hair’s in my face, and I feel like I’m already on the other side of what’s about to happen.


  The machine picks up on the fourth ring. Rhianne’s voice on her outgoing message sounds prim, almost British. It’s how she sounds at ten in the morning.


  “Might be important,” I said. I’m not being serious, of course. I don’t care who’s on the phone or what they want.


  “Too bad. Now get those bloody trousers off,” she says, but before I can reach for my belt, an older woman’s voice starts on the machine. Her accent reminds me of Rhianne’s, only thicker, less Americanized. I assume it’s her mom. Something’s wrong with Simon, she says. Simon’s at the hospital—he’s going into surgery. Things don’t look good for Simon. I’m half-hearing it all through Rhianne’s hair and brown arms and perfume.


  “I love your breasts,” I tell her as she leaps up to grab the phone. I hope Simon is no one important. Maybe he’s a friend of the family, or an elderly relative whose medical problems are a frequent and expected occurrence.


  Rhianne spends a couple of minutes gathering information from her mom, then dashes off to change back into her street clothes. Simon is her brother—she brings me up to speed through the closed bathroom door. He has a ruptured appendix, which doesn’t sound so bad to me. There’s more to the story than that but I let it go.


  “I’ll come to the hospital with you if you want,” I say as she pops out of the bathroom in sweatpants and a T-shirt.


  She flatly refuses. “My mother sounds frantic enough. That will send her over the edge. Simon is her life. Only her sons matter to her. Sonya and I are afterthoughts.”


  Downstairs she asks Calvin at the front desk to phone a cab. It arrives in a hurry, visible from blocks away speeding up the empty street.


  “Should I call you tomorrow?” I ask, opening the door for her.


  “I’ll call you… but it might not be tomorrow,” she says. Then she ducks into the cab without a kiss or a wave goodbye.


  When I get home, there’s a single message on the machine. It’s Claire, saying, “Jack, I’ll tell you this only once—do not get involved with that woman. And if she’s already there, throw her out.”


  Rhianne doesn’t call the next morning, and I don’t have her number. I don’t know her last name either; it’s long and starts with a ‘P.’ I want to say ‘Parawindishar’ but that’s not it. She doesn’t have a byline in today’s paper; the Business section is all stock forecasts by guys in crew cuts. These are Rhianne’s coworkers, her peers. I wonder if she’s popular at work, if the men think she’s attractive or just a loudmouth.


  My work associate phones to ask how the reading went. “Don’t forget to enjoy it,” he advises. “Success is so fleeting. Go buy yourself an expensive piece of home electronics. Buy a dog. Go out for sushi. Celebrate. When was the last time you smoked a joint? Years I’ll bet. Go to the park. Better idea: go to the zoo and throw popcorn at the animals. It’s your day. Live like a king. Be rude to a cab driver. Walk up to a woman on the street and ask her to go to bed with you. I bet she’ll do it. Learn a magic trick. See if you can take your own head off and put it back on.”


  That night I heed his advice and treat myself to a pricey sushi dinner. Simon must still be in the hospital, or else Rhianne’s had second thoughts. Maybe we’ll get another chance or maybe we won’t. It’s almost become boring to me.


  At the Japanese restaurant I order nigiri, spicy tuna roll, and a side of edamame. I eat entirely more than I should. Japanese music plings and plangs in the background. I want to gorge myself to the bursting point.


  A woman leaves a message while I’m out. She knows me; we were close for a time. I used to hear her voice every day. She says:


  “Hi, Jack. You’re probably surprised it’s me. It sounds like you’re not home—shoot, I thought I might catch you. Anyway, I read about your award and wanted to say congratulations. You deserve it. I’ve got plenty of news if you ever feel like talking.”


  I’m not eager to call her back. Instead, I get a beer from the fridge and drink it down, then take a hot bath. When I get out, I play the message a few more times. Hannah sounds older, almost haggard. She’s been sitting in a dark room drinking white wine and thinking about all the bad things she’s done to people. I can see it all so clearly. The lights in her apartment are off and there’s no music. The TV’s sound is low. It’s one of those programs where couples look at houses for sale and decide between three of them. Hannah doesn’t sleep much anymore, and never in bed, always on the chair or sofa in front of the TV. She lives in her bathrobe: red and white vertical stripes, two big pockets where she keeps her cordless phone, tissues, and some little pills she shouldn’t be taking with wine. If she does anything with her time, it’s mostly read. She only chooses books she’s read before: mainly depressing fiction and self-help books that only serve to reinforce what a bad person she is. She talks to her mother six times a day, rarely goes outside, and has her meals delivered to her.


  I take another bath at four in the morning. Maybe I’m becoming nocturnal.


  Another day passes and still no word from Rhianne. I’ve played Hannah’s message about two dozen times. I know all the nuances, the feints and hesitations.


  I ask Claire what to do. Of course she wants to know what happened with Rhianne, but I don’t tell her much. I’m the only one who should know everything about everyone.


  She asks on the phone, “Don’t you find it odd she’s just calling now? Look, she’s obviously disturbed and a few months aren’t going to change that. Don’t get back together thinking she’s not going to screw you over again. She’s a classic predator—oh my God, with that sweet little face of hers.”


  I get off the phone and quickly dial Hannah’s number. She sounds groggy when she picks up. Our conversation is tense but pleasant, and we agree to meet in two hours at the diner where we had our first date.


  “I think it’s too late for breakfast,” I say.


  I have some time to kill, so I put on the Joni Mitchell album and open a can of seltzer water. The music turns my apartment into the inside of a guitar. The walls are curved, the space dark and wood-scented, and strings hum and strum over my head. I hear the voice as if it’s Claire’s: nervy, always commenting, trying to tell me something about women.


  Just as I’m leaving, the phone rings and it’s Rhianne. I let the machine get it. Her brother is finally out of intensive care. It’s been a scary few days, but he’s going to be okay. She’s sorry she hasn’t had time to call and hopes I haven’t forgotten her. Then she leaves her number. I can’t hear what she’s saying—she’s not speaking clearly. The last number is either an eight or a five or a nine. The whole message is garbled. She’ll just have to call back.


  I’m late reaching the diner, but Hannah is five minutes later. We kiss and I pat her back, feeling her angular shoulder blades through her blouse. It must be hot wearing all those clothes in the spring and summertime. I’ve never known her except in cold weather.


  We sit in a booth with a jukebox mounted to the wall. Narrow laminated menus stay with the table. Hannah orders what she wants, and I get a Coke.


  “How’s Dave?” I ask.


  “We broke up. I went back home two months ago, and he wasn’t very nice to me. He drank, did a lot of drugs. Then he hit me a few times, and when my brother found out he came over with a gun.”


  “You were living together?”


  She nods. I don’t feel especially sorry for her. She’d have to be stupid not to see this coming. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” I say, though I’m not sure I mean it. I’m still wary of her.


  When I ask why she called, she says, “I don’t want to hurt people anymore, Jack. You probably think I’m horrible. You probably think I planned all this, but I didn’t. You just had the bad luck to meet me. I’ve hurt a lot of guys. It’s something I’m working on. Mama says I use men to punish myself. Do you think I do that? I don’t think so. I just want to make everyone happy, but it gets twisted around, and you get hurt, and Dave—”


  “Dave is the one who hit you,” I remind her.


  “Before he hit me, I mean. And that was just the one time.”


  “You said it happened a few times.”


  She fidgets with the sugar dispenser. I can see this is hard for her. I want to go back to spending our nights together and walking around her dark apartment in the nude.


  An hour later we’re strolling back to her place. It’s early evening, quickly becoming dusk. I haven’t seen this particular quality of light on her face before. She looks thoughtful and relaxed.


  “In case you’re wondering, my knee’s not any better,” she says. She means it as a joke, though I don’t see what’s funny.


  We turn onto her street. Around the side of her brownstone her upstairs neighbor drags a garbage can out to the curb and goes back in without saying hello. He doesn’t remember me, although we’ve spoken. I suppose it’s been awhile. Maybe I’m not that memorable.


  We step inside where the shades in Hannah’s kitchen and living room are drawn. The air’s a brown haze, and I switch on a light in the hallway. A recycler by the front door holds empty tins, spaghetti sauce jars, and four yellow-green wine bottles. I never thought I’d see this place again. Some of her plants have died or found a new home; at any rate they’re not here anymore.


  I grab her for a kiss, mashing her lips against mine. Her arms reach around me. I want to suck her breath away. We stumble and knock some books off the kitchen counter. The kissing is more like tearing or biting or chewing. I feel like I’m having my way with a bad dream.


  “You hurt me, Hannah,” I say. It’s a loving whisper in her ear.


  The heaviness leaves the room, and we pick our way through the dim apartment to her windowless bedroom. Her closet door is wide open with clothes and boots spilling out. Our quick, awkward and unsatisfying sex feels like a formality, and when it’s over she doesn’t talk for awhile. She doesn’t seem angry or upset; it’s more like she’s collecting herself.


  Around midnight, after a bottle of wine and some TV, I ask if it’s possible for us to have a normal relationship.


  “What do you mean?” she asks. Her body draped around mine tells me she likes me, but her eyes are on the TV set.


  “You know, where we have more good times than bad… that’s if we’re really getting back together.”


  “I don’t know why you’d want me,” she says. She’s been like this more or less all night, waiting for a punishment that never comes.


  “We could go on a trip,” I say. “Rent a car and drive cross country. Have we ever driven together? Not counting taxis, I mean. I don’t think so. I don’t think you’ve ever seen me drive. I know I’ve never seen you do it.”


  We wind up making love again, and this time it’s looser and sad and free. Our last words before falling asleep are “I love you,” but the listening silence that follows keeps insisting otherwise.


  The next morning she’s bubbling over with plans for the day.


  “Let’s get breakfast. We’ll go to our regular place. I missed that, Jack, our little breakfasts together,” she says.


  “You always had my number. You could’ve called me,” I say pleasantly. We’re past all the guilty feelings and confessions. Today we can just enjoy being together.


  “You know what I’d really like? Let’s find a newsstand and buy a big stack of newspapers and magazines and spend the day reading in bed. You can ravish me whenever you’d like,” she says in a mock-theatrical voice. I’m pleased, but part of me still wonders if this isn’t just the flip side of her depression.


  At breakfast she asks if I went on any dates while we were apart, and I say no, not really. I don’t know if Rhianne is worth mentioning.


  “I had one,” she reveals without my asking. “I don’t know why I even said yes. He was an okay guy, but kind of slow. You know how some people aren’t that sharp? All he wanted to talk about was sports… and his truck. Oh, I heard all about the truck. Never saw the truck, but I could probably draw you a picture.”


  “So what happened to him?” I ask. I assume he called two or three times and got the idea.


  “I told him my mother was sick and I had to leave for a few months. Terrible, I know. I’m bad at letting people go. I’m never going to see this person again anyway. He lives way out in the boonies.”


  We’re so on fire for each other that we skip the newsstand after breakfast and run holding hands back to her apartment, scattering pedestrians out of our way. We’re the only people in love in the whole world. There’s a camera in the sky taking pictures of the city and it’s centered on us.


  Two days pass before I return to do a little work at my place. Hannah’s sad as she sees me off at the door.


  “Hurry home. You don’t want me to change into a pumpkin,” she says.


  “Hannah, dear,” I point out, “the carriage changed into a pumpkin, not Cinderella. And no one’s changing into anything.”


  My sterile apartment means nothing to me now. That bed, that Keurig single-cup coffee maker, could belong to anyone. All afternoon I blast Joni Mitchell as I chip away at my emails. I don’t miss my writing. It’s a trial I’ve put behind me.


  Just when I’m ready to knock off for the day, the phone rings and I absently pick it up. It’s Rhianne.


  “Look, Jack, if you’re not interested in me anymore, just say so. I’m not used to men not returning my phone calls.”


  She certainly deserves an explanation, so I say, “You’re right, I should’ve been more upfront. The truth is I wound up running into an old girlfriend and we decided to give it another try.”


  “I see. And was this before or after you and I…?”


  “Oh, after. No overlap whatsoever. But I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to disrespect you or hurt your feelings. I had no way of knowing. Life doesn’t come with an instruction manual, I guess, though that’s no excuse. I should’ve at least called, obviously, and I apologize.”


  She hangs up.


  I can’t understand why she’s this angry. She and I hardly know each other, whereas I have a real relationship with Hannah. We share a history together, and Rhianne and I don’t, really, just a couple of encounters and dates that didn’t work out.


  I mention Rhianne to Hannah that night. A relationship must be built on honesty, so I skip only the graphic details. Hannah’s quiet; if she’s upset she doesn’t let it show.


  “How long did you date her?” she asks—again, not upset, just curious, making conversation.


  “Oh, we never actually dated. We went out on a couple of bad dates and that was it. I didn’t even really like her, to be honest. She was a terrible racist—black people this, black people that. I don’t know why I bothered. The second time was just because I felt depressed about you and I breaking up. I was in an emotionally vulnerable state. It had nothing to do with her.”


  Hannah has her own confession. The man with the truck has been calling her again. They actually went on two dates, not one. The second date wasn’t any better than the first, but she felt she couldn’t say no. He was a nice enough guy—no spark, but you can’t have everything. And what’s a spark? Sparks don’t exist, just other people who happen to be available, other singles in the mix. She’s told this guy, whose name is Carl—already he’s an asshole so far as I’m concerned—all about us, but he still wants to be friends, whatever that means.


  “You can be friends with him,” I say, which is big of me.


  “I don’t want to lead him on. We’re not friends. And besides, he shouldn’t waste his time. He should be going out with other girls, girls who need a boyfriend. I don’t need a boyfriend—I have you. That’s his problem, he gets fixated. I’m sure there are plenty of girls who’d be interested. He’s really a sweet guy. I mean, he’s not smart, not like you. He’s more simple-like, but that can be good too. I think most girls just want a man who’s decent and gentle and doesn’t think too much of himself, and he’s all those things. What he really needs is self-confidence.”


  This sounds like more than two dates, but I don’t say anything. Hannah quickly loses interest in talking about Carl. Her lips curl up into a smile, and soon she’s giving me dynamite head on the sofa.


  Carl’s name comes up more frequently over the next days. The story evolves; what we’re calling “the truth” leaks out in cautious, neatly parceled admissions, usually minutes after we’ve had sex. Two dates turn into several. There was a period of time when they saw each other once or twice a week for coffee or a quick sandwich, always informally and during the daylight hours.


  “No breakfast?” I ask, and she slugs my arm. She thinks I’m kidding.


  “Carl is a very lonely person. He’s never had a serious girlfriend before. Part of it’s his personality—he wants everyone to like him, but he goes too far. People think he’s creepy.”


  “Do you think he’s creepy?”


  “I think he’s sad. I feel sorry for him. Why are you looking at me like that?” I don’t know what she’s talking about.


  When the whole story finally comes out, I’m annoyed but not surprised. Hannah’s started so many sentences with “The truth is…” that I’ve come to expect more lies to follow, lies and partial revelations.


  “It was only once,” she says. We’re sitting up in bed; I’ve put my pants back on and she’s reached for a T-shirt. “He kept begging and begging me and finally wore me down. I told him, ‘If we do this, you have to leave me alone. We can’t still be friends.’”


  “Why not? He sounds like a decent guy. Plus, don’t forget about the truck. I don’t have a truck. I don’t even have a car.”


  “You’re angry,” she says, and that’s as far as we get that night.


  Between all this, we struggle and press on. We eat, we fuck, sometimes we take a walk around the park. It’s possible to ignore what’s happening for hours at a time, but always it comes back, often late at night after more wine and more sex. The truth is, Hannah’s been sleeping with this guy off and on for several months. Truth is, he still thinks they’re dating even though she hasn’t seen him in weeks. Actually, that’s not quite true. The truth is, they spoke a day ago while I was at work. On the phone? No, in person. They met for coffee and she told him we were back together. That’s it; that’s the whole truth and nothing but the truth except for this one part. The technical truth is they’re still dating, if by “dating” you mean they haven’t officially broken up. Truth is, she has real feelings for Carl. In fact—and this truly is the whole unadulterated truth with absolutely nothing left out (and I have to admire the courage it takes her to be this honest with me)—she might even be in love with him a little. With both of us, that is—with me more than him, of course, though not “more” in the sense of “more” but in the sense of something meaningless she says because she’s crazy and she thinks I’m stupid.


  I reach a decision about Hannah. What I realize is—irrespective of her physical problems, issues with men, and the other obstacles she’s had to overcome—Hannah is simply a bad person. I’m not left with much insight into her character. The writer in me doesn’t like the idea of a person’s essential badness. It doesn’t make good dramatic sense. There ought to be reasons, extenuating circumstances. In theory we should be able to sympathize with anyone. But maybe this is the lie of fiction. Bad people exist all the time. As tempting as it is to consider the root causes, in some cases these explanations don’t suffice and you’re left with the person’s actions, which are amoral, self-serving, and cowardly.


  At least that’s what I think.


  We’re arguing in her living room. I’m a terrible lover, she says, an absolute nothing in bed. She never had a real orgasm the whole time we were together. All that moaning and carrying on was just playing to the rafters.


  “Not only that…” she says, but breaks off.


  “What? Hey, you can tell me. I’m not going to slice my wrists.”


  “I don’t know how to say this, Jack. It’s just because you should know these things. You’ll be out with some other girl and you’ll want to know.”


  “What on earth are you talking about?”


  “It’s this smell. You’re not going to like this, and I probably shouldn’t say anything. At first I thought it was my imagination, or that it might be me, but it isn’t me, it’s you.”


  “What kind of smell? I don’t smell anything.”


  “I’m sure you’re used to it. No one’s probably told you before. I shouldn’t even be telling you now, but you’ll be out with—”


  “—some other girl, yes, you said.” I lift my shirt up to my nose. “Do you smell it now?”


  She raises a hand as if to say, “I’ll pass.”


  “Is it my breath… what? I would like to know in detail what you’re talking about. No one else has ever said anything about a smell. They must all be lying then. That must make you the first honest person I’ve ever met.”


  She’s crying and I love it. I want to say something so nasty and true that it ruins the rest of her life, but nothing comes to mind. All I can think about is this alleged smell. I’m sure Rhianne wouldn’t have brought a man back to her place if she thought he smelled. Rhianne liked my smell. She couldn’t keep her hands off me.


  Before I leave, Hannah says, “I really wanted to like you, Jack. I just never did. Can you do me a favor? This is going to sound weird. Can you stay away from my block? There’s not much down here anyway. I know you liked that Spanish restaurant, but there must be one closer to you. You don’t mind?”


  I say nothing, which means no.


  III.


  What follows might be described as easily summarized action. I might tell a student of writing to skim over some of these details, as we’ve seen a lot of them before. We’ve already seen this man Jack wander down the steps in stooped rejection. We’ve read about the nights of drinking and hoping for a phone call, resenting when the call doesn’t come. We’ve watched his beard grow from a thought of sandpaper to something you’d avoid if it came at you on the street. We’ve monitored the decline and subsequent rebound. What’s different this time is the man is a few months older. He’s starting not to care very much. I might tell Claire, whose writing gets bogged down with reiterative action (as opposed to accumulative) to fast forward through all this. It’s time to either change directions or let the matter rest.


  So: it’s two months later. Summertime. I don’t know what’s happened to Hannah. I haven’t run into her, though I no longer avoid her neighborhood. The scruffy beard is gone, and I’ve switched brands of deodorant. This new brand says it contains “the maximum level of active ingredient” to control wetness and odor. It costs a dollar more than my old brand and seems to have the same effect.


  You want some weather? Sunny skies, highs in the low seventies. Baseball’s keeping the subways busy, and the blimp’s come out of winter storage. (I wonder if they deflate it and fold it up like a flag? No, I know they don’t.) The windows in my apartment don’t open, thank God, otherwise I would’ve jumped by now. (Jack would’ve jumped, I should say—I need to start taking the more objective view.)


  Jack? Jack then. He’s always been Jack. Taller… and I’ve got a full head of hair. Jack and I are quite different, in fact. My books certainly haven’t won any prizes. Some people will think they recognize themselves, and more often than not they’ll be wrong.


  Jack gets a call from Claire a few days before the 4th of July. The school where she keeps records is on summer break, but it’s fast approaching her busiest time. New freshmen will need their medical histories processed and their room preferences sent over to Student Housing. She’s taking a week off before the madness begins.


  Three hours of sleep a night just ain’t cutting it anymore, so she’s finally decided to give the sleep clinic a try. The building’s in a creepy neighborhood and she asks Jack to come along.


  “Why me? What happened to…?” He can’t remember the name of Claire’s boyfriend—Dave? Carl? No, those were Hannah’s.


  “Jeremy. Oh, we stopped dating ages ago.”


  “Ages? Claire, ages haven’t happened.”


  “Five weeks then. I can even tell you the days if you’re interested. Where’s my calendar…?” He waits on the phone while she digs through her stuff. “Here we go—thirty-six days. But I don’t want to talk about that right now, I just want to know if you’ll come and stay as long as you can. I’m scared of doctors and their white sterile rooms. They’re going to hook me up to a machine and I won’t be able to sleep anyway, but I have to try something. You’ll be shocked when you see me. I look eighty years old!”


  He arrives at her place three nights later. She’s got an overnight bag packed with the zipper open and a women’s magazine sticking out. “I’ll just sleep in these,” she says, referring to her gray sweatshirt and bulky blue sweatpants. “Do you want a drink before we go? I’m not supposed to have one, but that doesn’t mean you can’t.”


  “I’m fine,” he says. They have a cab waiting; the sleep clinic is inland from the bay, as far out of the city as he’s been in some time.


  “I guess I’m just looking for reasons to put off going. Should I bring my journal?” she asks.


  He suspects the fewer distractions the better. “I’d leave it,” he says.


  The sleep clinic resembles a parking garage on the outside, and Jack and Claire have to be buzzed in twice, both at the front door and at a second entrance marked Patients and Families Only.


  “This isn’t making me any less nervous,” she observes. A long corridor leads to a receptionist’s station where the professionally careful and polite woman at the half-circle desk asks, “Is this your husband?”


  “He’s my friend. He’s here for moral support. I’m not the marrying kind,” Claire says.


  The woman then brings them back to an observation room. There’s a bed—a regular bed, not a hospital bed, and some homey if generic furnishings. The doctor on duty is rude to Jack; having him there shows distrust on Claire’s part.


  “You won’t be able to stay once we get her settled,” he says.


  Jack understands. He’d prefer not to be there at all.


  Claire sits on the bed with her shoes off. She has her women’s magazine out and looks ready to sleep.


  “What if I take off my clothes in the middle of the night and start sleepwalking?” she asks.


  “That would be useful information to know,” the doctor says.


  Claire and Jack are left alone while the doctor attends to other business. “What do you think that is?” she asks, pointing at a steel and wire contraption by the bed.


  Jack makes up something about a heart monitor. She’s full of questions he can’t answer: where do the wires attach to her body? What if she has to roll over or get up to use the bathroom? Jack can only assure her the doctor will explain everything.


  When minutes go by and the doctor hasn’t returned, Jack says, “Let’s look at your magazine. I didn’t know you read Cosmo.”


  She flips through pages of fashion photographs. “Sadly I do. I wonder if the women who write for these things think of themselves as writers too. I mean, obviously they are—they write words that wind up in print, which is more than I can say for myself. But do they consider themselves writers or just people who work for a magazine?”


  “This is why you can’t sleep, because you think too much,” Jack says.


  The doctor comes back with some questions. “Describe what happens when you try to sleep,” he prompts.


  “My mind goes haywire. I can’t switch it off,” Claire says.


  Jack takes a seat in a corner of the room as the doctor asks, “What do you think about?”


  “How I’ll never be happy—never meet a man, never have children. How I’ll basically die alone and without any friends. You want me to go on? I think about my father, my mom, and what’s going to happen to her. All sorts of cheery subjects. Life, death, the price of eggs.”


  Jack’s face burns. This is the first he’s really heard any of this.


  The doctor asks, “Have you ever spoken to a therapist?”


  She snorts and bobs her head. “Long time ago… another life time.”


  “Any physical symptoms—night sweats? Increased heart rate? Do you have trouble breathing? Numb extremities?”


  She nods, but it’s hard to tell if she’s saying yes or no. “You’re going to tell me it’s all in my head, right?” she says.


  “We won’t know anything until we’ve got some data,” he says. Then he asks Jack to leave while they hook her up to the sleep monitors.


  Jack waits in the corridor, which is completely empty and silent. He senses other patients behind the walls, a pervading, enforced hush. Around the corner a drinking fountain clunks on and off.


  Back in the room, the doctor gives them some time alone. Wires run from the machine and down her sweatshirt; she’s also got one attached to either temple.


  “I hope you’ll be able to sleep,” Jack says. Even with the door closed it’s hard to forget the rest of the building, the institutional corridors, the dicey neighborhood. He’ll take a cab back into the city and grab a late dinner. Mexican. He wants to drink golden margaritas and stuff himself with nachos.


  “Tell me a bedtime story,” she says. He thinks she’s joking but she means it. “Come on, you can come up with something on the fly.”


  “A story?” he says weakly. Claire has her eyes closed, already ready to listen. Pulling up a chair, he sits and thinks. He’s not used to working like this. “Okay… there’s this guy—”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Toby. What else do you want to know? He’s thirty-seven, not married, lives in California.”


  “All alone?”


  “Yep—no, he’s got a daughter.”


  “What happened to the mom?”


  “They’re divorced. Separated—there’s still a chance they might get back together. She had an affair with a student—so I guess that means she’s a teacher—and she’s decided to live on her own for awhile.”


  “With the student?”


  “No. The student’s out of the picture. It’s more like she’s feeling guilty and wants to collect her thoughts.”


  By the time the doctor returns they’ve got some of the plot worked out. The narrative’s in third person, but from the husband’s point-of-view. Claire decides the story’s mostly about the daughter, so it makes sense to locate the point-of-view with a character whose main duty is to observe. Third person also provides a certain amount of distance from the husband’s lack of objectivity.


  Now you’re thinking like a writer, Jack says, and pats her shoulder.


  The doctor holds the door open for Jack, who takes a last glance before leaving. She looks sick lying there in bed.


  The phone rings at seven in the morning, and it’s Claire. She’s already in a cab—they let her go early.


  “How was it?” he asks.


  “Disappointing. I might’ve slept two hours. I kept thinking about our story, and then I had to go to the bathroom, and someone started talking in the hallway… I don’t think I’m ever going to lick this.”


  “You’ve just got to give it time,” he says.


  “It’s not like I’m not tired. I’m exhausted. I can barely keep my eyes open. I might take a pill when I get home. I just want to be able to sleep like a normal person so I can have the energy to get on with the rest of my life. That’s not a lot to ask, is it?”


  Jack is silent. He doesn’t know when she suddenly got to be his responsibility.


  “These appointments are costing a lot of money, by the way. The doctor wants me to come back for a follow-up next week. It’s all a scam. Obviously this is my permanent problem and there’s nothing anyone can do about it. I’m going to go home, take a shower, and relax. I’ll call you later—that’s if you’re not sick of me. You’re not sick of me yet, are you?” she asks, and he says, “Not yet.”


  She doesn’t call back later that day, and he doesn’t call either. He doesn’t want to wake her up. That night he goes downtown to watch the fireworks, then stops off at a bar with its doors and windows open to the warm summer night and drinks one gin & tonic after another out of small plastic cups. He falls into chatting with a number of pretty blondes dressed like college kids on break, floppy hats, shorts and sandals. He’s older, though not by much. It feels good to know he looks like someone they’d want to talk to. Because he’s flush, he buys them all a drink, and they wind up down the street dancing in some fog-filled club.


  Another day goes by; one of the women from the night before wrote down her number but he hasn’t decided to call. It might hurt Claire’s feelings if he did. He wonders why, through all this, they never tried dating. It could be that she’s saving him for some other purpose.


  He leaves his apartment and strolls around the city for an hour. Heat-haze makes the buildings vibrate. The sun is getting to him; he feels like he’s gliding.


  A long message from Claire waits for him at home. “Hi, Jack. I was hoping to catch you. I guess you’re out. No news here, just looking for something to do, someone to talk to. Did you watch the fireworks? I was up all night—I was going to call but I figured you were either out or asleep, lucky guy. You have no idea how lucky you are, Jack, just to be able to close your eyes and drift off. I would give anything for that. It’s been so long. Sometimes I think I see things… shapes and colors. The furniture hasn’t started talking to me yet, thank God, but that’s next. That’s right… around… the corner: boy! When the furniture starts talking to me, that’s when I’ll know I’ve finally lost it. ‘Hello Claire Martin, you’re a nice person!’ Or, no—do it with a French accent: ‘Bonjour Mademoiselle Claire. Vood you like dis tasty cookie?’ ‘O, yes I vood, tank you very much.’ Me and my funny voices. I wonder if chairs can eat? I mean, I know they can’t eat. But if they had a mouth they could do all sorts of things. They wouldn’t just have a mouth for no reason. You know? I mean that doesn’t make sense, now that we’re talking about not making any sense. Now that we’re finally on that topic. What kind of asshole thinks that? That’s a person who’s just crazy fucked-up. Anyway I thought I’d give you a call because I’m tired of not sleeping and I’m tired of being here by myself… and I know I’m rambling and I probably sound like a weirdo. It’s just that I’m so, so tired. But you don’t have to call back. I know you’re busy. You’ve got a busy life. Just call sometime. It doesn’t have to be today.”


  The author takes a long soak in the bath, puts on clean pajamas, pours a glass of tonic with a wedge of lime. He powers up the computer, writes a page, and saves the file before answering his emails. He pours a second drink. As an afterthought he adds a splash of vodka and doesn’t stir it in. He watches the news, fixes dinner, switches the TV over to a home decorating show, and eats his microwave beef merlot in front of the set. He sits on the toilet with a copy of The New Yorker. He tries thinking of a funny caption for this week’s cartoon contest. He can’t think of anything. Finally he comes up with “You must have me confused with someone else.”


  He flushes, stands at the mirror, rubs his chin, decides to put off shaving until tomorrow. He considers writing another page but finds the TV more enticing. He sits through a bad movie about stock cars, then mutes the set and does twenty pushups. He lies face flat on the floor, feeling his heart beat and imagining the arteries in his neck as congested pipelines. A woman in a hardhat leads a guided tour, pointing overhead; the people on the tour represent the author’s high cholesterol. He staggers up and cracks open a beer. He unmutes the set and switches over to CNN. As he watches he tells himself he’s going to have a productive day tomorrow. He’ll work out, write five pages, drop a line to someone he’s lost touch with. He wonders if ‘unmute’ is a word. He turns off the TV and sits in the dark for some hazy length of time. He listens for a noise from next door, a sign he’s not the only one in the building. He’s never been on any of the other floors, just the lobby level and this one. He wonders if he’s missing something. He has one more beer and falls into bed. He thinks about going on a vacation somewhere, maybe a cross-country train trip. He ponders his age and considers what percentage of his life he’s already lived. Fifty-two sounds about right. If life were a year, what month would this be, what season, what day? Perhaps right around today, the fifth of July. January 1st doesn’t feel so very long ago. But you never know how much time you’ve got left. It might be October 2nd, or November 4th, or even New Year’s Eve already. Here’s his Swedish disposition again, putting its morbid spin on everything.


  It’s a week later. Her mother’s there, and her sister; he’s meeting them for the first time. The mom smokes cigarettes, which keeps her rail thin. She goes out frequently and returns seven minutes later, slipping the cigarettes into her bag. It’s almost in bad taste, but Jack keeps this thought to himself. Sister’s a huge, smothering presence, all breasts and shoulders.


  “I’ve never seen any of Claire’s writing,” the mom admits, then asks, “What’s it like?”


  He wants to tell the truth—that it’s uneven, technically a mess, overripe with jokes and pithy expressions—but instead he says, “It’s funny. Smart and funny.”


  “Just like Claire herself,” the sister adds, and they all laugh sadly.


  He’s never seen Claire’s eyelids before. Her dress is some Laura Ashley number. He stands over her, considering the irony of sleeping pills. As a group, Claire’s friends and family seem like heavy drinkers. The men are wiry academics and the women inclined to stare into space. Some conversations have to do with Claire and others don’t; all in all they’re handling this rather well. They’re the kind of people who cry in private—in bathtubs, sitting in traffic, stopping on the stairs while bringing up wine from the basement. Most remember Claire’s dry humor and the crazy men she dated. No one’s surprised, no one’s saying, “But she seemed so happy!” Jack guesses the median age to be forty-five, which makes him feel young.


  The mother gets tired at the end of the night; she keeps taking fresh cups of coffee and holding them until they get cold. “Claire was restless as a little girl—and hard on herself. We never scolded her about anything. Didn’t need to. We’d say, ‘But Claire, an A minus is a good grade.’ I hope she didn’t think we weren’t happy with her, because we were. No one could have asked for a nicer, sweeter, more self-sacrificing, insecure, nervous, pessimistic—”


  Claire’s sister tightens a hand around her. “Ma,” she says.


  Jack goes over to be closer to Claire. He wishes he could sneak her into the next room and have a bitch session about the other guests. The Laura Ashley dress, with its lace collar and floral print, doesn’t do her justice. It doesn’t fit her well, and it’s meek and conventional in ways that don’t suit her. Vaguely he wonders if she’s wearing shoes.


  The sister phones two days later to ask if he’d like some of Claire’s books. The thought makes him uncomfortable but he feels he can’t say no. He meets her at Claire’s apartment; the door is propped open with a garbage bag, and a pail and a wet mop stand out in the hall.


  The sister makes him a cup of coffee, and they sit at the kitchen table. “Where’s the cat?” he asks.


  “I’ve got it. Not that I need another.”


  Everything this woman says sounds heartless, though he realizes this isn’t her fault. Good for her if she’s got the wherewithal to clean up, throw things out.


  A stack of papers in the bedroom intrigues him, so he takes a look. The sister goes back to wiping out the refrigerator. The bedroom is mostly empty except for the mattress, which stands on its end leaning against the wall. A box of paperbacks reveals no treasures. The psychedelic Márquez cover brings back a memory, though not of anything specific, just a general sense of Claire.


  “Claire was a big reader in college. I didn’t know about her sleep problem. That was news to me. Except for the smoking, I always thought of her as a health nut. But she had a way of keeping things to herself,” the sister calls from the kitchen, kneeling at the refrigerator and scrubbing at the bottom shelf.


  The papers include Claire’s stories plus two hundred pages of a novel. Some of the pages have his notes on them; he dimly remembers writing “You just said this on page seven,” and “I don’t see where this sidebar is leading.” He wishes he took the time to write more encouragement, but that would’ve meant lying to her. As a fellow human being, then, and not just a half-competent story writer with some publishing success, he could’ve offered more praise, could’ve said “I like your sense of humor,” or “You have a good eye for subtle details,” because as a person she did. He could’ve praised her honest intentions and not dwelled so much on the mediocre results.


  Years pass. Jack continues with his writing, taking whole summers off to read and meander up and down the coast. He stops drinking, drops twenty pounds, signs up for a cardio-aerobics class that meets three times a week. His body becomes his big project. Along with aerobics he goes to karate on weekends. His instructor is a young Caucasian named Hans who starts each session with a motivational speech. He tells his students that the experience of life is ninety-eight percent physical: eating, getting good sleep and exercise, maintaining a straight posture. He puts Jack on a diet of raw vegetables and protein supplements, and within a year Jack’s moved on to taking an advanced class and competing in exhibition sparring. For the first time in his life he’s actually buff. He starts attracting a different kind of female, women interested in working out and skiing and not so much in discussing narrative point-of-view. He dates a few of them, making it clear after date number two or three that he’s not looking for anything long-term. By the time he’s officially middle-aged he looks younger and fitter than when he was thirty.


  Then one day, after an evening session at the dojo, he waves goodbye to Hans, bangs chests with a couple guys from class, and heads back to his place. Unless the weather’s bad, he always walks. He likes the warm, wrung-out feeling after a solid workout. With his jacket on and his gym bag slung over his shoulder, he struts along the waterfront, ready to pound out a half dozen pages when he gets home. The elevated train takes its passengers across the bay.


  At the end of the boardwalk, he waits at a traffic light. It’s slow to change; cars roar through the intersection. I’ll have a quiet night tonight, he thinks. Work for an hour, eat a small dinner, and go to bed early. He’s not tied down by anything, and his days and nights are just as he likes them. If he wants to spend the night in the company of a woman, there’s always a number he can call. If he’d rather be alone, that’s fine too. There’s no anxiety. Little nuisances and disappointments don’t affect him, silence doesn’t bother him. He has nothing to prove anymore.


  The writer in him would bristle at this bad timing. This should’ve happened years ago, before the darkness lifted, when drink and Hannah and the memory of Claire still had a hold on him. Perhaps that’s the other lie of fiction. Actions in real life unfold according to their own time—they might take months or even years to pan out. The real tragedy is the action that’s taken after the need for it no longer exists.


  I have an image left—only one, but I don’t want to waste it. Jack and Claire are wandering in a vague and misty locale, nothing clear on the horizon, no distinction between earth and sky. All day they’ve been following a faint tinkling noise that never gets any closer. It sounds like chimes or strings being plucked. There’s an absence of color and a pleasant chill in the air.


  Claire sets down a cautious foot and glides ahead, the mist making it look like she’s flying. Jack’s happy just to watch, but she skates back and takes his hand, pulling him onto the surface of what I’ve decided must be ice. I’ve seen all this before. The tinkling offers a clue—it’s louder now, and a woman’s voice joins in. I think she’s singing about people being good for each other. At any rate it’s a giving thought.


  Before the traffic clears, Jack closes his eyes, smiles, and steps into the street. Horns fill his ears, and his world ends in mid-scramble.


  I had a conversation the other day. A woman and I were talking about Savannah, Georgia. The woman said she lived there for a number of years, and I asked if Savannah was like New Orleans where they buried people aboveground. She said she didn’t know, and I looked at her funny and said, “How could you not know that?”


  Some thoughts for writers: the best writing is that which puts the writer’s sanity at risk. Some narratives move in a straight line, some in an arc. Mine start out strong and gradually lose confidence in themselves, and it’s that process of losing confidence that most interests me.


  Writing is not magic. It’s nothing special. It’s something you do with your fingers between the hours of ten and noon, Mondays through Fridays.


  Writing will not solve the problems in your non-writing life.


  People who respect and believe in you will do so unconditionally. If someone neither respects nor believes in you, fleeting material success will only mask their true feelings. What this means is: don’t write because you think people will change their minds about you. You can’t change their minds.


  Writing that neither entertains nor provokes need not be shared with anyone.


  If you show your book to one hundred people, fifty of them will start it, twenty will finish it, ten will have no lingering memory of it when they’re done, nine will give you strange looks at parties, and one life will be changed for the better.


  Good writing is rarely the result of the author’s intentions, which are generally wrong-headed. Good writing often depends on the author’s ability to trust and be led.


  Three good reasons for writing a book: You enjoy doing it. You want to make a positive impact on the world. You want to bring something into being that otherwise wouldn’t exist.


  Three bad reasons: You want to see your name in print. You want to be rich and famous. You want people to love and admire you.


  Remember, the world is not suffering from a dearth of written materials. We are, however, running short on corn.


  Talking


  State your name, your profession, and why you think Mike Heppner has asked you to participate in this survey.


  Vince Passaro: Vince Passaro, writer. Because we drink beer together.


  T Cooper: Author. Because I’m very handsome and people generally want me part of their projects to add a touch of glamour.


  Jen Hyde: Jen Hyde, poet, and I believe Mike asked me to participate because he really wanted to talk to Small Anchor, but Small Anchor is not a real person.


  Edward Gauvin: Edward Gauvin, translator. I once came late to Mike’s reading and refused to speak to him for the remainder of the evening, though I willingly partook of food his publisher paid for.


  Gordon Haber: Gordon Haber, writer and teacher.


  Dirk Fearing: Dirk Fearing, a student in Emerson College’s MFA Creative Writing Program.


  Katie Sticca: Katie Sticca. Student/Server (“hospitality associate” on my resume).


  William Hess: I’m William Hess and I’m a recent college graduate.


  Joshua Furst: My name’s Joshua Furst. I’m an erstwhile writer who’s gotten lucky a few times. I suppose Mike Heppner asked me to participate because he figures he can rely on me to unwisely lob a few self-destructive comments into the discussion.


  Peter Quinones: Peter Quinones, corporate negotiator.


  Jamie Reich: Jamie Reich, student. I’m a dabbler in words, and way too smug for my own good. I think it is this smugness—this optimism—that made Mike think of me. I lack a certain cynicism because of my inexperience. And Mike has been kind enough to instill in me a good balance of wariness and hope, while at the same time never crushing my confidence.


  Neil Peart: My name is Neil Peart, drummer and lyricist for the band Rush, and part-time author. I have published four books more-or-less in the travel genre, a number of magazine articles, and continue writing illustrated stories for my web site, neilpeart.net. There I also review books I like, in a department called Bubba’s Book Club. I once gave a nice review to Mike Heppner’s second novel, Pike’s Folly, and like most writers, Mike can’t resist someone who appreciates his work, so we became friends.


  What are you wearing? What did you wear yesterday?


  Joshua Furst: A dark blue bathrobe and white tube-socks. Yesterday a leather jacket.


  Katie Sticca: Same thing as yesterday, and the day before that—general air of dishevelment, and some lip gloss to dress it up a bit.


  Have you ever been in a fistfight? If so, did you win? If not, make something up.


  Neil Peart: My last fistfight occurred at age eight, against another skinny little third-grader, David Carson. The epic battle took place after school, under the row of tall, spooky spruce trees filled with nesting grackles, a block from Gracefield School. The trees are gone now, but I like to imagine my old schoolmates staging annual reenactments at the site, gathering in a circle as one of them (they take turns) recreates my incredible “windmill” attack, arms flailing at David for nearly twenty seconds, until I got tired and he pinned me down.


  Jen Hyde: Metaphorically, I get in a fistfight pretty much everyday. Sometimes I win, but mostly at night I curl up on my bed and try to forget about winning and losing.


  Vince Passaro: Richard Ford almost punched me once in a hotel suite in Vegas but that’s just his way with people who intimidate him.


  Why do you write? Would you still be happy writing if you knew your work had no hope of ever being published?


  Neil Peart: I have been writing “recreationally” since… around the time of that lost fistfight. Draw your own connections.


  Katie Sticca: I write because it makes me feel better about my inability to articulate when speaking. If I knew, without a doubt, that none of my work would ever be published, I might even like it better, because any self-imposed pressure would be completely eliminated.


  Jamie Reich: I write because I don’t know how to do anything else. Honestly, I’m quite useless. If you’ve ever seen me load and unload wares from the stock room where I used to work at Cheers in Beacon Hill, you’d know exactly what I’m talking about.


  Joshua Furst: I write to kill time—I mean this literally; when the writing’s going well, time loses its hold on me and the tedium of waiting for it to pass is relieved. I also write in hopes of expelling my rage and indignation, but so far…well, see, I’m still writing.


  Peter Quinones: I’m not sure if writing is a good means of expression.


  What is the role of the contemporary novelist in 2009?


  Dirk Fearing: The same as it’s always been—to search the world (preferably the real one) for some sense of meaning of the human experience, to do this by asking the big questions via exploring his or her characters’ deeper being. To express honestly, brutally and relentlessly an artistic voice. To engage the larger world in the process.


  William Hess: To write truthfully, to give the reader—regardless of whether the events in the novel are based on reality or pure fantasy—the feeling that they have just experienced something real.


  Jamie Reich: To act as a masthead for intellectualism, even in this anti-intellectual age—to be the last vessel of hope for the revitalization of the written word.


  Joshua Furst: The role of most novelists is to provide “content.” Those who refuse this commercial mandate, if they have any role in society, are here to provide cover for the gross philistinism of American—hell, global—capitalism.


  Vince Passaro: He/She has been made into English Department filler for the proliferating MFA programs, has an 403B, a mortgage, and one or two good cars, and thus he/she no longer has any notable social or even, I daresay, aesthetic role in the culture. It’s a fair trade, don’t you think?


  Out of curiosity, was it redundant of me to say both “contemporary novelist” and “in 2009”? Should I strike “contemporary” or leave it in?


  Joshua Furst: I might replace “contemporary” with “serious.” But that would lead to a whole different conversation.


  As a reader and a consumer, what do you think is a fair price for an average new hardcover novel?


  Edward Gauvin: An honest conversation over a beverage of choice at some later date, or $17.


  Joshua Furst: No idea. I will say, though, that I’ve always aspired to be the sort of writer whose books are stolen from the bookstore shelves by junkies and half-starved romantics.


  Dirk Fearing: There are two answers. Both rely on how one defines “fair” after buying and reading the book. If I pay $23.95 / $35.00 Canadian, and the book is terrible, then it wasn’t fair at all to charge that much. If it was good, great or remarkable, then it wasn’t fair that I paid so little.


  Vince Passaro: Fuck fairness. The best thing that could happen to American literature (though not, I admit, at first glance, a good thing for American writers) would be if the publishers were to give up on literature all together, literary books were banned, and serious writing were only available as samizdat on the black market. That would separate the wheat from the chaff pretty damn quick.


  What is the dumbest thing you’ve ever heard someone who should know better say about writing or publishing?


  T Cooper: “Write what you know.”


  Gordon Haber: “Good work always gets published.”


  Katie Sticca: “You can’t judge a book by its cover.” Wrong. You can, and you do.


  Joshua Furst: Most everything anybody says about writing and publishing is dumb in one way or another, either because it rises from a willfully naive ignorance of the marketplace or from a confusion about the distinction between art and commerce. Here’s the most illuminating thing anyone’s ever told me: A few years ago I wrote a young adult book under a pen name in order to generate a bit of extra cash. The publisher, in rejecting it, actually said, “It’s too well written for our market.” The rub of course being that it wasn’t well written at all; I’d pumped it out in, like, three weeks.


  Should the creative impulse always be encouraged?


  T Cooper: It probably shouldn’t even be mentioned.


  Neil Peart: Hmm… I guess so. You can’t help wishing some people would just shut up, though.


  Gordon Haber: Absolutely not. There are certain people who should be discouraged. One of my creative writing students consistently has his characters make important personal or emotional decisions based on issues of tax law. This person should not be writing. I’m not even sure he should be reading.


  William Hess: Creative impulse is useless without the (technical) foundation for properly channeling that impulse.


  Joshua Furst: Aspirants to the arts should be treated like goyim who want to convert to Judaism. They should be discouraged, brusquely and without regard for their feelings. The foolhardiness of their desire should be mercilessly explained to them. If they come back and beg, they should be turned away. Only after they’ve entered the temple three times, prostrated themselves, meditated on and questioned their reasons for wanting to convert from every conceivable angle, so they know fully the responsibility and hardship that will be their burden forever after, should they be embraced, and then only tentatively.


  Jen Hyde: What someone does with the creative impulse is his own responsibility, but nobody should be denied creativity, or be told their ideas are worthless.


  What are some things the publishing industry can do to get its head out of its ass?


  Joshua Furst: Deconsolidate.


  William Hess: Cap advances for new writers.


  Peter Quinones: Learn more about marketing.


  T Cooper: Stop making business decisions out of fear.


  Neil Peart: It won’t happen from the “inside”—mainly because business people are too busy covering their asses to get anything in or out of there! Despite the similar turmoil in the music industry, musicians continue to find different ways to keep doing their work and getting it out to people—just as Mike Heppner is doing here—though it sure is a struggle in “transitional” times.


  Admit it, you don’t care about anyone’s writing but your own.


  Joshua Furst: Au contraire! What I don’t have is tolerance for anything less than excellence.


  Edward Gauvin: The writing of certain dead white males, sometimes even a select group of elderly women, moves me deeply.


  What do you think accounts for the widespread popularity of creative writing programs, books about writing, and online writing groups, despite the general public’s clear lack of interest in most non-genre fiction?


  Vince Passaro: A culture of measureless narcissism.


  Katie Sticca: Probably the combination of democracy and overpopulation.


  Gordon Haber: Lots of people want to feel like writers. They hunger for some kind of artistic authenticity. But they don’t want to make any sacrifices. These programs, groups, et cetera, allow people to feel like writers without requiring any actual work. The expansion of the creative writing industrial complex is also due to economics. For a university, it’s an extremely easy way to generate income. There’s almost no overhead. You provide a few rooms, underpay a few adjuncts, and then count the money.


  Edward Gauvin: I read an article recently wherein some NEA bigwig expressed his satisfaction at having been instrumental in establishing the MFA program, through which he was able to employ many of his struggling writer friends. He did not mention the generation these programs have since defrauded with hope.


  Is it too much to expect someone who wants to write a book to know how to spell?


  Vince Passaro: Yes, actually. Flannery O’Connor couldn’t spell. Many other great writers. As my ex-wife once said at a meeting of the parents’ association at a Manhattan strivers’ private school, when parents complained of spelling errors, “Spelling is a bourgeois preoccupation.”


  Neil Peart: Apparently F. Scott Fitzgerald and John Steinbeck were terrible spellers, and they both claimed that’s what editors were for. Personally, I prefer good spelling—editors have more important problems to fix!


  Has the writing life taken a toll on you, either physically, emotionally, mentally, or financially? Has it been worth it?


  Vince Passaro: That’s like asking if the priesthood’s been worth it. Any form of saying yes is self-congratulatory. As far as the physical toll, I strongly agree with Murakami’s statement that to be a writer, you must be strong; and if you are not able or inclined, as he is, to swim a mile per day and run six or eight or ten, then you must draw that strength from some other place within oneself.


  Joshua Furst: I’m an emotional wreck—on the days when I’m not too depressed to move, I’m seized with an anxiety that, though it propels me out of the house, turns me into a raving lunatic. I’m thirty-seven and still living with roommates, eating pizza by the slice most days for want of the funds for anything more substantial, and wearing clothes I purchased a decade or more ago. My body will begin rebelling against me soon, but since I have no health insurance, I’m banking on not noticing until it’s too late. Mentally I’m fine, though I find that the ideals on which I’ve placed my faith grow more esoteric with each passing year, which sometimes leads others to believe I’m unstable.


  Jen Hyde: It’s often a crutch and sometimes a relief to lock myself away and work. The more time I spend writing, the less time I spend interacting with the idiots in my life. I probably wouldn’t feel any different if I were doing something else as equally important to me. I have a giant amount of debt, I can’t show up to a real job everyday without wanting to kill myself and I get really sad when I think about how my friends are on a different path. Settling down is just as important to them as it is to me, and yet there is this other work I’m dedicated to and I refuse to give up on.


  Can you speak German? No you can’t.


  T Cooper: Enough to know what juden means, because I heard it so many times when I was touring with my last novel in Germany and people would introduce me and describe the book a little to the audience before readings. I also know schmuck from that trip.


  Gordon Haber: For most of my adult life, I have been trying to reconcile my loathing of Germans with my experience of them. They are generally friendly, tolerant, and well-informed people; and yet I can’t shake the notion that they’re just itching to invade Poland again.


  Some have suggested the literary novel is either dead or dying. Do you think that’s true? If not, why not? If so, is that such a bad thing?


  Joshua Furst: No. They’ve been saying that since Cervantes’ time. Except for a brief window after World War Two, serious writers (with a few exceptions of course) have always had to struggle. My book of short stories has already sold more copies than Moby-Dick did in Melville’s lifetime, which isn’t to say it’s as good as Moby-Dick—it’s not—or that it sold particularly well. The number of people interested in writing that strives to be better than middlebrow has always been minuscule.


  Gordon Haber: It’s not something that concerns me. The novel is resilient. Long-form fiction will probably become like poetry: a genre read mostly by its own practitioners. But I don’t see it as dying.


  Jamie Reich: Even if this is the case, I will deny it to the day I die. Because the literary novel is not dead or dying to me, it never will be, and that, I think, is most important.


  Tell us the name of a book that changed your life and why.


  Vince Passaro: The Habit of Being (letters of Flannery O’Connor).


  Peter Quinones: The Solitary Vice: Against Reading by Mikita Brottman.


  Katie Sticca: Something tells me you won’t like it if I say The Bible.


  Gordon Haber: Oh my God, the book that changed my life was…


  Oh shut up.


  Gordon Haber: Oh. Okay.


  Neil Peart: That was close!


  What are your biggest strengths and weaknesses as a writer?


  Joshua Furst: I wouldn’t presume to list my strengths, and I refuse to let on to my weaknesses.


  Jamie Reich: I get to know my characters. I ask them questions, and they respond. I’m awful at plot, though. I’m never surprised when someone reads a story of mine and asks, “…but did anything… actually… happen?” No, nothing probably did. But that’s my fault, not yours.


  Gordon Haber: Strengths: humor, dialogue, an ability to invest third-person limited with that elusive first-person feel. Weaknesses: an inability to write characters that are not based on myself; a false assumption that the world gives a shit about the concerns of assimilated Jews.


  As an anesthesiologist?


  Gordon Haber: Strengths: a light touch with the gas. Weaknesses: complete unconcern for the patient’s comfort.


  Vince Passaro: Even on a low budget I am able to anesthetize myself regularly and all together too well.


  Neil Peart: In both professions, it’s a rare and valuable gift to be able to help people get to sleep when they need to escape their pains.


  Since embarking on the writing life, what has surprised you the most? What are some of the most common misperceptions about being a writer?


  Vince Passaro: Misperception: that one can do it as well as it can be done within the limits of one’s strength and talent and, at the same time, love and care for one’s family as one should and attain the ease of life common to a 21st century American of the professional class. For all but the rarest of beings, these things absolutely do not mix.


  Gordon Haber: Writing professionally has (almost) ruined the experience of reading. It’s rare now for me to simply enjoy a book: as I read I’m asking myself, Why is this book good? What is this writer doing that I need to learn? And while I used to just throw aside a bad book, now it makes me angry: How could this son of a bitch get a book published while nobody will buy one of mine?


  Neil Peart: Biggest surprise? That your third or fourth book can be harder to get published than your first. Misperceptions? That it’s fun, autonomous, and carefree. And that you can make a living.


  Joshua Furst: If anything’s surprised me, it’s that I’ve been able to get away with the work I do for as long as I have.


  What inspires you?


  Jen Hyde: Late-night rides up the FDR, approaching any large city on an airplane; a panoramic view through a small glass window and knowing that there is so much life to experience is inspirational. Seeing the subway on 125th Street for the first time, looking at a silverfish up-close before squashing it, letters other people have written.


  Katie Sticca: Besides Oprah? I don’t know… little kids waving tiny American flags. Dogs with wheels instead of back legs. Hardened street kids helping an old lady with her groceries. Old ladies helping hardened street kids learn to read. A stadium full of immigrants with their hands to their hearts, giving the “Pledge of Allegiance”. Cancer survivors. Elderly married men that still refer to their wives as “my bride.” People who take immense pride in their families. The redeeming power of a bottle of wine. Nuns. Priests. Veterinarians. Red fingernail polish. And Oprah.


  Please list a minimum of three things you’d rather do than read a book.


  Joshua Furst: Fuck, fight and write.


  Jen Hyde: Go for a walk by myself on a crisp day, have sweet sex, drive across the country.


  Katie Sticca: Eat a book, have sex with a book, take a nap in a book.


  As writers, are we collectively doing all we can to make our work still meaningful to the public at large—of the world, not apart from it? Or do you fundamentally disagree with the premise of the question?


  Neil Peart: Fundamentally disagree. Just do it.


  Vince Passaro: Most of us are doing all we can to make a little money. This leaves us no time or energy or inclination to do that other thing.


  Joshua Furst: I pitch my work toward individuals, and as anybody who’s ever had a friend or relative who’s obsessed with that one book no one’s ever read or heard of knows, individuals are an anarchic, unpredictable bunch. If writers can infect just a few of them with the kinds of questions and ideas that the public is incapable of accommodating, there’s still a possibility that we can stir up a whole lot of trouble.


  Can you hold this for a second?


  Gordon Haber: Um, sure, okay. Hey wait—ow! Fuck, ow! That burns! What the fuck, Mike?


  As a writer, what year do you wish it were right now? And don’t just pick a year and go on to the next question. Tell us why.


  Jen Hyde: I wish it were the late 1800’s and that I lived in England so that I could hang out in Lord Byron’s castle and laugh at Wordsworth with him.


  Dirk Fearing: 1920. The modernists saw that they were faced with a world that had fallen apart. Through their writing, they tried to piece it back together by bending, rearranging, rebelling and reinventing art. They took on the large questions even though they knew they wouldn’t find the large answers.


  Vince Passaro: 1947. Post war America featured cheap booze and cheap real estate and low prices for a good education and an obvious grain against which to write. Its conformity was fabulously thirsty for news of scandalous nonconformity. You might get thrown in jail but it would only be for a day or a week or a month, none of this Homeland Security desaparacido bullshit.


  Joshua Furst: Sometimes I wish it were 1968, when the ideas of intellectuals and artists briefly filtered into the populace and cracked open societies across the globe. But then I look around at the American slice of this movement and remember how all those people turned out—smug, narcissistic and complacent, and worst of all, nostalgic for the trappings of all they betrayed. So, I’m going to say 1924 Berlin. Those radicals all ended up either dead or displaced. When they were forced to stare down the repercussions of their beliefs, they did so with integrity.


  Katie Sticca: As a writer, I am thrilled with the present year. Something tells me my motivation would be stalled a bit if writing required a quill pen and parchment paper. I’d just take the easy way out and be a wench.


  Are you willing to accept Mike Heppner as your Supreme Leader, and are you prepared to observe His decree as Rule of Law, and, additionally, are you willing to follow Him to His outpost in remote Nunavut and tend to His hardscrabble fields and serve as His chattel and accept His verdict in all legal disputes?


  Neil Peart: Have to think about that.


  Joshua Furst: No, I’ve got my own rebellious fiefdom to attend to.


  What is your problem?


  Jen Hyde: Other people and a lack of sleep, mostly.


  Dirk Fearing: I’ve been asking that question all my life. That’s why I write.


  Mike Heppner is a very needy person. Please say something nice about Mike Heppner so he can put it in his book.


  Dirk Fearing: Mike Heppner won’t accept the stasis of art. He keeps moving. Always forward.


  Gordon Haber: Mike is the bard of the banal. He takes the commonplace, our stupid fancies or mistakes, and elevates them to the level of art. His work is relentlessly original and never up its own ass.


  Jamie Reich: Mike Heppner has written a wickedly funny and dark book (Pike’s Folly), the first to make me laugh in a long while, and has embarked on the COOLEST project. He’s changing the world. He’s showing everyone who’s boss.


  Vince Passaro: Mike Heppner wants to make something new, and he wants to speak with immediacy to the real world. Good luck to him. God bless his family. (Do his parents have money or what’s the story there? I mean, we’re talking adjunct pay and writing photocopied novellas and giving them away in coffee shops for chrissakes… Well, has anybody asked him?)


  Joshua Furst: Mike Heppner believed in my work long before most anyone else gave a shit. Oh, wait, that’s sort of more about me than about Mike. I guess I’ll go with this: Mike Heppner has more integrity and talent than most anyone writing today (and I’m only being partly facetious.)


  T Cooper: Mike Heppner is an author.


  Neil Peart: Mike Heppner is a good writer and a nice man, and people should give him everything he wants. And do what he says—even unto Nunavut…


  Author’s Note


  Part Three of The Man Talking Project, “Man Talking,” was written in late 2007 and early 2008. It originally appeared in a slightly different version on my website, mikeheppner.com, in April 2008, where it remained until early 2012. During those four years, the website received over forty-thousand hits. “Man Talking” is dedicated to Joseph McElroy.


  Part One, “Talking Man,” was written in the summer of 2008 and originally published in a slightly different version as a chapbook by Small Anchor Press in September 2008. The first edition sold out, and a second was published later in 2008, followed by a Sichuanese translation in the summer of 2009. “Talking Man” is dedicated to Joshua Furst.


  Part Two, “Man,” was written in the late summer, early fall of 2008. Five hundred photocopies were left in random locations across the United States and Europe in December 2008, along with a note inviting people to read the manuscript and send in their reactions to my website, good or bad. (Some of those reactions can be read at mikeheppner.com.) “Man” is dedicated to Jen Hyde.


  Part Four, “Talking,” was compiled in late 2008 and early 2009. It originally appeared as a handwritten, single-copy edition awarded to contest winner Dan Pope in September 2009. It was subsequently published in the online magazine Wild Rag in October 2010. “Talking” is dedicated to my students at Emerson College in Boston.


  I would like to thank: Cindy Cantrell, Peter Chomko, Sharon Clark, T Cooper, Suzanne Dottino, Clare Dudman, Dirk Fearing, Joshua Furst, Tim Gager, Mary Gannon, Edward Gauvin, Gordon Haber, Will Hess, Jen Hyde, Josh Maday, Joseph McElroy, Cat Mooney, Justin Nicholes, Vince Passaro, Neil Peart, Dan Pope, Peter Quinones, Jamie Reich, Matthew Shaer, Katie Sticca, Justin Taylor, Eileen Wiedbrauk, Kristopher Young, my family, and all of the kind people who helped me pass out copies of “Man” in 2008.
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